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Author’s Notes



This is a Twisting the Hellmouth Challenge “The League of Extraordinary Women” sequel, third in the series after “Cross Purposes”.




Spoilers: All of “The Secret World of Alex Mack”, plus some more stuff to be named later. There are hints of spoilers from other dimensions, because Alex will sometimes think about things she learned from Hermione (Hermione Granger of Harry Potter) or Sam (mid-season five Major Samantha Carter of Stargate SG-1) or Willow and Buffy (of Buffy the Vampire Slayer) or Selina (Catwoman of the DC universe, specifically the Catwoman of Chris Dee’s ‘Cat Tales’ universe) or Jaime (Jaime Sommers of the original Bionic Woman). And, of course, there are spoilers for “The League of Extraordinary Women” but not for “Cross Purposes”.




Disclaimer: I don’t own “The Secret World of Alex Mack”, nor do I own any of the other properties referenced in the first story of this series. All disclaimers for the aforementioned works of fiction are listed there in full.




Crossover: This is a Multiple Crossovers universe, and there will be constant references to other universes in this story, but it is going to be primarily focused on the Alex Mack ‘verse, with a few familiar (and possibly unfamiliar) characters eventually added in when we get to later chapters, starting in chapter 18. Yeah, I have it planned out in that much detail.




1. Return



Alex got up and ate a big breakfast. She was planning on skipping lunch. Her mom had covered for her while she was gone, by telling the school she was out sick. Fortunately, she had been on a team with the smartest women on earth. No, even smarter than that. She sort of felt like she had met three women, each of them the smartest person in their own universe. And the other three women on her team were really smart and clever, just not ‘World’s Most Uber-Brilliant Scientist Ever’ levels of smart.




And she was intent on using everything she had learned from every one of them. Starting with a lesson from Selina. So she was going to play ‘sick person’ all day today, and maybe most of tomorrow too. If you had a cover, you had to make it stick. If you had a secret identity, you had to keep it secret outside your team. Selina and her boyfriend the Batman had shown her that one. And Buffy had plenty of stories that taught her the downside of being really sucky at preserving her cover.




So today she was going to be ‘still not completely recovered Alex.’ She was going to eat a tiny lunch in the school cafeteria or skip it entirely, and just not tell anyone she was eating a couple energy bars for lunch. She was going to act like she still felt lousy. And she was going to use some of Selina’s acting tips.




She checked with her mom. “You sure you got everything taken care of with the principal?”




Her mom nodded patiently. “Yes, Alex. And I made sure that your friends checked with all of your teachers. And I’m going to chat with your principal about what you and your father wanted.”




She nodded unhappily. Finding days of homework assignments waiting for her was hardly the reward one of the saviors of the multiverse was supposed to get. Having Ray kiss her for ten solid minutes before he had to go home? Definitely the kind of reward she was supposed to get. And her friends had left copies of their homework, so she didn’t have any trouble getting through her math and English and history and Spanish. The science homework was easy, because she was taking the easy earth science course. Still, it had taken her until nearly eleven last night to get it all done for all her courses. She would have complained about it, but Annie said college was way more work. On the other hand, Sam and Willow and Jaime and even Buffy agreed college was also way more fun. And Buffy had to be The Vampire Slayer the whole time she was in college, so Alex figured she should listen to Buffy about college.




Next step, proper disguises. Disguises needed to be perfect, and they needed to not look like disguises. Selina knew all about this stuff, even if most of her knowledge seemed to come from her boyfriend. Alex carefully applied the wrong color foundation, so she looked washed out and sallow. A little taupe eyeshadow in the wrong places, and her eyes looked sunken and unhealthy. Perfect. She looked like she should still be home in bed. She sprayed a little washable color into her hair, so her hair was a shade or two darker than usual, and she left a note for her mom to pick up some hair dye so she could make it ‘permanent’ from here on out. She pulled her hair back, slapped on a fishing hat that didn’t go with her coloring, and she looked ready to be sent home from school for being too sick to attend. Selina was totally expert on stuff like this. Okay, it was probably impossible to make someone like Selina look sick, but if anyone could do it, it would be Selina herself. Or her boyfriend. Selina said Batman had a bunch of different disguises that were so good he had entire other identities going on that no one had spotted.




Her mom drove her in, and they met for a couple minutes with Principal Wilson. She liked him. And he hadn’t been connected with her junior high, so he had no idea there was anything weird about her.




And there wasn’t going to be anything weird about Alexandra Louise Mack. Nope. Not one thing. Alex was going to be dating Ray and working on the yearbook and taking pictures for the school paper and being in the photography club, just like always. The only change was that she was going to be working even harder in school.




That, and she was going to be proactive, as Sam put it. So she was going to spend some time tonight finding ways in and out of the school so no one would see her, and that was going to give her an alibi for the next time during school that The Unnamed Superheroine had to put in an appearance.




She really needed to come up with a superhero name too. Selina had told her the names of half a dozen lightning-based superheroes and supervillains in her world, so Alex had some ideas. Plus her mom was going to pick up a wig that was a couple shades lighter than her normal color, and she was going to start wearing the wig when she was out fighting crime. In a few months, she’d switch to a wig one shade lighter than that, and in another few months, she’d switch to a wig one shade lighter than that. Within a year, Superhero Girl was going to be a shimmering vanilla blonde with long hair, just like everyone would ‘remember,’ and plain old Alex Mack was going to be a light brunette, maybe with short hair in a cute little bob. If the change was gradual and only occurred when Alex got haircuts, it would probably go unnoticed, except among her close friends. Also, Superhero Girl was going to be about five inches taller than Alex Mack, because Alex was sticking to flats and she was going to get some platform heels for Superhero Girl to wear. And Superhero Girl was going to be wearing a padded bra so she was at least a cup size or two bigger than Alex. In a year from now, maybe three cup sizes bigger.




In a year from now, Alex Mack was going to be more boring and more studious and more uninteresting. Meanwhile, her superheroine persona was going to be more blonde and more curvy and more dynamic. She was going to make sure that no one connected Alex Mack with some superheroine.




Which was going to be tough, since Danielle Atron and her sidekick Lars knew about her powers, and maybe a couple of Danielle’s goon squad could figure it out if they tried, and Louis had blabbed to too many people. Fortunately, the only person who actually believed Louis was the girl he had dragged along to the plant, and that was Robyn, who could keep a secret.




Okay, the Atron goon squads didn’t really know she was Mystery Kid who had gotten doused with GC-161, just that she was one of the people Atron had them kidnap. None of them had seen Alex Mack and also ‘puddle of liquid girl’ both. And also, they were going to be in prison for another twenty years. Still, Danielle Atron knew, and Lars knew. That made both of them threats to her and her family. Also, some other people knew it was a teenaged girl in Paradise Valley. But Louis had been telling everyone for like a year now that Superhero Girl had to be someone like Libby, and so pretty much everybody had forgotten the whole ‘Alex Mack’ thing. And pretty much nobody believed Libby would bother to help other people, so nobody believed Louis about any of it anymore. No one but her and Ray and Robyn and Nicole knew just how much Louis was helping by making himself look bad, and no one was going to believe a guy like Louis would do that.




Now she just had to figure out how to get Superhero Girl a lot of martial arts training while Alex Mack supposedly had none. That was likely to be tricky, unless her mom had an idea. Or maybe Annie could dream up something.




And she was whittling down her list of cool superheroine names. She was going to talk to her mom and dad and Ray over dinner tonight. She was leaning toward Shock. But maybe Livewire or Lightning or Thunder. Even if Selina said the Livewire from her world was sort of a crazy lady.




Alex left the principal’s office with her backpack over her shoulder, and she headed for her homeroom. She made sure to walk slower than usual, and she sort of trudged along like her backpack was really heavy.




“Wow Alex, you really look like crap.”




Alex slowly turned around at Libby’s voice. Alex had made sort-of-friends with Kelly, and had made friends with most of the rest of the girls she had trouble with in junior high, but not with Libby. Not with Jo the bully either, but Jo got expelled last year, so Alex wasn’t worrying about her anymore.




Libby still spent all of her time being Miss Popular, and trying to be the next head cheerleader, and parading around with her posse. Alex still hadn’t figured out how Libby hadn’t flunked out of school two or three times, but it seemed like Libby was still scraping by and taking the easiest courses she could. And it wasn’t like Libby was stupid, she just couldn’t be bothered with studying and stuff. She probably spent more time touching up her dark brown roots of her currently blonde hair than she spent doing schoolwork, and that shade of blonde was really not as good a look for her as her original dark brown, which Alex thought was actually really pretty, even if high school guys seemed to stare at blondes more. Blondes and boobs. Libby now had both covered. Or uncovered, depending on how you felt about the sort of lowcut top she was wearing today, which Alex was pretty sure didn’t meet the school’s dress code.




Well, it was time to work on the ol’ secret identity. She said, “Hi, Libby.” She looked at Libby’s girl posse and said, “Hi Carli. Hi Mandy. Hi Tylea.” Then she turned back to Libby. “Don’t you need to stay away from me so you don’t catch anything? I mean, you can’t afford to get sick if you’re that Superhero Girl. That is you, right? That’s what Louis said.”




Libby opened her mouth to contradict her, and froze as her brain had a tiny war inside. She obviously wanted to get to tell Alex she was wrong. But more than anything, she liked being the center of attention. Finally Libby said, “Umm… maybe, maybe not.”




Carli and Tylea turned and stared open-mouthed at Libby, as if she had just publicly announced that she was, definitely, the Superhero Girl who had been stopping supercrimes around town. Mandy just stood there, somewhat aware that something important was going on, but not figuring it out. There was a reason Mandy was going to be a fifth year senior next year.




Alex smiled to herself as she walked off to homeroom. It really wouldn’t take much effort to have the whole school suspecting Libby instead of Alex. That did mean that she was probably going to have to rescue Libby sooner or later, but she’d cross that bridge when she came to it.




Maybe she could stuff a version of her ‘uniform’ into Libby’s gymbag, or hide it in the back of Libby’s closet just before Libby had a sleepover, just to provide a little more ‘evidence’ to Libby’s posse. It would be fairly entertaining if Libby’s girl posse started spending their time protecting Libby’s ‘secret identity’.




She got to homeroom without any other trouble.




The jocks said hi to her in the halls, and she said hi back. But that happened pretty much all the time. Hanging with Ray meant that she was in with the basketball team, and that meant she was okay with the other jocks. She had run track a few times and made friends there, but the whole superpowers thing kept coming up, so she had needed to fake a recurring knee injury to get out of it altogether. But that was okay. She wasn’t the only kid who was out of sports because of injuries. Paul Preston had to have knee surgery and was off the football team until next year. Maybe longer. And Jerry Brady had to have shoulder surgery, and probably wouldn’t play baseball anymore, at least not as a pitcher. And Nicole said Marti said Maci told her that Rondi Meyers used to be a super-good gymnast until she had so many operations on one knee that she had to quit. And Rondi was nice. Really short, but nice. Rondi was like a sophomore, and was still about 4’9”, not counting the five inch heels she wore when she could get away with it so she didn’t look like someone’s baby sister.




The goths and emos nodded to her, too. Lindsay was still one of her friends, even if Lindsay was a senior and didn’t have any classes with her, so Lindsay’s fellow ‘outcasts’ were nice to Alex. And Lindsay ate lunch at the goth table way off to the side of the caff, where they could make fun of the jocks and the popular kids without anyone hearing them. Actually, Lindsay probably wouldn’t be eating in the caff today, because she was supposed to be getting her tongue pierced over the weekend, and it was probably all swollen and gross and painful now. Alex had chickened out on getting her nose pierced a couple years ago, and she couldn’t imagine getting her tongue pierced.




Okay, at one time or another, Alex had done pretty much everything around the school, and made friends doing it. She had even done the cheerleader thing before she found out how much work it was, and how boring it really was, and how you had to put up with every dumb thing any of the athletes did. But she was still friends with a bunch of the cheer squad. And she liked the extracurricular thing, so she knew lots of kids in lots of different groups. And through Annie she knew a ton of the people in the Science Club and the Computer Club and the Robotics Team and the Quiz Bowl team.




Alex slipped into homeroom and sat in her regular seat between Robyn and Nicole, right behind Ray and Louis and some of Ray’s other buds, and right in front of Hannah and Ethan and Margo. Kelly walked to her seat across the room and gave Alex a little wave. Kelly used to be her ultra-arch-enemy, back before they made up and became sort-of-friends one summer while they were both camp counselors. Even if Kelly was still sort of a pain. Kelly was just not really good at opening up and being nice to people.




But Willow and Buffy had explained that it was a huge waste of your time to bother having arch-enemies in school when you had real arch-enemies out there who wanted to do way worse than say mean things about you behind your back. When Buffy was in high school, she had enemies who wanted to torture her to death and then drink all of her blood. Or worse. And Alex already had an arch-enemy who had tried to kill her and her parents and Ray, and would have happily cut her up into little pieces as she experimented on Alex, if she had captured Alex a year or two earlier than that. Alex had seen vampires and demons and a real hellgoddess and Dark Willow, and she still thought Danielle Atron was the evilest thing she knew.




So it was just a big waste of time to be bothered by people like Libby, even if Libby was still really annoying. Well, that was the idea. Making it work was a lot harder. Buffy had explained how hard it could be to ignore the dinky high school stuff while dealing with the really serious stuff out there, especially if you stunk at the whole secret identity part.




The thing was, Alex had important stuff she needed to do. She needed to separate Alex Mack from Superhero Girl. She needed to put Danielle Atron and her creepy nephew and Lars and her minions behind bars. For keeps. She needed to get out there and help every other person in the world who got contaminated by weird chemicals or turned into a science experiment or worse.




And she wanted to track down some people who were the alternate universe versions of the greatest heroes she had ever imagined meeting. Even if it might turn out that someone like a this-universe Buffy Summers couldn’t possibly be as awesome as the Buffy she had met. Or Willow. Or Jamie. Or Sam. Or Hermione. Or Selina. Or Selina’s boyfriend or Sam’s teammates or Buffy and Willow’s friends. She just really hoped that none of them turned out to be badguys in this universe, because that would stink. And since some of them were super-geniuses, having them as supervillains could really stink on ice.




Her homeroom teacher Mrs. Finnegan walked in and put her notebooks on her desk. “Alex? Could you come up here?”




“Yes ma’am,” she said. She walked up. She didn’t make a big production out of being unable to move, but she moved slower than normal. Selina had stressed that being subtle was important. Don’t ham it up. Be Meryl Streep, not William Shatner.




How weird was it that pretty much every one of their worlds had Meryl Streep and William Shatner? And William Shatner was a gigantic ham in every universe? And Willow thought that was hilarious, because William Shatner was Jewish, and lots of Jews didn’t eat ham.




Mrs. Finnegan was nice, and was also Alex’s English teacher, so she was expecting some homework. But when Alex came up to the front desk, Mrs. Finnegan stopped her and said, “Alex, I don’t want to sound mean, but you don’t look well. Are you sure you should be in school?”




Alex nodded, “Yes ma’am. The doctor said I could go back to school, and mom has work to do.”




“Well, did you get your homework assignments?”




Alex nodded again. “Yes ma’am. I got all of ’em done.” And she took them out of the right spot in her notebook and handed them in.




One of the things she had learned from Sam — well, one of the many things she had learned from Sam — was that organization made everything easier, even if it took you a little longer to get organized in the first place. So, while she was doing homework in everything last night, she emptied her backpack and notebook, swiped some dividers and notebook pockets from Annie’s old high school junk, and re-did her school notebook. Now she was going to be able to keep track of everything, and find all the handouts, and keep all her homework where she could find it. And she had Annie’s really big three-ring binder at home, where all her class notes and handouts were going to go, so she could keep everything together so she could study easier.




Not that there was a lot of studying in English class this year. Mostly, it was writing papers and reading ‘important’ books. And writing papers on what she read in ‘important’ books. Okay, there was the whole ‘making notes on the reading’ part for when they had exams, because Willow had given her really good advice on that. And Willow had given her some really good advice on writing papers, so she was looking forward to using that advice too.




Mrs. Finnegan took them and put them in her ‘inbox,’ where all the stuff to be graded went. She said, “Now if you start feeling poorly, I want you to go to the school nurse’s office, all right?”




“Yes ma’am,” she said. “And I think I’m pretty okay. And my sister sent me a DVD on how to write college papers and I watched it over the weekend while I was just laying around not feeling good and really bored, so now I’m all ready to write a paper for you.”




Mrs. Finnegan smiled gently and said, “That’s good, because I’m going to assign a paper in class today.”




Alex went and sat back down. She knew why she got that smile. Nobody ever thought she would do as well as her big sister Annie. Annie was a science super-genius like Willow or Sam, but without the heroism and bravery and kick-ass abilities. Alex had a good gradepoint average, but it was nothing like Annie’s A-plus-plus-plus average.




Alex told herself that she needed to step up her game, because someday the difference between knowing stuff and not knowing stuff might be the difference between living and dying. Buffy had told her the story about the Praying Mantis Demon Teacher, and how their science lessons let her save Xander. Willow had told her about all the books she had studied, and all the stuff she had memorized, and all the computer stuff she had taught herself, and how sometimes that saved the day. And Buffy told her how Xander’s soldier memories helped save everybody a couple times. And every story Sam had told pretty much came down to her knowing a ton of science so she could save the day, or her friend Daniel knowing a ton of linguistics and archaeology so he could save the day, or her commanding officer Jack knowing a ton of stuff that he liked to pretend he didn’t know, so he could save the day. Okay, a couple of Sam’s stories came down to Teal’c being totally badass and saving the day with raw power and a century of training.




So Alex was going to focus more on memorizing important stuff. She didn’t see how knowing about plate tectonics would ever help her, but that was the section they were studying in science, and she was going to study it like someone’s life might be at stake some day. After all, there was no way Buffy could have known that learning about bat sonar and bugs would help her in her job as the Vampire Slayer.




She so needed to squeeze a computer course in somewhere. And a better science class too, even if Earth Sciences was pretty easy and fun. She wondered if she could do physics as one of those self-study courses, like Annie did for social studies in high school. It was either that, or fit it in next year. Or maybe AP chemistry. Although it would be nice to take a course like that and not have every teacher say “ooh so you’re Annie’s little sister, are you going to be as incredibly brilliant as her, or a total loser instead?” At least Mrs. McGurty hadn’t had Annie in a math class and didn’t act like that around Alex. But Mister Hooper, the chem teacher, was like Annie’s biggest fan ever. Taking that class would be horrible.




Maybe there was a way to take chemistry over the internet and make do without a bunch of cool lab experiments. Or maybe she’d wait and take it in college when no one was going to know she was Annie’s little sister. Assuming she lived long enough to get to college.




2. Interlude I



Danielle Atron stared at her computer screen. She didn’t yell. She didn’t shriek like a banshee. She maintained control. Control was crucial here. She took a deep breath, pressed the correct button on her intercom system, and bellowed, “Lars! Carlton!”




In no time, Lars came rushing in, followed by her nephew Carlton, who was hiding behind Lars as much as he could. How typical.




She glared at the two of them. “I thought you told me we could crack the Paradise Valley problem.”




Lars winced, but spoke, “Well, Ms. Atron, it seems they have a… ‘superheroine.’ She’s stopped all of our ‘enhanced’ clients that we’ve tried there.”




Danielle coldly said, “And how would she stop three shapeshifters? It’s not as if the police there could stop a runaway tricycle. They’re so incompetent, they hired Dave Watt!”




Lars said, “Well, the enhanced clients were successful in Los Angeles, although they had to ‘retire’ when the mayor called in the National Guard. We don’t know where they are now. And two out of three enhanced client teams we sent to the San Francisco area ended up being shot by SWAT teams when they turned their robberies into hostage crises. We don’t know where the third team is.”




Danielle sneered, “Like we should care where they are.”




Carlton piped up, “Education! We need to educate our clients better, so they know what they can and can’t get away with.”




Danielle scoffed, “Why bother? They pay us first. I don’t care if they get caught or not. I want to know about Paradise Valley’s superheroine!” She slapped her hands down hard on her desk and glared at her underlings. “Is it Alex Mack? Yes or no!”




Lars said, “Yes!”




Carlton said, “No?”




The two of them stopped and glared at each other.




Why did she have to be surrounded by complete incompetents all the time? She fumed, “Arguments, pro and con?”




Lars said, “We already know she’s the kid who got exposed.”




Carlton stood his ground, “That one time. We don’t know how many other kids got exposed, how many other times. You dumped pollutants for years, and GC-161 experiments were a huge part of that. Anybody could have been contaminated through pollution exposures just from playing in a creek or falling in the mud in the wrong spot. And we know at least three barrels of GC-161 were ruptured the night you two were arrested, so just about anybody could have been exposed at that point, maybe even a police officer or a fireman or one of the FDA security people. Furthermore, we know George Mack spent time designing a GC-161 antidote afterward, because when you first released an enhanced client, he already had antidote prepared and tested, and he gave it to the Paradise Valley police department within hours of our client being captured. Why would he have antidote already? Who would he have tested it on? The answer’s pretty obvious. He already administered it to his daughter as soon as he thought it was safe to use on humans. So Alex Mack is probably powerless now.”




Lars grudgingly admitted, “Well, there is the fact that Paradise Valley’s superheroine also has the ability to fly, according to eyewitnesses. Alex Mack couldn’t do that. She just exhibited side effects that were already known. The silver goo, and the lightning from the fingers, and the telekinesis. We never saw if she could glow or change colors.”




Danielle gritted her teeth. “I hate that kid.” Danielle had spent a huge amount of money — what should have been her money — on ‘plant security personnel’ to hunt the ‘mystery kid’ down, and George Mack’s daughter had been standing there right under Danielle’s nose the entire time. Literally under her nose on more than one occasion. The plant tour for the junior high children. The plant’s Science Fair where Carlton tried to cheat and blame… who? Alex Mack. The plant’s Father-Daughter Golf Tournament, where George Mack brought his little daughter Alex. The intern science project headed by Annie Mack, which got demonstrated in George Mack’s garage, with little Alex standing right on the other side of the door. That little bitch had probably been laughing her ass off at so-called genius Danielle Atron the entire time.




Carlton said, “And the plant is still operational, so it’s possible one of the workers has been exposed to some GC-161 that was lying around somewhere unexpected that they missed when they did hazardous waste clean-up. It’s probably a miracle there aren’t about five hundred people in that town with powers. Or maybe the entire south end of town, and everything downstream from there.”




Danielle gritted her teeth some more. It wasn’t fair that she was stuck here, cut off from the money she worked so hard for, for all those years, while the plant and the town were doing better than ever. “I really hate George Mack.”




Lars growled, “And the sister. Annie Mack. And the black kid.”




Danielle said, “Fine. So we can’t be sure the superheroine is Alex Mack. She sure didn’t seem like someone who would play superhero. She hid from the entire town for four years. The most she did was help rescue a kid one time and then run away.”




Carlton took that as an opportunity to say more. “It’s a lot more likely that a police officer or firefighter would use their powers to become a superhero. Maybe we should check and see if any of them had to go into the hospital right after that night.”




She steepled her fingers and thought. “Let’s send our next team of enhanced clients to Paradise Valley. We’ll warn them there’s a possible GC-161 case there who might get in their way, and give them an incentive to get rid of her permanently. Then, if that goes according to plan, we’ll give them an incentive to take care of the entire Mack family, top to bottom.”




“What kind of incentive?” Lars asked.




“We’ll set them up so they can commit bigger robberies in Las Vegas instead. Or we’ll blackmail them with our knowledge that they killed the superheroine in the commission of a felony, which is murder one, a sure death penalty in this state. We’ll come up with something, as long as it doesn’t take any of my money,” she insisted.




“Naturally,” said Lars snidely.




She said, “And I want samples of that GC-161 antidote. Steal it, analyze it, make some more of it.”




Carlton asked, “Are you planning on removing the powers of our clients? They might pay a lot for that, like that Cready jerk who can’t stop being in shapeshifter mode.”




She shrugged, “Not unless I can make sure it’s worth the cost and effort. No, I have something entirely different in mind.” She didn’t bother to tell them it wouldn’t benefit them any.




3. Problem Child



Alex thought. Buffy had given her a lot of advice, and one of the really big ones was: stop planning on dying next week. Buffy had pretty much given up on having a life, or even living to be eighteen. And when Buffy got to college, she felt totally out of place, partly because she’d never believed she’d ever get there. And then when Sunnydale collapsed, Buffy didn’t know what to do, because she’d never really believed she’d get out of Sunnydale alive. So you needed to plan just like everyone else, because you never knew how long you might be around.




So Alex needed to plan for going to college, and doing the same things everyone else did. She had a great boyfriend, so she needed to plan normal things. Dates. Prom. Girlfriend — boyfriend things. Learning to cook the stuff Ray liked. Thinking about going to college and then maybe even getting married. Even if she had no idea if her screwed-up DNA would do horrible things to a baby.




No, she couldn’t think like that. She just had to plan on having a research team, like her dad and sister, who would make everything better.




The bell rang, and Mrs. Finnegan let everyone run out if they didn’t have her for English, and run in from other homerooms if they did. Then the end-of-break bell rang, and she started talking about the paper they had to write that would be due in a little over two weeks. They had been reading ‘Romeo and Juliet,’ which Alex hated. How could you have a great love story that’s so romantic, and then kill off the main couple at the end? What kind of sicko writes a story like that?




But Willow had been really clear on this. Don’t write the paper you want to write. Write the paper your teacher wants you to write. Don’t write a paper saying ‘William Shakespeare is a dork for killing off the romantic leads.’ The teacher won’t like that. Write a paper about what the teacher talked about in class. Okay, Mrs. Finnegan liked to talk about how communication skills were important. So… A paper that said the poor communication skills of everyone in the story were what made everything go wrong. And boy, was that sure true in ‘Romeo and Juliet,’ from the fighting families who couldn’t talk stuff out, all the way to Romeo and Juliet’s helpers who basically messed up so bad that the main couple ended up dead. That nurse was a moron. And Willow had told her exactly how to write a paper like this. First, notes on all the things to say and not say. Then an outline to put everything into its proper place, with an intro paragraph and a summary paragraph at the end. Then each paragraph in between connecting things together, with each paragraph getting a sentence to explain what you wanted to say, then examples to show you were right, then a sentence to pull things together. And examples from the play to show you knew just what you were talking about, although quotes were even better.




Huh. She had the paper already started in her head and class was only halfway over. Listening to Willow talking about gaming the system was already paying off. Next, she was going to use Willow’s tips about studying, and about reading a story, and about reading a textbook chapter.




She should totally have asked Willow about gaming the system when it came to extra-curricular activities, and applying to colleges. Sam didn’t believe in ‘gaming the system.’ Sam believed in playing it straight as an arrow and ‘be all that you can be’ and being the kind of person who becomes a super-genius Air Force major on a top secret project that saves the world several times a year. Hermione didn’t believe in gaming the system either. Hermione believed in studying the entire textbook, even the parts that weren’t going to be covered according to the class syllabus, and reading so far ahead the teacher wasn’t there yet, and doing way more homework than was required so she could learn extra stuff, and stuff even Annie didn’t do.




But tonight Alex was going to try really hard to do what Willow had suggested. Willow said if you could practice organizing and writing your papers on a timeline, like in one hour, then you could learn to write really good essays for tests super-fast, and that was something that was a giant help on lots of exams. And not just in English classes. Pretty much all the courses except math and science had you writing essays on exams, so this was a really cool skill she could teach herself. So she was going to give herself one hour to write out the outline for the paper and then write the whole paper out longhand. And then she was going to put it in her desk drawer until the weekend and grade it and think about where she messed up, and then look up some quotes, and then try to re-write the whole thing in thirty minutes. Willow said if you could learn to write a great paper in one hour instead of needing thirty hours to write a mediocre paper, you got better grades and you had a lot more time to spend on fun stuff.




Spending five days with Willow and Sam and Hermione and Buffy and Selina and Jaime was definitely the best thing that ever happened to her. Not counting Ray.




The next period was European history with Mr. Porter. And it was more of the same. He wanted to make sure she had done her homework while she was ‘out sick,’ and he warned everybody about the quiz on Wednesday, which was totally not necessary because he always gave a little quiz on Wednesdays. And then he started talking about Napoleon’s battles, and Austerlitz, and a guy named Clausewitz who was one of the names she remembered Sam saying, and how their battle strategies were different from Oliver Cromwell back in the English Commonwealth era.




Alex smiled to herself, because this was something Sam had told her about. Not about the boring political stuff, but about the warfare stuff. Sam had told her that she needed to learn about warfare at a bunch of different scales, and history classes were a good way to do it. Whenever she had to write a paper or do a presentation, concentrate on the battles. Sam said Oliver Cromwell was really good at indirect warfare, not letting the other side know where he was going to attack next, and making sure that he made good strategic moves. Sam told her another couple dozen wars and battles she should study in history classes, and she probably forgot most of them already, but she remembered Cromwell and Napoleon and Clausewitz. So now she knew what her next history paper was going to be on. And later on, if she could, she was going to do some strategies of the Napoleonic Wars or World War II.




She was going to learn about waging a war against a supervillain while she was pretending to learn about European history. Sam was a genius.




And then it was Mrs. McGurty, who thought Alex looked too pale to be back at school yet, but still wanted her to take that makeup test.




Alex said, “Well, I don’t really feel like eating, so how about I stay here and take it during lunch period?”




Mrs. McGurty smiled, “A teenager? Who doesn’t want to eat lunch? Either they’re serving the mystery meat with the gross brown sauce again, or you really aren’t well.”




Alex smiled back and said, “I’ll be okay. And I did study for the test, so I do want to take it.”




Alex looked in her trig textbook while Mrs. McGurty talked in class, and she realized Willow was right. If you looked over the next sets of homework and read ahead before class, then you would know what was easy and what you were going to need help on. And that told you what to ask questions about in class. And that made the math a lot easier to get done, and a lot faster to get done. And Willow said it worked on science and computer classes too. Hermione just insisted it wasn’t ‘gaming the system,’ it was being an ‘active learner.’ Sam said it was being ‘self-paced’ and ‘self-motivated.’ And really, if three different super-geniuses told you three different reasons it was the way to make your classes easier, why wouldn’t you take their advice?




Okay, she didn’t like studying, but she knew she had to study the stuff sooner or later, and if studying it sooner made things easier… And she knew perfectly well that she could ace pretty much anything if she just studied hard enough. Like that geography test years ago that her folks were so worried about her failing, but she got her Aunt Ashley to help her study, and it went great. She still remembered the look on everyone’s faces when her 92 was the grade that ‘ruined the curve’.




And she really had studied for the trig test. She liked trig. The formulas made sense to her after her dad drew those triangle pictures to illustrate everything, and Annie had sent her an email from M.I.T. telling her which sines and cosines and tangents to memorize. She knew girls were supposed to stink at math, but Annie was a science genius, like their dad, and maybe — just maybe — some of that was in her genes too.




Mrs. McGurty looked over the test and said, “This is very good. You made one little error here when you were doing the calculations—”




“Oh poo.”




“—but that’s the only thing I see wrong, so you get a 24 out of 25.”




Alex couldn’t help grinning, even though she was trying hard to be ‘still feeling sick Alex.’ “Thanks.”




Mrs. McGurty said, “Don’t thank me. You did all the hard work. Now can I ask you a question?”




“Sure,” Alex said, even though she knew she might not want to answer.




“I saw your schedule, and you’re taking Earth Sciences instead of AP Chemistry or AP Biology or something like that. But you’re near the top of this class, and you’re probably going to take calculus next year…” Alex shook her head no. “Why not?”




Alex sighed and confessed, “Have you ever talked to Mister Hooper about me? Or about my older sister?”




Mrs. McGurty carefully said, “Well no…”




Alex said, “My older sister is a super-genius chemist. She’s at M.I.T. this year. Every science teacher and math teacher except you and Mr. Nieder had her in a class, and she was awesome in every single science class. There’s no way I can compete with that. You probably don’t know what that’s like, but it’s… bad. There’s no way I could take chemistry from Mr. Hooper. It would be like… umm… going to the Tom Cruise Fan Club and telling them you were there to replace Tom Cruise.” Alex expected her to say something like ‘oh no, you must be exaggerating’ but she didn’t.




Mrs. McGurty pursed her lips and said, “Oh. I know the feeling.” When Alex gave her a surprised look, Mrs. McGurty explained, “I had the same problem when I was in junior high. My brother was a grade ahead of me, and he was Mister Perfect in every class and never stuck a toe out of line. Every math and science class I took, it was like that. ‘Oh Rhonda, I hope you’re going to be as talented as your brother Rick.’ This one English teacher, she kept messing up and calling me Rick for most of the school year! Do you know how junior high kids treat you when the teacher calls you by a boy’s name all year long? I really hated my brother for years, even though it wasn’t his fault.”




Alex said, “I don’t hate Annie, but living in her shadow is pretty tough.”




Mrs. McGurty smiled and said, “I tell you what. I’ll have a little talk with the science department and the math teachers, and Mr. Hooper in particular, and we’ll see what we can do for you.”




Alex gave her a huge smile and said, “That would be awesome! Because I don’t think I can take chemistry through an on-line course, even if my dad brought lab equipment home so I could do the labs in my house.”




After that, Alex went and sat outside so she could sneak a couple energy bars from her backpack, so everyone would think she was still too sick to eat lunch.




She usually tried not to think about what all the GC-161 had done to her body chemistry and her genes and everything else, but sometimes she couldn’t ignore it. GC-161 had been invented as a weight loss drug. Eat it in your food, and it would burn fat insanely fast and give you more energy and help you build muscle without doing anything. The perfect drug for lazy people everywhere. A few years ago, she would have been one of the regular people begging to buy some so she could be slim and trim without exercising and without watching what she ate. But now she knew what the consequences were. No one except her family — and Gloria — seemed to notice that she ate a lot of Gloria’s donuts pretty often, and she was thin. She told Gloria she ran track and hiked to school a lot. Even if she had her own car now. Her dad had won it for her in a raffle a couple years ago, and she hadn’t wrecked it or even gotten a ding on it yet.




Okay, she’d had to use her telekinesis a couple times to keep people from opening car doors into her car, or letting shopping carts roll into it, or stuff like that. And lots of times, she just parked way away from everyone else so maybe she had to walk farther, but her car was safe. And she never parked downhill from where shopping carts might get left. And she never parked in the school parking lot over where the guys like Sammy Kruger and Dave Kelly had their cars, because their cars were piles of junk, and they put lots of bumps and stuff on other cars when they were in a hurry.




She knew from talking with her dad and Annie that part of the deal with the GC-161 was it changed biochemical pathways in the body so you could easily expend more energy to burn up those calories. The thing was that the biochemical pathways weren’t the ones the researchers had hoped for, and most of them counted as ‘serious side effects.’ Most drugs, when they said side effects, they meant a rash, or nausea, or even stuff like heart palpitations. Nobody ever meant ‘you might be able to glow like a glowworm, or lift stuff with your mind, or blast lightning out from your fingers, or even weirder stuff’.




Well, at least she hoped that wasn’t what they meant. She was pretty worried now that there were other kids out there who had been exposed to stuff like this, who might have even freakier powers. Or might be dying from the side effects. She needed to keep this stuff organized too, but Sam was pretty clear about security on stuff like this. She couldn’t just keep a notebook. She’d seen what happened if you did that. Stuff like that got lost, or swiped, or just peeked into, and then the secret… wasn’t. She was going to talk to Annie and her dad — and maybe Louis too — about ways to keep her projects organized but secret, given the technology she had access to. After all it wasn’t like she could do like Willow did, and put a magic spell on a notebook so no one else could even see it, much less open it and read it. But there had to be something she could do. She couldn’t keep all of this in her head.




She wolfed down one of the energy bars and hid the wrapper in the baggie where she kept all her snacks. She was just thinking about digging out another energy bar, when Kelly walked over.




Kelly and her posse, that is. Kelly had Amanda and Natalie and D behind her. Alex felt bad for D. Real name: Danielle Edna Nichols. D was one of plenty of kids in Paradise Valley who had been named for Danielle Atron. Okay, half the schools and a street and two buildings were named after Danielle Atron too, but the mayor and city council had made a big deal about changing all those names as fast as they could. So at least they weren’t going to Danielle Atron High School now. Ugh. But D couldn’t go with her middle name because Edna was a terrible name, and D’s parents wouldn’t help her get her name legally changed, so she was looking at having to wait until she was eighteen and saving up for the legal fees and all of that. It totally wasn’t fair.




Alex looked up and smiled, even if she didn’t feel like it. “Hi, Kelly.”




Kelly said, “I just wanted to see what you were up to.” It couldn’t be that she was making sure Alex was okay. Kelly made a big deal about not being nice to people, but Alex knew Kelly just didn’t know how to be nice. And she knew Kelly didn’t have enough confidence in herself to let people in if she exposed the real Kelly inside and gave people the chance to maybe be mean to her. But Alex wasn’t ever going to tell anybody that part, because Kelly had told her in private.




Alex wondered out loud, “So you brought your whole gang along?”




Kelly just gave her one of those looks. “Like you don’t have the biggest posse in the whole school! You’ve got Robyn and Nicole hanging around you most of the time, and Margo and Hannah some of the time, and Ray and Louis, and Ray’s pals, and Louis’s pals, and the paper guys, and the yearbookers, and even Lindsay and some of her goth freak pals, and… Well, a ton of people. You are such a hypocrite!”




Alex reminded herself about the whole ‘bigger things than high school cliques to worry about’ thing. She pretended to think it over for a second and said, “Kelly, I appreciate you being honest with me. This kind of thing is why I like you. I hadn’t even realized it. I guess I’m not all that introspective.”




Kelly was totally taken aback, and almost didn’t know what to say. Finally, D said, “Just watch out, because Libby’s already starting on her run for Homecoming Queen next year, and she’s decided you and Kelly and Donna are her biggest threats. So she’s going to be spreading more rumors and being an even bigger backstabber.”




“Me?” Alex still remembered being the kind of girl who was dying to be prom queen or homecoming queen or county fair princess. Maybe she had grown up a lot since seventh grade. Maybe she hadn’t been given a choice. She thought about wasting her time running for homecoming queen next fall. Then she thought about saving her parents and Ray from being blown up by Danielle Atron. She thought about trying to be senior prom queen. Then she thought about fighting a real dragon that flew and breathed fire and was magically tough.




There was no comparison. She said, “You know, we should work together. If I back Kelly for Homecoming Queen next fall, and we get Donna to, and we get Ray’s friends to, Libby won’t stand a chance.”




“You… would do that?” Kelly looked like she couldn’t believe it.




Alex nodded. “Sure. I’ve got too many things for next year already, and it’s not even May yet. I’m gonna be editor for the yearbook, and Joe wants me to take pictures for the school paper too, and I’ve got college prep to worry about, and Louis wants me to be co-president of the photography club so he doesn’t have to do any real work…”




“That sounds like Louis.”




“What a goofball.”




Alex said, “Yeah. Remember the time he was running around trying to convince everyone I was the mystery kid and I had superpowers?” She stuck in a derisive laugh. “He had a big bet, with Ray, I think, that he could convince the whole school in like two days. Anyway, everyone knows it’s Libby.”




Natalie looked shocked as she asked, “What do you mean it’s Libby?”




Alex said, “Have you seen Superhero Girl? I have. Gloria and I watched one of her fights one day last summer when I was working at the donut shop. Totally obvious. You know that shade of blonde she was going with last summer? Same. And she was wearing her usual lipstick color. I don’t know how she thinks she’s gonna keep it a secret if she just puts on that stupid little mask thing and leaves her hair the same and doesn’t do anything with her makeup. And it’s not like she’s hiding her figure, or anything.”




Kelly thought it over. “Yeah… Could be Libby. We should keep an eye on her and see.”




Natalie said, “Oh come on! Libby? She wouldn’t help an innocent victim unless there was something big in it for her.”




“Yeah, that’s true,”




“Got a point there.”




Alex shrugged, “Well, it looked like Libby. Maybe Superhero Girl has shapeshifter powers and can just look like whoever she wants.”




Kelly said, “Or maybe there’s something big in it for Libby to get her to do it. Like payoffs from the government. We should look into that.”




Alex said, “Okay, but we ought to keep it a secret. Because we wouldn’t want badguys trying to kidnap her mom or anything.”




Kelly said, “And if the whole school knew, she’d get a lot of votes for Homecoming Queen just from being a superhero.”




Alex said, “There’s your slogan. ‘Vote for Kelly. Because nobody wants Libby.’ Unless that sounds too mean.”




Kelly acted like she was really considering it. Alex added, “I can get Louis to run the campaign for you, if you want.”




Kelly said, “I was thinking about Scott. He’s sleazy enough.”




Oh. Right. Scott The Jerkhead. In junior high, Scott had treated Alex like garbage, when she was dying for him to take her out on a date. Then Kelly had dated him for like six months before he dumped her for a skanky blonde, Miki Wallace, who, like four months after that, dumped him for the star of the football team. Who finally dumped her and was now asking Libby out. Even though Libby wouldn’t date him before he started being the star of the high school team.




Man, high school was almost as bad as junior high. She was sure her parents didn’t have stuff like this to stress about.




Oh yeah. Her folks had other awful stuff to stress about. Her dad used to have a psycho boss who mistreated him at work, and then fired him, and then kidnapped him and his family, and then tried to blow them up. And that guy Lars was really creepy to Annie while she was interning at the plant, and tried to get her and their dad in huge trouble. Danielle and Lars. Worst bosses ever.




Okay, she was hoping there weren’t any bosses worse than them, especially in the chemical and pharmaceutical industries, because all she needed was a supervillain boss like that Luthor guy Selina told her about from Selina’s dimension.




She watched Kelly lead her little pack off into the school and wondered if the afternoon would be okay too.




And that was right when things went downhill. A voice — a voice she knew really well — snarled from behind her. “Alex Mack. I knew if I left you alone long enough, you’d let your guard down. And now you’re toast.”




She kept her voice flat as she said, “Hello, Jo. Fancy meeting you here.”




4. Ordinary Afternoons



Jo growled, “Mack. The biggest pain in my ass. I’ve been staking out the school for weeks, just waiting to catch you alone.”




Alex just sighed out loud. Oh sure, Jo Baker was maybe a couple inches taller than Alex, and Jo was maybe twice her weight, and Jo liked getting in fights. But it wasn’t like Jo was the kind of threat Alex needed to deal with. No, Alex had much bigger threats to deal with.




She calmly said, “Jo, I’ve been out sick, and I have more important things to worry about than you. Why are you even bothering with me anymore? You could get arrested just for being on school grounds. If you hit me, I’ll press charges, and then you’ll get arrested for felony assault, which could put you in jail until you’re wearing dentures. So why are you even here?”




“What makes you think I’m gonna let you walk away from here? All I have to do is beat you up so bad you have a giant concussion and then you won’t remember who did it.”




Alex said, “That’s not really true. Concussions aren’t reliable like that. I might remember all of it. I might remember all of it except the actual blow. I might remember all of it except the last ten seconds or so. But I’ll almost certainly remember this little chat. You’re risking an awful lot on bad information.” It was amazing the kinds of stuff you learned from listening to Buffy tell stories, even if she really doubted Buffy’s Watcher got like a concussion a month, every month, for half a dozen years in a row.




Jo snarled, “Shut up, Mack. Why should I believe you?”




Alex coolly explained, “Because I’ve been using my time to study stuff. I’m going to go off to college and be someone. What are you going to do?”




Jo rumbled, “I’m gonna beat the holy shit out of you, and prove I’m still top dog in this town. You’re my only failure. People used to be afraid of me, until you made me look bad. I need to fix that. So you’re going down. Right now.”




Alex said, “I don’t think so.”




“Oh yeah?”




Even Jo’s tough-chick attitude wasn’t as scary as it would have been even a week ago. After facing vampires and demons — oh, and getting her behind kicked by Buffy in sparring — Jo just wasn’t the scariest thing around anymore. Alex had fought an eighty-foot, flying, fire-breathing dragon. She had needed to deal with Dark Willow. Compared to that, Jo was hardly worth bothering with.




Alex reached into her backpack and used her telekinesis to find her dad’s tube and lift it into her hand. Then she took it out and showed it to Jo.




Jo sneered, “Whatcha gonna do with that? Throw it at me?” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a switchblade, which she snapped open. “I’m not scared, Mack.”




What Alex was holding wasn’t very intimidating. It was a black plastic-and-metal tube about an inch thick and eight inches long. It looked harmless. Technically, it was harmless. Alex lied, “It’s a taser. I’ll simply shoot you with it, and then call the authorities. And it’s a ranged weapon, so I can shoot you before you get close enough to stab me.” ‘Ranged weapon’? Maybe she had been hanging with Sam and Willow a little too much.




“Yeah? That doesn’t look like any taser I ever saw before.”




Alex lied some more. “It isn’t like any taser you ever saw before. My sister built it for me. You remember Annie, don’t you? The school genius?” In reality, it was just a plastic tube her dad had lying around in his work area. She had told him what she wanted, so he shoved an old lithium battery, some electronic components, and some wiring into it. Now if anyone looked inside, it looked like it was something ingenious and homemade, even if it was useless.




Sam had come up with this great idea that Alex was going to use from now on. Any time she had to use her electrical powers when she wasn’t in her superhero costume, she was going to wield this piece of nothing and claim she was using a taser built by her sister the genius. Instant cover for her powers, in case anyone saw her. Sam was an amazingly smart genius.




Alex could see Jo was getting nervous. Maybe not nervous enough, but nervous. Alex carefully held the fake taser in one hand, with her index finger lying along the ‘barrel’ so her fingertip was just short of the tip. If Alex needed to, she could shoot a lightning bolt from her fingertip, and anyone would assume the electricity came from the end of the tube. Still, she didn’t want to. She had done a lot of damage with her lightning bolts, most of it completely accidentally, and she really didn’t want to hurt Jo. Even if Jo was a bully and a thug and obviously working her way up to being a big crook.




Alex said, “It’s up to you, Jo. If you want a piece of me, I’ll zap you with this, and while you’re knocked out, I’ll call the cops. It won’t help your reputation. It’ll just put you in prison for real. I don’t understand why you want to do this.”




Jo finally glanced over Alex’s shoulder and took off running. Alex waited until she was sure her opponent had left the field of battle, and wasn’t just pulling a fast one. That was another awesome thing she had learned from Sam. Well, from Buffy too.




She turned around and found Ray racing toward her with Mrs. Wright, the vice-principal, behind him.




He ran up and hugged her. “You okay?”




Mrs. Wright was right there, close enough to hear, so Alex said, “A little shaky, but okay. Thanks for coming to my rescue. I was worried there for a while.”




Mrs. Wright asked, “Was that Jo Baker?”




“Yes ma’am.”




Mrs. Wright kept checking, “And was that a knife she had?”




“Yes ma’am. A switchblade.”




Mrs. Wright frowned, “And you just stood there? You could have been seriously hurt.”




She pulled out the black tube again. “I have a taser for self-defense. My sister Annie made it for me. I think I could’ve shot her before she did anything, but if I turned around and tried to run away, she might’ve attacked me. I can’t run as fast as I used to, because of my bad knee from track.”




Mrs. Wright stared at the plastic tube. “Weapons aren’t allowed on campus, Miss Mack.”




She said, “This one is. My mom talked to the principal just this morning. My dad got kidnapped by Danielle Atron a couple years ago, and he has reason to think she might be after him, or maybe our whole family, again. It’s just for emergencies. But anybody crazy enough to do what Ms. Atron did can’t be trusted to do sane stuff. My mom’s pretty worried.”




Ray distracted Mrs. Wright by saying, “I was pretty worried when Louis told me Jo was out here going after you.” Then he hugged her tightly, like he really had been worried.




Mrs. Wright made her go into the principal’s office and file a report, and then wait for a policeman to come out to the school and give him a statement too. So she totally missed Spanish III and she was late to Earth Sciences. And she never did get time to eat that second energy bar.




She still had to make an effort not to smile too much when she talked to Mr. Nieder, the Earth Sciences teacher. It totally wasn’t his fault. He wasn’t mean or anything, even if he was one of the assistant football coaches. But he was a big, solid guy with really dark hair and a heavy brow ridge that dominated his face. And he always had a five o’clock shadow, even at eight in the morning. He looked kind of like a caveman. So when he was teaching the Earth Sciences sections on anthropology and paleontology, it was really hard not to look at him and giggle. Especially when some of the guys in the class called him ‘Mister Neanderthal’ behind his back. His wife was like the complete opposite. Mrs. Nieder taught French, and was thin and pale and had a sort of beaky face.




Mr. Nieder said, “Alex, I hear you’re not having a very good day.”




She shrugged, “I’m okay.”




He went on, “Your first day back, you still don’t look completely well, you got a math quiz, and then Jo Baker jumped you at lunchtime?”




She shrugged again. “It’s okay. I got all my homework done while I was out sick, and I did good on the test, and Jo ran off when Ray and Mrs. Wright came and rescued me.”




He asked, “Do you have some assignments for me?”




She said, “Oh sure! I did yours first.” It was even true, mainly because the assignments in Earth Sciences were way easier and shorter than in her other classes.




Then, when class was over, she hurried over and caught Senora Martinez and turned in her homework and apologized for missing class, even if it wasn’t her fault at all. Spanish III was even an okay class, and she liked Senora Martinez a lot better than Senora Garcia, who was kind of an old crankypants, even after she lightened up. Senora Martinez wanted her to take Spanish IV next year and then take the AP test to get college credit for Spanish, even if Alex wasn’t sure she was going to be able to fit everything into her schedule for next year. But her mom and dad and even Annie were really pushing her to take AP courses and get college credit before she got to college, because then she wouldn’t have to take the really cruddy required courses and she could take the things she wanted. She just wasn’t sure what that would be.




Selina wanted her to take journalism in college. Selina said one of the biggest superheroes in her world worked as a reporter so he got paid to go to places where criminals were doing stuff, or where people needed to be saved from natural disasters. And he got paid to investigate criminal stuff he would have needed to investigate anyway as a superhero. Alex liked taking photos, and she was really good at it, so maybe she could be a photojournalist. She would probably be able to get photos no one else in the world could. She could go photograph lions or tigers and not worry about getting eaten. She could go photograph natural disasters and not worry about getting drowned or blown up or whatever. She could get in and out of places that regular people would need weeks to get to. She could fly to the top of Mount Everest if she wanted! Maybe she could make photojournalism work for her.




Sam wanted her to take military courses, so she could learn about warfare and tactics and things. Sam even wanted her to go ROTC and then go in the army for a couple years so she could learn about real weapons and real army stuff, but Alex figured there was no way she could pass a physical when her DNA was all weird.




Hermione wanted her to take lots of courses in history and science. She had said, “Those who do not understand the lessons of history are doomed to repeat it.” Which Willow said meant if you were Danielle Atron and you didn’t think about how this kind of thing always blew up sooner or later, then you ended up getting caught. Sam said it was like the military guys in World War I who lost thousands and thousands of soldiers because they didn’t understand the lessons they should have learned from the American Civil War over fifty years earlier.




Willow wanted her to take courses in computers and folklore and chemistry and a bunch of other things. Willow thought a superhero ought to be a generalist and know a lot about a lot of different things, which Selina said was what made the Batman guy so incredibly awesome as a superhero. Willow also thought Alex ought to learn enough biochemistry to be able to work on her own GC-161 problems, just in case. But Alex figured you had to be a chemistry super-genius to do that. But maybe it would be good to learn enough that she could understand the stuff Annie and her dad talked about.




Buffy wanted her to take courses in martial arts and the history of warfare. Buffy said a lot of colleges had maybe half a dozen different martial arts groups around campus, or at dojos off campus but close enough to get to when she wanted. Alex thought it would be really cool to learn how to use a sword really well, but Buffy said the college groups for epee and saber taught ‘competition’ styles that were fine for college competitions but not so great for really killing stuff in the real world. Plus, they expected all the epee people to be super tall and super thin with really long limbs, and they expected all the saber people to be built like a block of concrete. Alex didn’t fit either of those molds.




After that, Alex had to rush to homeroom for last period study hall. Normally, she pretty much goofed off in there, like Ray and especially Louis. But she concentrated hard on the stuff that was due the next day and Wednesday. First, the Spanish assignment. Then the studying for the history quiz. Then the trig assignment. She was most of the way through the trig assignment when the bell rang.




Ray walked her off to her car and rode with her to downtown. And he made sure she had her ‘superhero outfit’ in her backpack. She just didn’t have that wig yet, so she was hoping she wasn’t going to have to do any superheroing today.




She forgot that she still looked sick. She walked into Gloria’s donut shop. Gloria took one look at her and rushed her into the back. “Alex? Are you well enough to be working here?”




She could have slapped herself in the forehead. Duh! She said, “Oops. I used the wrong foundation this morning, and I didn’t find out until after I got to school.”




Gloria cautiously said, “Well, I could really use your help today, but I can’t have you looking like Typhoid Mary out there.”




She said, “Oh, no problem. I can wash my makeup off at the sink.”




Gloria nodded. “Okay, you go right ahead and do that, and get the apron on, and I’ll see how you look after that.”




“Sounds good!” she said.




“Oh, and I’ve got a new donut for you to taste test,” Gloria said.




“Mmm.” Gloria made the best donuts for miles and miles around. And donuts were Alex’s biggest weakness. She’d probably eat donuts for three meals a day, if her mom wasn’t keeping an eye on her. At least, she might if she could eat Gloria’s donuts, which were scrumptious. Alex and her dad had tried every donut place they had found within about an hour’s drive of their house, and Gloria’s donuts were like a dozen times better than anybody else’s.




Alex washed up and made sure she had all her makeup off. Then she applied just some mascara and bronzer, along with the nude lipcolor she liked. She put her hair up and put the waitress apron on, and she trotted out to see if she met with Gloria’s approval.




“You look a lot better. That foundation was awful on you.”




Alex lied again, “I have no idea how Annie’s makeup got mixed in with my stuff. I mean, we share a room when she’s home, but she hasn’t been back for months. Maybe mom cleaned up the room and stuck it where she thought it ought to go.”




Gloria grinned, “And now you finally have a good reason to clean up your own room. Right?”




“Right. I guess,” Alex said. “So. Do I look okay now?”




Gloria nodded. “So here’s the Bavarian cream and the two plain glazed for table two, and here’s the chocolate éclair for two, at table five. And when you get a break, here’s your taste test. An apple fritter with a cinnamon glaze. Tell me what you really think. Too much cinnamon in the glaze? Not enough glaze? Too much apple in the fritter? Sprinkles or not?”




Alex got to work. She just kept her cell phone in its little holder, which was clipped inside her waistband instead of outside, so she’d feel it if it vibrated. Louis had really gotten a lot more responsible since he nearly got her and her whole family killed. She figured he really felt guilty about it, and he’d been trying to make up for it ever since. He even went and told his dad he completely screwed up and nearly got someone really hurt, and asked his dad for advice. And he actually kept her secret after that. Which was like a ‘never happens’ thing for Louis.




So Louis and Robyn had taken over this part of Alex’s superhero gig. Sometimes Nicole helped out, when she wasn’t busy with all her stuff. They took turns watching for bad guys. She knew it was Louis’s turn, so he was listening to the police band radio and watching the area news, in case another of Danielle’s GC-161 supercrooks attacked somewhere.




Having a team who knew her secret really made her life a lot easier, even if she was doing more now than ever before. She had her parents covering for her, and her friends helping her, and a boyfriend who knew her secret and helped her as much as he could. She wondered how some of Selina’s superhero pals managed if they wouldn’t tell anyone their secret.




And Gloria’s apple fritter was awesome. Another Gloria masterpiece. The cinnamon glaze had a hint of nutmeg or something in it, so it was just incredible. She thought it needed a little more glaze, though. Definitely not the sprinkles, though. Alex ate two of them. Even though she was going to go home and have dinner after work.




5. Currying Favor



She got home and found her dad finishing dinner. He said, “It’s curry.” She just rolled her eyes.




Years ago, back when she was still trying to keep her powers a secret, her mom had made a curry with too much curry powder, and some other stuff that wasn’t in the recipe because she was trying to use up some leftovers and stuff. And it had reacted with Alex’s GC-161 enhanced body. Alex had super-strength on and off for like eighteen hours before it faded away — at the worst possible time, naturally. And so, ever since she and Annie had come clean about everything that had happened, her dad would cook curry for dinner once in a while, with careful measuring of every ingredient, in an attempt to give her super-strength again. It hadn’t ever worked, but there was always a chance it might someday, and anyway her dad’s curry was totally better than the gloppy stuff her mom made that first time. After making it about forty times or so, he was really getting good at it.




Her mom had gone back to school on top of everything else, and was just finishing up her Masters Degree. So they ate late dinners, because whoever was cooking needed time to get home and then cook stuff. And whoever cooked got out of the other tasks. One someone else cleaned up in the kitchen after dinner, and the other someone else did some house cleaning and laundry.




And one of the rules was the cook had to make enough for lunches the next day or two or three, even if Ray was coming over for dinner, because Ray ate like a horse. And then in the morning, everyone did their own breakfast and made their own lunch and cleaned up after themselves. It worked way better than Alex expected when her folks had laid out the rules, but she had to admit that was mainly because she was doing her fair share of the housework. Okay, she could get the housework done about ten times faster than her dad, and at least four times as fast as her mom, because she did it with her telekinesis. She could dust with the featherduster, and pick up stuff to put away where it was supposed to go, and vacuum even under the chairs, all at the same time. She could even lift the chairs and vacuum under them and put them back without stopping the vacuuming. She just couldn’t lift the hide-a-bed couch in the den, because it was way over two hundred pounds. She had to tilt it up on its back feet with her telekinesis.




Her dad did all the yardwork on weekend afternoons, and what he couldn’t get done then, he hired some teenaged guys she knew to do it for him. Unless it was something she could do really easy, like take down a limb forty feet in the air, or clean the gutters. She’d done both in the past six months, and both times she did it late at night when there weren’t any lights on and no one would see her. The limb? She just flew up into the tree and used her dad’s saw to cut off the broken limb. The gutters? She just went silvery, went up a downspout, and cruised through the gutters, shoving everything over the edge where her dad could pick it up the next day. Okay, she had to wash her hair like twice after that, to get the grit from the asphalt shingles out. Maybe next time, she’d put on a swim cap first and see if that helped.




And since they all had cars, they divided up the family errands based on where the errand was. Like the dry cleaner was pretty much on the way to her school, so Alex would take the dry cleaning and pick it up. And the grocery store mom liked was on the way to the university, so mom did the grocery shopping. And the drugstore was near the plant, so dad did that shopping. And if they wanted donuts, it was Alex’s task. Alex had to admit it worked pretty well so far. Even if there had been that one problem when Alex had to rush off in the middle of things to go stop one of the Atron supercrooks again. She totally forgot about the dry cleaning, and her dad really needed his good pinstriped suit for an important meeting the next day. Oops.




So when she saw that her dad was cooking and her mom was setting the table, she went ahead and started some laundry. The laundry really wasn’t that bad. Most of the stuff her mom and dad wore during the day ended up going to the dry cleaner, and she usually wore her jeans for three or four days before washing them unless they got stinky, because she read on the internet you shouldn’t over-wash jeans. So with Annie not around, they were only doing maybe three or four loads of laundry a week. And now that mom had dad trained on sorting his clothes right, and putting everything in the right holders in the laundry room, laundry was really simple.




She still had to check her dad’s pockets, though. He left pens and notes and all kinds of stuff in his pockets. Ink pens. Eww. That would be awful. Once he even left his wallet in his pants!




Ray knocked on the kitchen door and walked in, and her dad put him to work dishing up the rice while her dad sliced the beef. Once she had the washing machine going, she came in and gave Ray a huge hug.




Ray grinned, “Curry night again, huh?” He knew that always meant testing Alex’s strength an hour after dinner, and the next morning.




Her dad smiled, “That’s right, Ray. Some day we may be able to recreate the formula. I am a little worried about the effect on Alex’s skeletal structure and ligaments, but we can monitor the process and make sure she’s healthy.”




Her mom said, “I don’t think we’ll ever be able to get it right, because I used the beef broth that was going to go bad soon, and that was homemade.”




Her dad nodded. “There may have been mold spores in the broth, or related precursor biochemicals. They may have been the important ingredients. We just don’t know.”




She sighed. It was just a good thing she liked her dad’s curry, because having to eat gloppy yuck a couple times a month wouldn’t be fun.




Ray grinned, “So, what’s up? I spent half an hour on the school computer today, and I didn’t find anybody running around showing off superpowers anywhere, and you know it ought to be all over YouTube if someone’s doing it. But I did find some of Alex’s names. They may even be the right people. There’s a Captain Samantha Carter, Ph.D., who’s at NASA and is probably going to be going up on the next shuttle flight. And there’s a Willow Rosenberg who’s a computer guru and she’s famous for writing a lot of cool freeware and shareware programs. She’s in the news right now because Oracle’s trying to buy out her company for this new data hyperlinking software she wrote. Don’t have anything on anybody else.”




Alex looked at the pictures Ray had printed off with the news articles. That was definitely Sam and Willow. This Sam had slightly longer hair and used more eye makeup, but otherwise it was exactly her. And this Willow’s hair was a less vibrant red, and she looked a lot less self-assured in the picture. But maybe she just got caught by surprise. Or maybe the Willow she knew was a lot more confident because she was an all-powerful witch who was so awesome she could beat the snot out of a real hellgod.




She said, “Ray, this is great. You found them!”




Her dad said, “But if they’re a successful astronaut and a computer company CEO, they wouldn’t be interested in the kinds of things your Sam and Willow want to do.”




“Yeah. Maybe not.” Willow had said she used to be shy and nervous and super-nerdy and not confident at all. If this Willow was like that, she might not be any help. And if this Sam was an important astronaut in the public eye, there was no way Alex could even go talk with her and ask her… what? The things that made her Sam so awesome — besides her brains — were things that this Sam hadn’t gone through. And how could Alex convince either of them to help her out?




Her mom said, “Let’s find out more about these two, and track down the others on your list, and we’ll see how things go. I think we have time.”




“Okay,” she shrugged.




Her mom said, “I have news too! My major professor really liked my latest chapter. So I think I can finish my masters thesis after finals, so I can graduate summer term.”




Her dad said, “That’s great, honey! I’m so proud of you!” Her dad really was a nice guy. Maybe that was what made Ray so special too.




She said, “Me too, mom. This is great.” She pretended to frown. “Except I’ll be the only person in the family who doesn’t have a graduate degree. Annie’ll probably end up with like six or seven.”




Her mom asked, “Does Aunt Ashley have a graduate degree?” Alex shook her head no. “And isn’t she still great?” She nodded, naturally. Even if Aunt Ashley still hadn’t been able to use her flight miles as a flight attendant to take Alex to Paris, but now Aunt Ashley was talking about doing it as a graduation present, which would be pretty awesome.




Her dad said, “There are lots of fields where it doesn’t make a ton of sense to insist on having a graduate degree. You’re not going to become a biochemist, are you?”




She smiled and said, “No. I’ve been thinking about what my team told me, and I think I should try to become a photojournalist.”




Her dad frowned. “Honey, that’s a really hard profession to break into.”




Her mom agreed, “Even with your powers. You’ll have to really work hard to learn how to capture what you want to express with just a camera.”




Ray said, “I think it’s genius. Think about it. She can have a job that pays her to go around and investigate crooks and check out disasters, so she can save people. She could go anywhere, and what would she need besides a digital camera and extra batteries and maybe one of those satellite phones so she could send pictures back to headquarters?”




“A videocamera, so she could get video footage of interesting things,” her mom said.




“Maybe more than one camera. And some special features for the cameras, like timers or remote controls. Maybe a special infrared camera, or something,” her dad thought out loud.




Her mom said, “You know, you already have a really solid background for this. Photographer for your junior high and senior high papers, one of the photographers for your yearbooks too, photography editor for the papers and the yearbook, and you’re going to be editor of the yearbook. Annie never had extracurriculars like yours. And there are lots of really good schools for journalism. We should look into schools that have good training for photojournalists.”




Ray said, “And you ought to get your superhero costume set up the way you want, and then take some pictures of yourself in action, and sell ’em to the local newspapers.”




She cringed, “I’m not good at selling stuff to people. Waitressing isn’t hard, but…”




Ray said, “So get Louis to do the hard sell for you. His father’s great at it.”




Her mom finished chewing a big bite of beef and said, “That’s a really good idea. Which reminds me. I picked up the wig and the padded bra. Now Alex, are you sure you need a padded bra?”




Alex nodded. “Two reasons why. One, I want to make sure that no one thinks Superhero Girl could be me. And if she’s stacked like Libby or Miranda, no one will believe it’s me. Same deal with the wig. And two, Jaime had a really good idea. Instead of plain old padding inside the bra, a kinetic gel, so when I get hit where it hurts, I’ll have built-in protection.”




Her dad looked at the ceiling and thought out loud, “We make a kinetic gel like that, and Dupont makes one that they use for high-impact protection, like around black boxes in aircraft.”




Alex said, “I’m going to have Annie make me kinetic gel protection for inside my bra, and also a strip an inch or so wide and maybe six inches long, for the next time one of Danielle’s superthugs kicks me in the crotch. That last time really hurt.”




Her mom grimaced, but both of the guys pretty much clamped their knees together and guarded their crotch, like they were the ones getting hit. Guys were so weird.




Her dad caught her mom glaring at him, so he sat up straight and said, “After what Alex told us last night, I finally got that website started today.”




Her dad was now the Chief Technical Officer of Paradise Valley Chemical. The company had a really bad six months right after the Danielle Atron scandal broke, and they just about went bankrupt. But the chemists put their heads together and saved the day. They hired that guy Dr. Johns from the FDA to be their new CEO, and that made everyone sit up and notice. Because Dr. Johns was the guy who wanted to stop GC-161 from going forward, and Danielle Atron and some jerk named Griffin drugged Johns and made it look like he’d gone crazy. And Dr. Johns was really famous in the pharmaceuticals world and had lots of guys who listened to him. And Dr. Johns was still known for being really strict about doing all the testing you needed to do. So people all over the country started acting like the plant was going to be trustworthy again.




And then there was the whole ‘pollution dumping’ thing that Danielle Atron hadn’t cared about. But her dad’s pal Scooter, who was now the Head of R & D for the company, which was her dad’s old job, figured out the perfect solution. He got two mega-million dollar grants from the Environmental Protection Agency to study the problem and figure out the best ways to clean up the pollution from Danielle’s mess. And he set up a separate Hazardous Waste Reclamation Team at the plant, and they put their fellow chemist Tom in charge of it, and the EPA was really happy with the first studies they did, and they might even be able to get even more money from the EPA to do the clean-ups.




Tom and his wife Sally were over for dinner a couple months ago, and he told her dad at the dinner table that they thought they could pump a version of her dad’s GC-161 antidote into the contaminated areas and clean it up without doing four billion dollars worth of digging and ‘waste recovery’ work. And if that worked, they might be able to figure out how to do the same kind of thing for some other EPA Superfund sites and make the plant hundreds of millions of dollars as hazardous waste recovery experts. Her dad thought it was pretty much justice that everybody in the valley was getting rewarded for cleaning up the messes Danielle made of everything.




Alex was really happy things were going so great at the plant. Dr. Johns was really nice. And her dad’s friend Edward had a breakthrough on the foot odor problem, and they were moving that through proper FDA protocols even if they now had Dr. Johns and a couple FDA investigators watching over everyone’s shoulders constantly so other people would trust their results. Which was Danielle’s fault too. And her dad said Wayne was working on a new facecream thing. And everyone in town said that no one wanted to think about making a new diet drug, after the GC-161 fiasco.




Her mom said, “The website?”




Her dad said, “You know, the one I was talking with Scooter about last year, but we were too busy? We’re calling it ‘Raising the Whistle’ because we want scientists all over the world to have a place to come and talk to other scientists about whether there’s unethical or even dangerous things being done at their labs, and whether they need to blow the whistle on their bosses, and who to contact about those kinds of problems. After all, we stood around not knowing how bad things were, and not knowing we needed to go to the FDA and the FBI, and in the end, you know who went to the FDA’s security office? Dave Watt.”




“The dopey guy who used to be the janitor?” her mom asked.




“Mom!” she fussed. “He’s nice! And he’s a policeman now. And he figured out it was me, a long, long time ago, and he never told anybody, even when Danielle was being really horrible to him.”




Her dad said, “I really underestimated him. Apparently, so did Danielle and Lars. All the time they were using him for underhanded purposes, he was apparently going along with their plans, and gathering secret data, and passing it on to me, so I could stop her. In the end, it was him. He went to the FDA investigators about Danielle, and he got photos of us being kidnapped and dragged into the plant so he could get us help… He really saved the day.”




Alex said, “And he knows Superhero Girl is me. And he hasn’t told anyone. He’s like… Well, Selina told me her boyfriend, the Batman guy, had a guy in the police who trusted Batman and alerted him when stuff was going down, and even signaled him in emergencies. And he was the commissioner of police in their city. Dave is sort of like my own Commissioner Gordon.”




Her dad said, “Well, the important thing is we can trust Dave. And with my website up, worried scientists all over the world now have a place to turn.”




Her mom got up to put away leftovers and put pans to soak. “And I picked up a pound cake and cherry topping…” She slipped into her ‘teasing’ voice. “Because Alex probably only ate five or ten donuts at Gloria’s and she needs to keep her strength up.”




“Mom!”





6. Codenames



Alex went and moved the clothes from the washer into the dryer, while her dad put the dessert on the table and her mom got plates and flatware into the dishwasher. Ray helped too. He cleaned up the rice cooker and put it in the dish drainer to dry. She gave him a kiss on the cheek for helping. She was planning on saving the serious kissing for later, when her mom and dad weren’t standing right there.




They sat down and dished up slices of pound cake with cherry topping drizzled over it. Her mom and dad had small pieces, while Ray got a huge piece. Okay, her piece was pretty big too. Her folks hadn’t missed that she ate a lot without gaining weight. And she ate a lot of junk food when she was away from home. Like all the donuts she had at Gloria’s, because she usually ate one or two good-sized donuts every time she worked at the shop and every time she went in for a snack. She made a point of eating healthy at school, just because she’d spent so long hiding her secret from everyone, especially Kelly, who was incredibly nosy sometimes. And if she ate junk food for lunch at the school cafeteria, someone like Kelly or Donna would make a big deal about it. Like they were scared that gaining a couple pounds might be contagious or something.




Ray ate his cake and then said, “I hereby call this Secret Alex Mack Super Team meeting to order.”




Her dad grinned, and her mom rolled her eyes. Alex said, “Can we call it something simpler?”




Ray said, “We’ll have to work on that after we figure out your superhero name.”




Her dad said, “I think Pikachu would be good.”




“Dad!” she squawked. “I don’t wanna be an electrical rodent!”




Ray snorted as he tried not to laugh. Her mom just smiled.




Ray said, “I was thinking Kilowatt.”




Her dad said, “How about Megawatt?”




She fussed, “He’s a supervillain in a cartoon!”




Her dad just shrugged. “Then how about Gigawatt or Terawatt?”




Her mom said, “Gigawatt? Who wants a superhero name if nobody agrees on how to pronounce it? And I don’t want my daughter using a name that sounds like ‘jiggle-what’ especially if she’s going to be wearing a padded bra.”




Ray looked at her and said, “Terawatt is pretty cool sounding.”




She finally said, “Okay, that one goes on the list.” Her mom wrote it down.




Once she thought about it, she said, “Oh. That reminds me. We need to step up our operational security.”




Her mom gaped at her, and her dad asked, “Where did you pick up that phrase?”




She blushed a little. “That’s what Sam called it. But Sam’s career military.”




Her dad asked, “She’s the one who’s also an astrophysicist and a published author?”




“Right,” she nodded. “Her boss Jack said her brain was like a national treasure. She blushed really red when she heard him. But she’s probably like the smartest person in her universe.”




Ray said, “So what’s up with operational security for us?”




She said, “Well, we need to not write stuff down unless we shred it or burn the paper afterward. And anything on a computer needs to be encrypted with really good encryption. And anything accessible over the net needs segregation. And nothing on phones, because they can be lost or jacked. So I don’t know what the top of the line security stuff is, but I was thinking we only put stuff on one thumbdrive, which I keep hidden behind the wall in my room, where no one would even think about looking for it.”




Her dad said, “I have a really good paper shredder in our home office. It does crosscuts too.” She knew it chopped paper up into tiny rectangles, which would be a nightmare to figure out how to put back in the right order.




She nodded. “That sounds good. And we need a boring name for the group. We could call it rummy night, like we just sit around and play cards. Ray could say he’s going to his girlfriend’s house because he has to play rummy with her parents, and no one would want to tag along.”




Her dad said, “I’ll look into some equipment to detect bugs and phone taps. We ought to be doing that at work and at all the houses of the staff at project lead level and up anyway, so I can legitimately have that done for our house. And our cars.”




“Ooh, I hadn’t thought about the cars,” Alex muttered.




Ray asked, “Can we have Louis’s mouth monitored?”




She and her mom giggled, while her dad frowned a little. The whole family knew why Danielle Atron found out about her just before the plant’s first GC-161 products were going to go out the door, and her folks were still a little touchy about it.




Holy crow, that would have been a nightmare. A million Alex Macks and supercrooks running amok all over the country? People with no control blasting off lightning bolts everywhere you looked? Or spazzing out with their morphing? Or burping bubbles, or glowing weird colors, or accidentally getting superstrength that went away at really bad times? That would have been way beyond bad.




Well, at least Louis learned his lesson and started keeping her secret. Even if he ran his mouth constantly about everything else. And Alex learned her lesson. You needed to tell the people who you should be trusting anyway. Like her parents. And Robyn and Nicole. Wow, Robyn had been really mad at her when she found out Alex had been lying to her for four years about this stuff. So now, Team Alex was her, and three family members, and four friends. Selina said even Batman had people who knew who he really was, and he had hundreds and hundreds of people who wanted to know who he was so they could kill him or worse.




Her dad asked, “What about when Louis or Robyn is monitoring for you?”




She admitted, “Umm, they text me.”




Ray said, “And we know that’s traceable. So we need something to handle that.”




Her mom said, “Code words. You kids have hangouts all over town, so instead of texting ‘robbery at First Union Bank,’ you could say ‘snacktime at Mario’s Diner’ or ‘meet me at Louie’s Snack Bar’.”




“That’s really good!” said her dad.




“Yeah,” she admitted. Because Mario’s was right across the street from the First Union Bank, and Louie’s was on the corner diagonally across from the bank. There was probably a hangout or something really near every possible target for miles and miles. They just needed to look at the jewelry stores and banks and stuff all over the area, and pick out a code word for each one of them.




Ray said, “And we should get a burner phone for Superheroine Girl to carry, so no one calls her on Alex’s phone.”




“Burner phone?” her mom asked suspiciously.




Ray said, “That’s what they call it on spy shows and cop shows on tv. A guy goes into a store and pays cash for a cell phone with like two hundred minutes pre-paid. Then he uses it for espionage or whatever, and it can’t be traced back to him.”




Her mom said, “Hmm, that’s a really good idea.”




Her dad teased her, “I still don’t see what’s wrong with Pikachu. I mean, you’re cute like Pikachu…”




“Dad!” she squeaked. “I’m not a yellow rat! And that’s final!”




Her folks just looked at each other and smiled.




Ray said, “Give it up, Alex. My folks do the same thing. Once we get old enough to help out around the house, they think we’re old enough to tease.”




Alex pushed onward, trying to ignore the whole teasing thing. “Selina gave me some electrical names I could use. Lightning, Volt, Shock, Livewire… I’m not sure I like Livewire, because Selina said she’s nuts.”




Her dad said, “At least we don’t live in a world full of superheroes and supervillains.”




Her mom just said, “Yet.” Then she glanced Alex’s way.




Her dad sighed and said, “Yet. I guess if we have GC-161, we’re likely to have other chemicals out there that could do even worse things to people.”




Her mom said, “I don’t like Volt. How about Voltron?”




Ray laughed into his glass of milk. “Mrs. Mack, that’s a really old Japanese super-robot cartoon that’s really lame.”




Her mom looked at Ray and said, “So I take it that would be a ‘no’ for Voltron.”




Her dad said, “Well, if you’re going that route, Lightning was the name for a really slow black man on the old ‘Amos and Andy’ show.”




“Okay, scratch that one,” Alex winced.




Her mom asked, “What about ‘Juice’? That’s electricity, and it’s also your shapeshifting. Because of that silvery puddle.”




Her dad asked, “Like Juice Newton?”




“Who’s that?” Alex wondered.




“Your mom used to really like Juice Newton. An old pop star.”




“Pass!” Alex insisted.




“Okay, what other names do you have in mind?” her mom asked in a snippy tone.




Alex admitted, “Not a lot. Selina said I could go with a generic ‘really powerful superheroine’ name, like Wonder Woman. Who’s awesome. And every guy there thought she was the sexiest thing ever.”




“Which one is she?” Ray asked.




Alex couldn’t help frowning. After five days of feeling like the ugly duckling in the superhero biz, then in came Faith and Hawkgirl and Wonder Woman, and she felt even more loser-esque. “She’s the one in the bathing suit and the tiara, with the…”




Her dad cupped his hands way out over his chest. “The enormous…” Then he caught her mom glaring at him. “…set of skills?”




“Yeah. Her,” she grumbled. “And she can pick up a tank, and she can bounce bullets off her bracelets, and she has a magic lasso that has superpowers of its own. And she’s a princess. Of the Amazon nation.”




Her mom said, “This Selina’s world sounds… really bizarre.”




Alex regrouped. “So anyways, Selina gave me some other choices: Wonder Woman, Superwoman, or Power Woman. She said Supergirl and Power Girl both had to put up with being stuck with ‘girl’ in their names even after they grew up, so it wasn’t a good idea to go with that unless I had to.”




Her dad said, “Well, I think Superwoman describes you.”




Ray said, “I like Power Woman, because you have some cool powers.”




Her mom said, “Alex, what do you think?”




And she admitted, “I kind of think Power Woman sounds like someone who’s super strong, so I don’t want to go with that. And I don’t feel like I measure up to the real Wonder Woman.”




Her mom glanced down at her notes. “So it’s Terawatt or Juice or Superwoman?”




She nodded. “Let’s go with Terawatt.”




Ray grinned, “Hmm, looks like this rummy night is about over. ’Cause I’ve got Spanish homework to do, and my dad wants me to put the ‘scholar’ in scholar athlete.”




Her dad asked, “Are you going to be one of the starting guards next winter?”




Ray said, “Yeah, but Jackson wants to be the shooting guard real bad, so maybe I’ll be the point guard. Assuming he doesn’t get hurt again. And Tony’s healthy and passing English this time, so maybe we’ll have him as our center next year.”




Alex grinned, “Yeah, he’s really great at basketball. We just have to help him pass his classes. Then we’ll have a really good team!”




Her mom said, “I am officially declaring me as the winner of tonight’s rummy game. And I’m going to go work on Alex’s costume improvements.” She turned her head. “Oh, Alex, I got the wig, and I need to show you how to wrap it up and put it on.”




“Great, mom. I’ll be with you in a couple minutes, and then I’ve got an English paper to start on.”




“Alex!” Ray complained. “She only assigned it today!”




Both her parents beamed at her like she was doing something really great. She went ahead and explained, “I want to try something Willow told me about paper writing. If it works, I’ll show you.”




Then she took Ray outside and kissed him goodnight. For as long as she could get away with. He was a really good kisser. She could’ve stood there kissing him for hours.




“Oh crud.” She stopped when she felt her phone vibrating in her waistband. She pulled it out, and it was a text from her mom. ‘come in now.’ “Oh crud.” She kissed Ray quickly and said, “It’s my mom. Gotta go.”




Ray gave her a shrug and a smile. “When you gotta go…” He kissed her gently and took off toward his house.




She stormed into the dining room, where her mom was working on her costume some more. Before she could complain, her mom said, “My mom would flip the porchlight on and off until I came in, so pretty much the entire family and everybody on the whole block could guess what was going on.”




“Eww.”




Alex was going to talk with her mom about the costume then, but her dad dragged her out to the garage to see if she’d gotten superstrong. She wasn’t. She couldn’t lift the barbells even an inch. Her dad just scratched his head and said they’d check again in the morning. She sort of agreed, and went back to the dining room.




Her mom showed her what she’d been working on since she got home from classes at the university. She couldn’t help saying, “Wow.”




It was pretty awesome. Her mom had taken the long-sleeved white spandex leotard she had been using for a top, and replaced it with what looked like white patent leather, only shaped a lot more like the way Alex wanted Terawatt to look. She gasped, “Mom! How’d you do this? It’s amazing!”




Her mom said, “Well, I’ve been working with your figure on my sewing mannequin, but I put the padded bra on it first before I put the leotard on, and I sprayed it with this white plastic ‘artificial leather’ spray your father brought home from the plant for us to try out. And I molded it a bit as it dried, so it looks more superheroic.”




“Wow.”




Her mom grinned, “You said that already.”




She said, “This is just awesome. Now all we have to do is figure out how to make it bulletproof. And I need some heels for the outfit so everyone will think Terawatt is like five inches taller than me.”




Her mom said, “There’s a place near the university that sells shoes like that. I’ll go pick some up. It’s way too sleazy for you to go in there, anyway. Heck, it’s way too sleazy for me to go in there.”




Alex picked it up and studied it for a bit, before her face fell. “Umm, mom? How am I supposed to put it on?”




Her mom looked at it for a second and winced. “Oh honey!”




Because it wasn’t stretchy anymore. When it used to be a plain white leotard, she just stepped into it while it stretched a bunch, then pulled it up and slid her arms in, and then tugged the neckline up. After all, it was just an ordinary scoop neckline that was low enough to show her collarbones but high enough not to show even a hint of cleavage. And she liked it that way. The superheroines in the comic books Louis had were wearing totally skanky outfits. She didn’t see how they could fly or punch somebody without having a ‘wardrobe malfunction’ in front of everybody. She’d just die if that happened to her for real. But now, with the stuff sprayed on the leotard, it wouldn’t stretch enough to get in and out of it.




And she realized she didn’t need to get in and out of it like a normal girl. Not when she had her powers. She gave her mom a little smile and took the leotard up to her room, beckoning her mom to come along.




Her mom said, “I’m so sorry about the leotard. We can get a new one, and I guess I’ll need to figure out how to sew in a zipper in the back so we can do this all over again.”




Alex said, “It’s okay. I think I figured it out.”




7. And a Costume



Her mom frowned and said, “Okay, I guess. But let me show you the wig.”




Alex had to admit the wig was pretty nice. It was a couple inches longer than her real hair, and straight. It had sideswept bangs in front, and it was about one or two shades lighter than her real hair color. “Mom, it’s perfect!”




Her mom showed her how to hook it into her hair with the little clips in the front of the wig netting. It was pretty obvious she needed to pull on a wig cap first, but her mom had picked up a couple. And then her mom showed her how to roll it back up so it stayed looking nice and went back in the netting it came in. And her mom had a wig head to put the wig on so it held its shape when Alex wasn’t using it, and so Alex could brush it out and style it if it got messed up in a superhero fight.




She hugged her mom and said, “You’re the best mom anywhere.”




Her mom hugged her back and said, “But I messed up your leotard.”




Alex said, “Maybe not. Let’s try this out.” She put her black leggings inside the white leotard so the legs hung down, and she laid it out on the bed like a person. She hooked the padded bra with the jiggly inserts, and slid it inside the leotard where it ought to be on a real person. Then she put the white shoes she’d been using over the feet of the leggings. She put her black domino mask above the neck of the leotard, and laid the wig and wig cap out where her head would be if she was wearing the wig too.




She really liked the domino mask. Her dad had made a mold of her face with some special ballistic gel from the plant, and then molded this mask out of a hard plastic so it fit the gel mold of her face just perfectly. The mask covered her face from an inch above her eyebrows all the way down to the tip of her nose. And it didn’t have huge openings around the eyes. It came in well under her brow bones and came up well above her cheeks, so there were only little openings right at her eyes and when she blinked she could feel the edges of the mask ever so lightly touching her eyelids. And it had a special tacky coating so it would glue itself to her face but she could peel it off when she was done, and there wouldn’t be glue all over her face. Okay, she usually felt like washing her face afterward, but that was about it.




She said, “And Terawatt is going to wear makeup that I don’t.”




She got out two things she never used, even if they were in her makeup drawer in her desk. A fat little black eyecrayon and a rich dark-red lipstick that was pretty close to the color Libby liked to wear. She had a lot of makeup that she didn’t wear. Like the black lipstick Lindsay gave her years ago. She still couldn’t remember why on earth she thought the blue sparkly eyeshadows were a good idea, but she had stuff like that in her makeup drawer too. Her top drawer of her desk was school supplies, so some of the time it was a study desk. Her second drawer was makeup, so some of the time it was a makeup table. And her third drawer was mostly school notebooks, and a small laptop, and some laptop accessories, so some of the time her desk was an internet cafe. It wasn’t like she could have a study desk and a computer desk and a makeup table, when she really could only use half the room. Even when Annie was away at college, Annie’s bed and dresser and desk and work table took up Annie’s half of the room, and Alex didn’t want to get into the habit of using Annie’s desk and table, because Alex remembered how mad she got when Annie used Alex’s side of the room too for a special project.




She pulled the stand-up mirror out of her makeup drawer and used it to apply the black eyecrayon all over her upper and lower eyelids. Then she applied the lipstick like Libby did, carefully smoothing it on just past the edges of her lips at the top and bottom to make her lips look fuller and sexier. Okay, Alex thought it was maybe less ‘sexy’ and more ‘slutty,’ but she knew guys really liked the way Libby applied her makeup.




She looked at her mom and said, “And now for the quick change on the costume!”




She went silvery. It had taken her weeks when she first got her powers until she could always go silvery and take her clothes with her, so she didn’t end up naked by accident. Which was the most embarrassing thing ever. Then it had taken a lot longer before she figured out how to go silvery with more stuff, and then how to be silvery and grab some stuff and pull it into the silver, and then how to grab something like an entire person and take the person silvery with her. But she could still go silvery and not do it with her clothes, if she wanted to.




She went silvery and left everything behind except her panties. She flowed up onto the bed and into the costume, got herself aligned right, and went solid again.




And she was in her costume, lying on her bed. She floated up off the bed and over to where the full-length mirror stood on the back of her door.




Her mom whispered, “Oh Alex! You look great!”




She had to admit it. Terawatt looked pretty awesome. With that hair and that lipstick and that eye makeup, she looked pretty sexy, and way more mature than Alex Mack looked. Oh yeah, the leotard made her look a lot more mature. She suddenly went from a B cup to a D cup, and the leotard really emphasized her breasts, and pulled in her waist, and cut up at the side of the hips, making her legs look longer too. All she needed was some white superheroine boots, and she’d look like one of the sexy superheroines out of Louis’s comic books. Except for showing the slutty cleavage and too much skin. She was never going to do that part.




Except she had visible panty lines. The leotard was highcut enough that her panties were showing at the hips. She was going to have to stop wearing panties under the leotard and leggings, which was a little skankier than she wanted to be, or else she was going to have to start wearing really highcut panties and wear them all the time. Crud. Yet another problem with superhero costumes. She wondered if the superheroines in Louis’s comic books were just naked under their superhero uniforms all the time, which was kind of yuck.




She lowered her voice a couple notes, so she sounded more like Libby and less like Alex. “Evildoers, put down your weapons, or prepare to face the powers of… Terawatt!”




Her mom put her hands over her mouth and said, “This is a lot more of a disguise than I thought it would be…” Then she opened the door a crack and called out, “George? Come on up to Alex’s room for a minute!”




“What is it, Barbara? I’m on the computer!”




Her mom insisted, “I really think you’re gonna want to come up here and see this.”




A few seconds later, her dad came tromping up the stairs. “I hope it’s important, because I was in a chat room with some other biochemists who were talking about some rumors they’d heard…”




He stepped into the room, and Alex said in her Terawatt voice, “Good evening, sir. I am Terawatt, and I’m here to save you.”




Her dad stopped and stared. “Holy crow… Alex? Is that really you?”




She put her hands in fists and then put her fists on her hips. “Pardon me, citizen. You appear to be confused. I’m not anyone named ‘Alex.’ I’m Terawatt.”




He said, “That… That’s amazing. The costume… and the makeup… and the wig… No one’s going to look at you like this and think of Alex. They’re more likely to look at you and think of Miss Waylee.”




Alex remembered Miss Waylee from third grade. As a third grade girl, she hadn’t noticed, except to think that Miss Waylee was really pretty. But apparently, every third grader’s dad had noticed. Miss Waylee was tall and blonde and curvy and way too hot to be teaching in elementary school. Which was why she was now Mrs. Haverston and had like four kids.




Alex grinned, “Thank you, citizen, but your compliments are completely inappropriate, since I am a superheroine. And now for my amazing costume change!”




She flew across the room, went silvery, and slid under the bed. She slipped off the parts of her puddle that were her costume and left them in her gymbag under her bed. Then she slid across the floor to where she left her clothes, pulled her clothes into her puddle, and went back to normal, with her clothes on right. “Ta-da!”




“Very impressive, honey,” said her dad.




“Umm, Alex, you forgot a couple things,” said her mom.




Alex looked in the full-length mirror and saw what her mom meant. She still had the wig cap on her head. And the black eyecrayon. And the lipstick. “Oops. I’ve gotta work on that. But I’ve got homework to do first.”




Her mom went over to the bathroom and brought her two facial cleansing cloths. She scrubbed off her lipstick and eye makeup in a few seconds. But then she saw her face was a mess, because she’d smeared her bronzer all over the place. So she had to go wash her face properly.




When she came out of the bathroom, her mom said, “We’ll work on the makeup switch. But you did great for your first try. Now go do your homework, and I’ll fold laundry.”




“Thanks, mom!” she said happily as she went back into her room.




She set her watch where she could keep an eye on it now and then, and started on her English paper. She whispered what Mrs. Finnegan always said at test time. “All right class, you may begin now.”




She wrote down the notes she had in her head about the paper, and then wrote out the outline she’d already been thinking about. Then she started writing. ‘The theme of the importance of communication runs throughout Shakespeare’s “Romeo and Juliet.” It dominates the feud between the Capulets and the…’







Exactly one hour later, she stopped. She sighed and added two more sentences to the concluding paragraph, because she was that close to finishing anyway. Then she looked it over. She needed to write it in nicer handwriting, but just glancing over it she could see a couple totally embarrassing spelling errors, and some clunky wording, and there were probably a bunch of grammar errors too. And punctuation errors, because she was always putting commas in the wrong places. And she needed some more quotes, and she had a couple places where she couldn’t remember who said what. But she was done with her notes and outline and rough draft, and it only took her an hour.




Now she had to do what Willow said, and put the paper away for like a week, so she could find the booboos when she edited it. So she’d wait and work some more on it Sunday. First, checking on quotes and names, then correcting errors and fixing wording. Then she’d write it over in her best handwriting. So maybe an hour or two on Sunday, and she’d be totally done with her English paper. Score! Willow totally rocked. And Willow said the more she practiced writing papers like this, the faster she’d get. Maybe AP English next year wouldn’t be so awful after all.




She really hoped her world’s Willow would be nice and helpful when she tried to meet with her. Selina had told her about Barbara Gordon, and how Barbara was the best hacker in the world even if she was stuck in a wheelchair. Maybe this world’s Willow could be her Oracle! She could really use the computer help, because Ray’s idea of computer research was cruising through Facebook and YouTube.




And she was really pretty sure that when her dad said ‘I got that website set up,’ he really meant he got Mabel or Roger in IT to set it up for him. Because her dad was really smart, but he wasn’t exactly Mister Computer Savvy. And Annie was great on computers, but she was really, really swamped with stuff at M.I.T. And Annie said the M.I.T. computer network guys were really, really good at catching people who misused their computer network. Alex really didn’t want to get Annie in trouble, especially if it was doing something for her.




Alex went downstairs and told her mom, “I finished the rough draft of my paper, so I’m gonna go out for a little bit.”




Her mom checked, “You’re really already done? And where are you going? Is it… Terawatt business?”




She said, “I’m really already done. With the rough draft, anyway. Willow told me how to outline a paper so it was easier to write, and how to do a fast rough draft then put it aside for a few days before you do the editing and final draft. And she said it was important to practice writing an essay like this really fast, so you could do it when you needed to on tests.”




Her mom said, “It just seems so… weird that you went off to save the universe, and you got advice on writing papers.”




Alex said, “And other stuff. How to study better and do homework better, and how to use my classes to learn about useful stuff. Which reminds me, would you go to the university library and check out a book for me on the battles of Oliver Cromwell?”




“Oliver Cromwell? As in England hundreds of years ago?”




She agreed, “Yep. Sam said he was a really smart strategist, and I should look him up when we got to the Commonwealth in European history. Well, we’re past that, but Mr. Porter’s gonna make us write a paper on something from this whole chunk of history, and I thought I’d do it on Cromwell’s battle strategies. I’m gonna tell him I just found a book you checked out for dad from the university library, and I decided to write my paper since I had a book for references.”




Her mom said, “Well, you should get in the habit of using at least three sources for your work, if not a lot more. If you only use one book and copy a lot of material out of it, that’s plagiarism.”




She nodded. “Hermione made a big deal about that. Seems magical book writers in her world can put a curse on their book so if you plagiarize from them, it does something to your paper, like turn the ink a weird color so everyone knows what you stole from their book.” She took a breath. “So anyways, I wanted to fly over to school and study the terrain to figure out ways to sneak in and out of school in case Terawatt has to rush off to the rescue.”




Her mom shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m letting my daughter take off in the middle of the night to go sneak around her high school and figure out ways to sneak out during classes. That just sounds so wrong.”




Alex added, “And let’s call it ‘playing rummy’ instead of ‘being Terawatt.’ Selina says it’s super important not even to use the words, even if you think no one’s around. Because even if there’s not electronic bugs around or a lipreader with binoculars, there might be eavesdroppers with a parabolic dish microphone, or even someone with super-hearing. Or maybe even someone with psychic powers.”




Her mom smiled a little. “You really did learn an awful lot for only being gone five days. I guess it really was like summer camp for teenaged superheroines. Hmm… How about we call it ‘taking photos’ instead? It might even be taking photos for real, if you can get photos of Terawatt fighting crime.”




She nodded. “Once we get my costume all worked out, I’m going to try to scoop all the other photojournalists everywhere with the first real photos of Terawatt in action. I figure I can hold my camera with my telekinesis like fifty feet away, and snap some action photos. And if they look kind of shaky, I’ll say it’s because I was hiding while a superhero fight went on really close to me, and I was nervous.”




Her mom said, “Good idea. If you’re taking photos of Terawatt, you obviously can’t be Terawatt. I like this idea better and better. Are you going to put on the costume for tonight’s project?”




Alex shook her head no. “I think black jeans, a black turtleneck, black shoes, and a black knit hat with my hair up underneath, so I can fly over the school and not be seen.”




“Well, just stay high enough that the streetlights won’t illuminate you.”




She smiled, “Gotcha. I won’t be long.”




She changed clothes and slipped out the back door before going straight up about three hundred feet. She’d thought about a black cape for this stuff. Selina said the cape broke up your silhouette so you were harder to spot, and you could use the cape for stuff if it was designed that way by experts, but an ordinary bedsheet kind of cape wouldn’t do that. And it would flap as you flew, which would make noise and attract attention. So good and bad both. She decided ‘no cape’.




She flew over the school and surveyed the terrain, as Sam would say. There really weren’t any easy ways in or out. The area around the school was nice and open, but that meant you could see someone coming from a long way away. So how did Jo sneak over?




She flew a little lower and looked all around the school. There was a dry creekbed that ran right through the east side of the schoolgrounds and within thirty feet of the school tennis courts. It was only a few feet deep, but was probably the best way in or out without going through the sewer pipes. When it rained in the winter, the creek was pretty full of water. But while it was dry, Jo could probably sneak up near the school by crawling through it. She figured Jo had been sneaking out of school by crawling through it for a couple years before she got expelled. 




She floated down to a spot a good hundred feet outside the school grounds, where a few trees provided a nice screen from anyone’s view. She turned silvery and went to check out the creekbed.




Yep, she could move really fast as a puddle up and down the creekbed. And she figured from the footprints and the empty beer cans that this was how Jo was scouting out the school. And if Jo could get in and out, anybody could. And there were way more dangerous people out there than Jo. So maybe Alex needed to tell the principal about the creek more than she needed to have an escape route. And if the school really did have to block the creek up in places, maybe she could find something else. Like the big grates in the parking lots that led into the runoff system and probably had outlets in useful places. Maybe someone she knew could get maps of the whole system with all the places where there were storm drains and outlet pipes and stuff.




She flew back to her back yard and slipped into the house, making sure her mom knew she was already home. Then she started on her next project. Her mom had that package of Miss Clairol on the counter in the bathroom, so it was time to color her hair. She washed out the spray-in color, which really didn’t look that great. Then she took her time with the new stuff. Because you really wanted to get the highlighting and lowlighting just right, so your hair looked really good. Back in October, Betsy had done her hair a deep chestnut brown with streaks, and totally messed it up, with these hugely wide stripes so her head looked like she’d borrowed it from a zebra. Someone who would not be named but whose first initial stood for Kelly had called Betsy ‘skunk girl’ for like the rest of the week until Betsy had time to go have it professionally fixed at a salon.




It didn’t take all that long to follow the directions on the box. Not even as long as it took to fly over to the school and look around and fly back. She was just going to have to make sure she only used shampoo for treated hair from now on. That was a little bit of a nuisance, but it beat a lot of the alternatives. Like not having a secret identity and having Terawatt’s enemies attack Alex’s family.




After she dried her hair and put it up in a ponytail for the night, she went to bed. She lay there and thought. She really needed the black eyecrayon and red lipstick when she was in her costume. But could she apply the makeup while she was silvery? Could she get it where she wanted it to go? And could she take it off while she was silvery? It would be pretty cool if she could clean her face just by going liquid and doing the right things. Or if she could put on her makeup just by holding it and going silvery. That would make regular mornings and evenings a lot faster, too.




Well, as Sam said, there was nothing like properly-done experimentation to evaluate a hypothesis.




8. Plus Boots



Alex woke up when her alarm went off. She checked, and everything seemed okay. It wasn’t until the nightmare in the middle of the night that it had occurred to her that using the chemicals in hair coloring might have unknown effects on her mutated DNA. Oh man. She’d dreamed that she couldn’t control her shapeshifting, and she went all silvery right in front of Kelly and Libby, and shifted out of her clothes in front of the principal, and fell down a storm drain on her way home from school and couldn’t get back out.




Maybe she’d be a little more careful today. Or a lot more careful.




She fixed breakfast for herself and packed a lunch. Two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches with the new jar of grape jelly, an apple, and two bananas. Plus three energy bars. That ought to hold her until she got to the donut shop. Man, it was so much simpler getting enough to eat now that her folks knew about her powers.




There was a note for her from her mom. The school called and she and her mom had a meeting with the principal in his office at lunchtime. Jeez, if this was still about Jo, she was going to think about handling Jo herself instead of going through ‘proper channels’.




There was also a note from her dad to take some of his stuff to the dry cleaner, so she did that on the way to school. She really liked that the dry cleaner had a drive-thru window. Drive-thru windows just made life better. Even if Louis insisted that Las Vegas had drive-thru windows at the liquor stores, because that made no sense. That was like the complete opposite of “don’t drink and drive” if you asked her. But Louis said lots of crazy stuff, and maybe some of it even turned out to be true.




And school was completely back to normal. She walked with Robyn and Nicole to homeroom, noting that she really did have her own posse, so she needed to stop being rude to Kelly and Libby about theirs. English class was like always, even if Mrs. Finnegan was starting them on another book she didn’t think she would like. Mr. Porter reminded them again about the Wednesday quiz. Sometimes she wondered if there was actually someone in the room who didn’t know every Wednesday was quiz day in history class. Trig was okay, with Mrs. McGurty handing back the tests and only one person got a higher grade than she did.




Then she had to go to the meeting with the principal instead of eating lunch with Ray and Nicole and Robyn and Louis and… Holy cow, she was as bad as Libby or the football stars. She had her own table. She probably could win the Homecoming Queen thing if she really put in the effort. But she had bigger fish to fry, as her dad liked to say. And besides, it would force Kelly to be nice to her and a lot of other people if they were helping her be Homecoming Queen, and it would be fun to make Libby not be the center of attention, which would drive her crazy.




Her mom showed up about five minutes after Alex took a seat in the administration area. It was just a shame she couldn’t eat while she waited for her mom, but you couldn’t eat in the principal’s office or the office area in front of his office. Unless she got up and went out front and ate while she waited, she was stuck. But if her mom parked in the big parking lot on the side, then she wouldn’t see her mom walk in. So that wouldn’t work. Oh heck, maybe the meeting wouldn’t take too long.




But as soon as she and her mom walked in and she saw who was in the room, she started to blush. It was Principal Wilson and Mr. Hooper and Mrs. McGurty. So she knew what they wanted to talk about.




The principal ushered her mom and her into nice seats in front of his desk, and then he sat down He said, “Mrs. Mack, I wanted you to come here so we could apologize to you and Alex for not doing our job.”




Her mom said, “If this is about that bully again, I don’t see how you’re supposed to stop a confirmed criminal who’s sneaking onto school property illegally. That seems like a job for the police.”




Alex said, “Yeah. And she’s probably crawling in through that little creekbed over by the tennis courts. I think she had dirt on her hands and knees yesterday.”




Principal Wilson made a couple notes on his big notepad. “We ought to be able to address that.”




Alex asked, “If you put big blocks at each end of the creek, won’t that dam up the water when it rains and make for floods?”




He smiled gently at her. “Oh no, we’ll just put up some chain link fencing. The water will go through that without problem. Even if we’ll have to check for blockages at every rainstorm.”




Well, that sounded good. She could go silvery and go right through a chain link fence. Jo couldn’t get through any opening smaller than maybe a manhole cover.




Then he looked at her mom again. “No, Mrs. Mack. This is about a problem I wasn’t even aware of, but I should have been. Apparently, Alex hasn’t taken the AP science classes and wasn’t planning on taking calculus because she was worried about how she would be treated in class. By the teachers. The teachers who all had Annie as a student.”




Her mom just got big eyes and said, “Oh.” But Alex could tell her mom knew what was up. Then her mom said, “Alex has talked about this indirectly at home, but I didn’t realize she was missing out on these classes because she didn’t want to deal with that. I thought it was because she was planning on going into photojournalism and didn’t think she needed those kinds of courses.”




Alex said, “Mom, I am thinking about photojournalism.”




The principal said, “Alex, that is a very tough field to break into. There are hundreds, maybe thousands, of people who become ‘ambush journalists’ and ‘paparazzi’ and ‘celebrity photographers’ because they can’t break into the business, or they don’t want to do the hard work required to move through the ranks in the news industry.”




She nodded. “Yes sir, I have thought about that a little, and I’d really rather take photos of wildlife or natural disasters or even police stuff than do that kind of stuff. I mean, trying to get pictures of Paris Hilton’s butt? That’s sort of sick.”




Mr. Hooper said, “Alex did a great job as a photographer in junior high for the paper and the yearbook, and Greg says she’s been excellent at it for our paper.” She knew ‘Greg’ was Mr. Ericson, because he was the adviser for the school paper, which came out every week, and he let the two co-editors for the paper call him Greg when they did the once-a-week layouts on the school computers that had all the right publishing software.




So then it was all Alex could do not to glow with embarrassment as Mr. Hooper and Mrs. McGurty talked to her mom about how the teachers didn’t think about Alex’s feelings when they were busy talking about how good Annie was, and how this was stunting Alex’s high school career, which could hurt her college prospects.




Finally, her mom said, “As long as no one compares her to Annie in any way and everyone judges her fairly on her own abilities, I don’t see a problem.”




Mrs. McGurty firmly said, “And no one accidentally calls her Annie instead of Alex.”




Principal Wilson said, “I think that Alex should just be ready to talk to her teachers the first time it happens, and then come talk to me about any problems after that, and I’ll straighten things out.”




Mr. Hooper looked apologetic as he said, “And we’ll try hard not to make even one mistake.”




Alex said, “Well, Annie said you call everyone by their last name in class some of the time, so if you call me Ms. Mack it’s not like I’d know if you slipped up.”




Mr. Hooper said, “And you don’t look like your sister. When I had the Robeson boys, that was a problem. I had them a year apart, and they look enough alike to be twins, so I was calling Mark ‘Matt’ for about the first two months. I had to institute a ‘free candy if I call you by the wrong name’ policy. Mark must have gotten three pounds of candy off me before I managed to stop.”




Alex smiled slyly. “I wouldn’t mind some free candy now and then.”




So the meeting wrapped up okay, and she even had time to go find her friends in the caff and eat one sandwich and an apple and a banana. Plus, now she had an excuse to change to tougher math and science courses without some teacher wondering what was up. Boy, next year was going to be a ton of work, assuming she could fit everything in. AP English, calculus with its own AP exam, AP chemistry, and Spanish IV. With an AP exam too. Boy, that made it sound like she was as smart as Annie, which she totally wasn’t. And seniors also had to take a half-credit ‘mentoring’ class which was mainly getting help from a teacher or an adviser on stuff like college applications and job hunting. Plus co-editor for the yearbook, which Willow had said was more about planning and organizing and good management skills than working your legs off all the time. She made a mental note to talk to her dad about being a good manager, and maybe this summer reading some books on being a good boss.




Maybe her dad had a book on time management, which Sam said was really important to learn, and Buffy said was mainly learning how to tell other people to kiss off but doing it so nicely they didn’t figure it out. Willow said Buffy did time management by assigning all the tasks she didn’t want to do to other people, and by making it look like she was too airheaded to keep things straight so people didn’t ask her to do lots of other stuff, but that wasn’t the way other people should do it. Hermione said it was all about scheduling what you could, and doing the planning way in advance. Sam said that for a big project like the yearbook, she should learn about Gantt charts and flowcharts, so she could figure out what had to be done first, and what was a bottleneck for other things, and what the absolute ‘drop dead dates’ were on things like getting the files to the printer and getting the artwork finished and getting the portraits done. Selina said ‘buy-in’ was really important in something like a yearbook, and she ought to start out at the beginning of next year getting that from everyone who mattered.




The more Alex thought about it, the more ideas she had. It was always a headache getting photos done, but if they warned everyone — especially the seniors — that their picture for their ID card was going to be their yearbook headshot, then the ID photos would be a lot better, and the headshots for the yearbook would be mostly done by registration, which was before school even started. Maybe they could even set up a station over by where the ID photos got taken, so people could check their hair and makeup and stuff, so they’d be happy with how they looked.




Then all the seniors also got a ‘casual’ photo in the yearbook that was always a big headache for the photography staff. The jocks and cheerleaders always wanted action shots, and some of the sports weren’t until spring. The school bimbos always wanted pictures that were so slutty the yearbook adviser always threw a hissy, so there was that. The school nerds usually wanted something really nerdy. And plenty of other kids wanted something really inappropriate, like what some of the Goth kids tried to sneak into the yearbook this year, mainly because they didn’t like this year’s yearbook editors. Well, Pete and Paul weren’t interested in you if you weren’t in one of the ‘cool kids’ groups, so she knew why they were mad at Pete and Paul. She just didn’t like that it was her people — the photography group — who got caught in the middle.




But she ought to set up something so everyone could vote on what they liked the most and the least about the last couple yearbooks. And what should be shorter and what should be longer. Maybe then people would be happier about how the one next year would come out. She should talk to Mina, who was going to be her yearbook co-editor and hash some of this stuff out. And they both had friends on the robotics team and the computer club, so they ought to be able to get a little survey set up so everyone in school could go on a school computer and vote about their likes and dislikes for the yearbook. She figured she needed to make it a short, simple thing so people would actually do it. Maybe just those four questions, done with check boxes to make it easy, and one optional fill-in-the-blank section on what isn’t in the yearbook that you wished they had.




And maybe they needed to work up a little talk to the seniors at the start of school on what was okay for an action shot, and what wasn’t. Maybe they could get some of the submitted pictures from this year, and do it as a slideshow. “This is okay.” And a picture of Maribeth Wilkerson in that lowcut evening dress, which was really classy and dramatic. “This is not okay.” And a picture of Sera Miles in that lace top you could actually see through, and no bra. Ick.




Spanish and science classes went fine, even if she had more studying to do for Spanish. Then she worked her shift at the donut shop. There still weren’t any crimes for her to go stop, which she thought was a really good thing. She did get a text from Robyn that there was a guy with lightning bolts robbing an armored car at Disneyland, but that was way too far away for her to do anything about it. It would take hours and hours to fly all the way down there, and she didn’t even know how far she could fly before she or her powers pooped out.




Robbing Disneyland was just wrong. She was really getting to dislike Danielle Atron even more than before. What a creep.




Still, the best part of the day was while she was fixing dinner, which was not going to be curry no matter what, and her mom came home with a box too big to be a regular shoebox. It said ‘Leather Goddesses of Phobos’ in fancy script across the top, with a picture of a really skanky vixen in skyscraper-heeled boots that came up to her thighs, and a really teeny corset, and a teeny leather thong, and no bra at all, and a leather choker collar, snapping a whip. Ick. On the side of the box, it said ‘style: Egg Buster / material: white PVC / heel: 5” stacked reinforced / size: 7B’.




She opened the box up and found the perfect boots for Terawatt, exactly in her size. She hoped. Shiny white PVC kneeboots with invisible zippers on the inside of the legs and one inch platform soles covered in the PVC too, and PVC-covered five inch stacked heels that felt really sturdy. And there was a pair of matching white PVC gloves that looked like they would go most of the way up her forearms.




She gushed, “Mom! These look awesome. Thanks so much!”




“You’re welcome… Terawatt.” Her mom gave her a quirky smile.




She wondered, “What was the shop like?”




And her mom turned a bright red. Wow. She didn’t think her mom was this red when she gave Alex ‘The Talk.’ Or even when she gave Alex ‘The Other Talk’ about contraception, which Alex totally didn’t need yet because she wasn’t even letting Ray get to second base yet. Much. Well, hardly ever.




Her mom admitted, “There was stuff in there I hadn’t even heard of. I mean… Stuff I didn’t even think people did. And the clerk… And the mannequins… Oh boy, I’m hoping you won’t need another pair of superhero boots.”




She was going to practice wearing the boots so she could get used to the heels, but she couldn’t put them on with the pants she was wearing, so she postponed it until after dinner.




She had the pasta and the pasta sauce and the frozen green beans and the salad all ready on time. And her dad even had the security guys at the plant looking into anti-eavesdropping stuff already. Unfortunately, her dad had some not-so-great news. This biochemist in the Midwest that some of the ‘Raising the Whistle’ chat room guys were talking about the other night? That chemist Dr. Dunn? JBH Chemical? He was dead. He’d been dead for a few years. Her dad wasn’t sure how to go about investigating whether the death was work-related or work-caused or even the ‘killed by your boss and made to look like an accident’ thing that happened to Hunter’s dad.




When she mentioned that, her mom said, “Ooh, that reminds me. I got an email today from Ellen Reeves. She said Hunter is doing very well at his school. And she’s working for a lobbyist for ethical experimentation, and she’s probably going to get to go before another Senate subcommittee and tell them about Danielle Atron.”




Her dad said, “Maybe she could mention the ‘Raising the Whistle’ website. If there had been something around back then, maybe Jack Reeves would have had someone to tell, and have been able to find someone in authority to talk to, and maybe he’d still be alive.”




Alex nodded. “And there wouldn’t be any GC-161 supercrooks running around loose. And Danielle would be in a teensy-tiny cell in a really nasty prison getting beat up by older versions of Jo.”




Her dad smiled a little. “You really don’t like her one bit, do you?”




She frowned, “I really think what that hellgod showed me is just what Danielle’s going to do, sooner or later. Because she’s the most selfish monster I’ve ever met, and that’s saying a lot after last week.”




Her dad said, “Oh! That reminds me. I had an idea on how to do the ‘makeup’ for Terawatt. Ultra-thin opaque plastic films. They would feel a little heavier than regular makeup, but not much more. And they would stand up to things ordinary makeup wouldn’t, like a rainstorm or a punch. You’d just stick ’em down and then peel ’em off when you were done.”




“Wow dad, that sounds awesome,” she grinned. “Because having to stop to put on makeup every time? Not a great idea.” She couldn’t imagine how awful she’d feel if robbers got away, or somebody died, because she stopped long enough to put on lipstick and eye crayon. How could she ever justify that?




He said, “I need to try out several possible formulations tonight, and then test them on the ballistic gel model tomorrow, but I’m hoping I’ll have something for you by tomorrow night or the next night.”




She thanked him some more while she helped mom put away leftovers and clean up. Having your own inventors and costume designer and stuff really made being a superheroine way better. She was so glad she’d finally told her parents. She still felt guilty about lying to them for years about her powers, and it was ages since she had finally told them. Boy, had they been mad when they found out. And really disappointed, which was worse. And really super-disappointed in Annie, because Annie was supposed to be the mature older sister, and she was the one who talked Alex into not telling their parents. And her dad had been really, really hurt that they thought he’d turn his younger daughter over to someone like Danielle Atron. And her mom had just about cried when she thought she had to be the most oblivious mom ever.




Sometimes she really felt like she was a really bad daughter.




With her mom working on homework in their home office and her dad working on chemistry in the garage, she went up to her room to study. She had history and Spanish and trig to study, and a stupid English book to read. She figured she could do all of them while walking around learning to walk in those boots. Because she was really not used to high heels, and she wasn’t going to wear those boots outside the house until she wasn’t worried about tripping and falling on her face in front of the whole town.




She went ahead and practiced the whole thing. She put her whole Terawatt uniform and the wig and the wig cap and the makeup in the gymbag and just didn’t zip it all the way closed. Then she went silvery. She puddled over to the gymbag, slid inside it, grabbed everything, left her regular clothes behind, got things aligned, and slid back out. Then she slid over to the mirror on the back of her door and went normal.




It was pretty cool. Because there was Terawatt, looking totally awesome in her boots and costume, and the gloves really did look extremely cool, even if she was going to have to cut off the tips of the fingers or something so she could do her lightning blasts. She had her wig on right, and the domino mask, and the padded bra, and everything.




She just couldn’t get her makeup on while she was silvery. She was really hoping her dad’s idea worked.




Terawatt looked way taller and more impressive than Alex Mack. Which was the whole idea in the first place, but still… And those heels really made her legs look a lot longer and a lot sexier. And they made her butt look really tight.




She went ahead and applied the lipstick the way she wanted, and then she walked down the stairs to make sure her dad was going to get the lipstick and eye makeup the way she wanted. Otherwise, it was going to be a huge waste of his time. It turned out that walking in five inch heels was a lot harder than she thought. And going up and down stairs was even harder. Maybe this was a stupid idea. Or maybe she just needed to practice a lot. Some of the girls at school wore three inch heels all the time, even when they walked to school!




She floated into the garage. Then in her Terawatt voice, she said, “Pardon me, sir.”




“Yaa!” Her dad squawked and threw the beaker of chemicals into the air.




9. Practice



She watched the glass beaker and the chemicals fly up into the air. She hastily reached out with her telekinesis and grabbed everything. Then she carefully funneled the chemicals back into the beaker and held it in mid-air for her dad.




He turned around and complained, “Al- I mean Terawatt, don’t sneak up on me like that!”




“Sorry.” She walked across the garage and said, “I wanted to make sure you knew just how far the lipstick and eye crayon had to go.”




He told her, “Maybe you could draw lines on the gel so I have a form to use.” And he handed her a gel pen that would write smoothly on the ballistic gel.




It was kind of weird drawing on her own head, but that was what he had. A mold of her head. She marked how far the eye crayon had to go to, and how far out the lipstick had to go for her upper and lower lips. “How’s that?”




She turned around, and her dad was really frowning. “Alex, those shoes are absolutely not appropriate for a high school girl! Or a college girl! Or any girl! And they are never going to be appropriate for my daughter.”




She put her fists on her hips and said, “Then it’s a good thing I’m Terawatt, and not your daughter, citizen.”




Her dad just gave her that look. She marched out of the garage and up the stairs to her room. Boy, she was really going to have to practice, especially on stairs. She was used to flats and even low heels, but five inch heels with a platform sole and going up stairs? Not so easy. You really had to lift your knees up a lot higher than you thought. It was a good thing she was in shape, and flexible.




She practiced walking around in the boots for like half an hour. She really did look a whole lot taller in them. But she needed to look like she was used to the boots, not clunking around like she was having trouble walking in them. Sera Miles wore these ultra-goth lace-up boots a lot, and they had like a three-inch sole, and she clunked around in them like… Well, Kelly said she clomped around like a cow, but that wasn’t nice. Even if it was sort of true. Alex didn’t want to look like that. Terawatt needed to be graceful, not clumsy.




She walked up and down the hall in her boots while she reviewed her history stuff, and then her Spanish phrases for the next day. Then she practiced on the stairs. She walked downstairs and back upstairs, then read a paragraph in the next trig lesson. And she did that about twenty or thirty times, until she got through the whole trig section. Then she practiced walking in front of the mirror. Walk forward, walk back, look over another problem. Walk forward, walk back, look over another problem. When she was pretty sure which problems she could do and which ones she might need some help on, she was ready for math class. After all, it was the homework that hadn’t been assigned yet, so when she asked questions in class she’d get help on the homework too. This was another Willow study idea, and Willow was so sneaky about schoolwork.




Well, maybe not sneaky. Maybe it was that Willow was so clever it seemed obvious to her. Because it seemed genius to Alex. Why weren’t there books on studying that told you how to do this stuff? 




Then it was time for reading English class stuff. “Much Ado about Nothing” was supposed to be a comedy, but she wasn’t seeing it. Shakespeare was hard to read and hard to follow. She got that the English language wasn’t the same as it was back when he was writing, but still he was really hard to get through. And she didn’t think she was going to be laughing anytime soon.




So she tried to read and walk at the same time. It was tricky, because she was walking without looking at the floor. She really needed more practice in those boots.




“George, can you get the door?” That was her mom yelling to her dad.




“Barbara, I’m right in the middle of this process!”




Well it wasn’t like she could go get the door while she was dressed like Terawatt. That could be a disaster, depending on who was there. She was busy wondering if she was going to have to go silvery and dive into her gymbag and change clothes really fast. And then get the makeup off before anyone saw her.




She heard her mom get up and go open the door and welcome in someone. “Alex? It’s Ray!”




She could have changed, but she wanted to surprise Ray. So she tossed her book down and yanked open the door with her telekinesis and flew down the hallway to the top of the stairs. Then she posed there. Ray looked up at her, and his jaw dropped open.




She flew about two thirds of the way down the stairs, landed on the fourth step, and sashayed down to the floor. In her boots, she was nearly as tall as he was. He was about 6’3”, and in the boots she was maybe six feet even, not counting the extra height her wig gave her.




She gave him her biggest smile. In her Terawatt voice, she said, “Hello there, citizen, could you tell me the way to the nearest bank robbery?”




For a few seconds, Ray just couldn’t speak. Alex remembered how she felt the first time Hunter kissed her. And the first time Ray kissed her. And the first time Ray told her he loved her. She had never felt this feminine. This sensuous. This desirable. It felt awesome. No wonder girls like Libby dressed the way they did and acted the way they did.




Then Ray got that ‘sneaky Ray’ face he did when he was up to something. He leered at her, “Hey Terawatt, you’re the bomb. I got a girlfriend but I can ditch her for you.”




She put her hands on her hips and said, “Excuse me citizen, but that would hardly be the action of a superheroine.”




He laughed and said, “I gotta admit, you are definitely ditch-worthy like that. I mean, you are the sexiest thing since the invention of sexy. You aren’t gonna have to chase down any criminals. They’re gonna hand you their loot and ask you out.”




She admitted, “I’m just wearing the outfit so I can practice walking in these boots. It’s kind of tricky.”




“Well, you can practice on me,” he grinned. “Anytime.”




She had a few brief thoughts of saying or doing something really naughty, but she just sort of said ‘down girl’ to herself and walked away from him. With some extra hip roll, which really made it easier to walk in those boots. So she sashayed up the stairs with some extra va-va-voom in her stride, and then she walked back down the same way. Because you had to really walk with a lot of hip to manage stepping down a stairstep in those boots without clunking around like a spazz.




Ray just stared at her like she was the prettiest girl in the world, which made her feel… amazing. And she let him kiss her senseless. After she had no idea how long, he staggered back a step and raggedly said, “I… gotta go. Home. For… umm… something.” And he tottered to the front door and loped off.




“Ahem.” Her mom stuck her head out of the home office and said, “That really wasn’t fair to poor Raymond.”




“Sorry?” she squeaked. “I mean, I know Terawatt is supposed to be sexy, but I didn’t really think Ray would be so…”




“Normal? Male?” her mom finished.




When she thought about it, poor Ray was probably going to run all the way home and then jump in a really cold shower. And that made her feel really like a complete jerk. “I guess I need to apologize to Ray tomorrow.”




“And do not let your father see you walking up and down the stairs like that. He’ll try to lock you in your room until you’re thirty.” If she hadn’t felt so bad about Ray, she probably would have giggled.




After that, she practiced just in her room, where no one could see. By walking back and forth and reading at the same time, she managed to finish Act I of the play. She wasn’t sure if she was going to hate it or not. So far, it wasn’t funny, but it wasn’t just horrible, and she knew the good guys would win at the end because it was a Shakespeare comedy. But boy, she just wanted to go punch that Don John guy in the mouth. Or zap him one. He was like a guy version of Danielle Atron. Well, not really, because he wasn’t in it for the money. He was in it just to be mean to someone he didn’t even know, just so he could be evil to someone he didn’t like. He was actually more like Jo. He was going to do something incredibly cruel and ruin a girl’s life just to be a total dorkhead, just because he could. And Hero was a girl’s name in the play. And she wasn’t a hero. Totally weird.




She wiped her lipstick off. Most of it was pretty smeared after kissing Ray like that. And then she did the silvery quick-change. Since she could do the quick change while she was a puddle, she could do it anywhere she could hide her costume. So she figured she could hide it in a bag in the spare tire compartment in her car if she could get up in there while she was a puddle. Then later on, she could go back the other way and do a quick change back to her regular clothes.




Once she was back in her regular clothes, she did the next part of her costume work. She clipped holes in the tips of the leather gloves for her first and second fingers, so she could fire off lightning bolts. She just hoped she had enough leather clipped, because it would be a real pain if she set fire to her gloves. Maybe she needed to do some tests tomorrow. Her dad sure would. Sam sure would.




She took off her shoes and socks and went downstairs to practice all the Krav Maga she could remember from Buffy. That went okay for about twenty minutes, until her dad walked in on her.




“What’s that? Martial arts?”




She said, “It’s Krav Maga. Buffy showed it to some of us. It’s like what the Israeli army teaches its people.”




Her dad sat down to watch. “You had a martial arts instructor named Buffy?”




She rolled her eyes and tried to remember the move she was working on. She really needed a lot more lessons. Somehow. She said, “Dad, I told you about Buffy. You remember that old TV show with the team of macho guys who hunted monsters?”




“Yes.” She could tell from his tone that he had no idea where she was going with her story.




She explained, “Well, Buffy does that for a living. Every night. And she’s like five foot two. She’s the strongest, quickest person I ever saw in my life. Even in a movie. If you took the biggest, toughest pro wrestlers in the world and put all of them in one ring, she could beat all of ’em up in about a minute.”




He gave her a smile and asked, “Now Alex, don’t you think you might be exaggerating? A bit?”




She put her hands on her hips. “No. Not even a bit. We were in a hell dimension with extra hell, run by a real hellgoddess. Buffy fell like eight hundred feet into a hell-lake. A lake that was nothing but giant water monsters with claws and tentacles and fangs and everything. Imagine stuff so nasty it would scare away great white sharks and giant squid. She slaughtered everything that attacked her and fought her way back out of the lake. And she was just mad about ruining her clothes.”




He looked dumbstruck. “Is that even possible?”




She admitted, “I didn’t think so. I was afraid she was dead. Because I wasn’t good enough or strong enough. I mean, nobody could kill things like that! Especially if you were in the water with them! And then she just came stomping out of the lake complaining that her shoes and her jacket were ruined, like somebody had spilled a soda on her or something. And she was all cut up from the fangs and tentacles and claws and stuff, and she just acted like it was something that happened all the time!” She paused and added, “Maybe for her, stuff like that does happen all the time. I’m glad I’m not in her universe.”




Her dad carefully asked, “Honey, did she… blame you for something?”




She shook her head no. “I did what she told me to. She was happy about what I did. Especially because then I had to fight a flying, fire-breathing, eighty foot dragon.”




Her dad got a little pale. “Alex, you didn’t tell me this part before. How did you get away from a fire-breathing dragon?”




She shrugged unhappily. “It wouldn’t just take a hint. I had to hurt it until it couldn’t fly anymore, and then it sort of crashed.”




She could tell that he didn’t know what to say. He stood up and walked over and hugged her tight. He murmured into her hair, “I know you have to do these things, because that’s what heroes do, whether they’re police or firefighters or soldiers… or you. But that doesn’t mean I’ll ever stop worrying about my little girl. Just so you know.”




She hugged him back and reminded herself once again that she had the best parents on the planet, and she was a total doofus for not telling them the truth a lot sooner.







The next morning, they were doing their usual scramble. She smiled when she saw her dad making a lunch out of the leftovers from her cooking. Maybe she was getting better at it. She reminded herself to start talking to Ray’s mom about learning to cook Ray’s favorites. Or was she getting way too far ahead of herself? She hoped not.




She fished a coldpack out of the freezer and made herself a couple roast beef sandwiches from the leftovers a couple nights earlier. The coldpack went in between the sandwiches, which went into the insulated wrapper. Most of the time, it stayed cold enough to eat at lunchtime, even if sometimes the cold made her inkpens get too thick to write smoothly if they were right next to the cold stuff all morning. She just moved the pens to another place in her backpack. The insulated wrapper plus two oranges and three energy bars went into her food bag, which went into her outer pocket on her backpack. There was a lot of stuff in her backpack today. She wondered how much junk she was going to be lugging around every day next year, at the rate things were going.




Her mom finished breakfast and took dishes to the sink. “Have you worked out how you’re going to track down Danielle Atron?”




Her dad added, “Right. And what are you going to do when she does something nasty?”




Her mom said, “Because we all know she’ll try something really underhanded.”




Alex knew they were totally right. Danielle was a snake. Heck, she gave snakes a bad name. She said, “Well, Sam did have two ideas for me to think about.”




Her dad checked his watch and said, “I want to hear all about this. Can we save it for dinner?”




Her mom said, “Good idea. Then we’ll have time to discuss it.”




She had her costume packed in a small gymbag, which wasn’t as easy as it would have been without the boots and the wig. She took it out to her car and opened up the compartment for the spare tire. She ended up putting the bag under the tire. And she had to leave the compartment not fully closed, so she would be able to get in and out while she was silvery.




She stepped back into the house, went silvery, and puddled out to check the car. She went up the tire and into the compartment and back out. Then she puddled all under the car and inside the hood and stuff, looking for bugs or trackers or anything, just in case. She didn’t find anything except some dirt and mud she needed to clean off.




Then she drove over and picked up Ray at his house, so she could apologize on the way to school. She didn’t even have to go to the front door and ask his mom if he was ready. He popped out to tell her he needed a minute, before she even had a chance to turn off the ignition. She could tell he wasn’t ready, because he was still eating what looked like a fried egg and bacon sandwich on wheat toast. She wasn’t sure if that sounded yummy or gross. Maybe it would depend on what you put on the bread. Butter? Okay. Jam? Yuck. Mayo? Dunno.




Once he hopped in and gave her a kiss on the cheek, he put on his seatbelt and she drove off to school.




“Umm, Ray? I’m really sorry about last night. I mean, I looked so…”




He reached over and squeezed her hand. “You looked beautiful. You didn’t look like you, but you looked steamy. I’m sorry I got carried away.”




She pursed her lips. “It was really my fault. I shouldn’t have…”




He let go of her hand so she could shift. “Look Alex, you need to practice. We both know it. I’d love to just stand there and watch, because you looked… awesome. You’re always pretty, but you have your own style. And Terawatt’s just…”




She patted him on the leg. “Mom thought I was really being a tease.”




Ray shrugged. “Hey, I see teases every day at school. You’re not a tease. Even Terawatt isn’t a tease. I just… you were really hot.”




She said, “I guess now we know why superheroines dress like that in comic books. So the policemen will do whatever they ask.”




Ray smiled, “That, and comic books are written by guys. Really horny guys who probably can’t get a date.”




She told him, “Selina comes from a real universe with real superpowers and real superheroines, and some of them dress like… well, really kind of skanky. Worse than Louis’s comic books.”




He smiled, “If that Wonder Woman and Hawkgirl dress like that every day, it’s no wonder there’s so much crime. I’d go rob a bank if it would get you chasing after me in that Terawatt outfit and those heels.”




“You already have me chasing after you.”




He grinned. “Good thing. I’d stink at bank robbing.” He kissed her after she parked way over on the far side of the parking lot. She made sure she parked over by the tennis courts. Then she went in and told the principal what was going to happen at lunch. He really wasn’t happy about it, but he did what she wanted. She had to do the ‘be forceful’ thing she had learned from Buffy, and the ‘have your reasons all organized first to be extra convincing’ part she had learned from Willow and Hermione, and the ‘treat your superior officer the way he wants to be treated so he’ll agree with you’ part she had learned from Sam, and even the ‘manipulating guys who thought they were in charge into doing what you want’ part she had learned from Selina.




Classes were pretty good. Mrs. Finnegan assigned everyone to look up what some of the words in “Much Ado about Nothing” really meant back when Shakespeare wrote stuff. Louis had a dozen looked up on his smartphone before class was over, and he showed Ray. So Alex peeked over Louis’s shoulder.




Holy cow, Shakespeare was a dirty old man! No wonder drunk Elizabethan play-going guys thought this was hilarious. Some of this stuff was way dirtier than she thought. It looked like she wasn’t going to have to look any of the words up, because Louis was busy looking up everything on Mrs. Finnegan’s list, and then he was going to email people. Or maybe put it up on his Facebook page. Could you even say some of these words on Facebook?




History went fine. She knew pretty much everything on the quiz. Trig went great. After Mrs. McGurty explained some stuff, Alex was pretty sure she could do all the assigned homework for the section. And maybe she’d do all the not-assigned homework problems too if she had the time, because Willow said lots of teachers did this trick where they assigned something like ‘all even numbered problems’ and then they took test questions from the odd numbered problems, so if you did all the problems, you already knew a lot of the test questions, which really made you look like a genius. Alex hadn’t ever looked to see if Mrs. McGurty did that, but she was going to pull out all her old trig tests for the year and look through the old homework and the other problems, and find out.




Then it was time to deal with Jo. She waited until everyone was in the caff for lunch. Then she walked out to her car with her backpack, and pretended to fish something out of her back seat. Then she walked all the way around the tennis courts and sat down to have a quiet little lunch all alone. All by herself. With nobody around to protect her. There was a nice, quiet spot there that she liked.




There were two giganto boulders, each one about six feet high and eight feet long, that had the school name painted on them. Back when the school was still the Danielle R. Atron High School, everyone called the boulders DRAke and DRApe. Every football season, rival schools snuck over and painted the boulders with their team names and colors, and they got painted over again on Sunday by some group in the PTA, so there were like a hundred coats of paint on them, so there weren’t any rough spots anymore, and you could lean against them. So that was what she did. She settled down on a comfy spot on the lawn and leaned back against a boulder to eat.




Sure enough, while she was peeling her orange with a cute little orange peeler her mom bought her so she didn’t ruin her nails, she heard the sound of a switchblade snicking open.




10. Pretense



She carefully used her telekinesis to grab her cellphone in her backpack, and dial 9-1-1, and then hold the phone up where the operator could hear what was going on. Then she played dumb. “Holy cow, Jo! What are you doing here again? I thought you were gonna get arrested when you threatened me Monday!”




Okay, she already knew the police hadn’t arrested Jo, because the really persistent officer who took her statement had said they would let her know when they did, so she could go to Jo’s arraignment and testify if needed.




Jo snarled, “You little bitch! I had to jump out my dad’s window and hide out! Last night, I had to hide under the Fourth Street bridge! You are so dead!”




Alex knew the 9-1-1 operator was getting all this, so she acted nervous and stupid. “What are you doing with that switchblade?”




“What do you think I’m doing? I’m going to cut you up into little pieces, bitch!”




Alex kept playing dumb and trying to sound like she was worried or maybe scared. She didn’t really think she was a good actress, but what the hey. “Jo, this is a really, really bad idea. Please don’t do this. Think about it. You’re just gonna get yourself in way more trouble!”




Jo growled, “I’m gonna get myself out of trouble. If you’re dead, there’s not gonna be anyone pressing charges against me and I’m home free!”




Alex kept trying to sound upset. “It doesn’t work like that. They’ll know it was you, because of the other day. And plenty of other people saw you on school grounds, and plenty of people saw you threatening me. They don’t need my testifying to lock you up. This is just making things worse! Can’t you see that? Please Jo, you’re making really bad choices!”




Jo smirked nastily, “So now when you’re scared, then you pretend you care about what happens to me. I’ve wanted to cut you up ever since you first made me look bad. And…”




Police cars swung onto the school grounds from either side, pinning Jo in. Unless Jo thought she could run right through the chain link fence of the tennis courts, which Alex knew she couldn’t.




And Principal Wilson and Mister Edwards, the school security guy, were running toward Jo and Alex from the school. Jo looked around frantically before she focused on Alex again. “You little bitch, you called the cops on me!”




Alex just said, “Well, yeah. That’s what I was supposed to do, right?”




Jo took a step toward her, so Alex took a step back. Jo still got about half a foot closer, which wasn’t close enough to stab her, but was getting there. If Jo caught her off guard and jumped at her, she could get close enough to do the stabbing.




Jo looked away from her, so she slid a little farther away. Jo yelled at the cops, “Stay back or I’ll stab her!”




The cops just pulled out their guns and pointed them right at Jo. One of them said, “Put the knife down. If you try to attack her, we’ll have no choice but to pull the trigger. And this isn’t cops and robbers on teevee. We won’t shoot the knife out of your hand. We’ll be shooting to kill.”




Principal Wilson called out from the other side of the tennis court, “Miss Baker! Please do what the police say!”




Alex said, “Jo, listen to them. I don’t like you, but I don’t want you to get hurt. You could get shot. It could be really bad. And if you’re doing stuff so bad the police have to shoot you, you know you’ll be in jail for pretty much forever. Please listen to them.”




Jo gritted her teeth. “I really thought you’d be a lot more scared.”




Alex said, “I’m plenty scared. It’s just… this isn’t as bad as when Danielle Atron kidnapped me and my whole family and left a timebomb with us to blow all of us to pieces. This is bad, but I’ve seen a lot worse. And she’s crazy. She’s way scarier than anybody I know, even you.”




Jo faltered, “A timebomb?”




“A real timebomb. The bombs that blew up part of the plant a couple years ago? We barely got outside when things blew up. I was this close to being blown to bits, and having my mom and dad get blown to bits too. That was scary.”




By then, the police officers were a lot closer, and they had their guns trained on Jo. Alex knew that if they fired, Jo was going to be dead.




“Please Jo, nothing you do is gonna scare me as bad as that. So what’s the point? Nothing you do is gonna get you out of this mess, and trying to use me as a hostage will make things way worse.”




One of the police officers took another step forward and said, “The young lady is right. If you try to use her as a hostage, you’ll come under the Hostage Taking Act, and if convicted, you can be put in prison for the rest of your life. The rest of your life! You’re only eighteen or nineteen. Do you want to be in a maximum security prison until you die of old age?”




Jo flinched. Alex mentally crossed her fingers and said, “Jo, please listen to them. Please!”




Jo finally dropped the knife and said, “Okay.”




The policemen rushed over and quickly handcuffed her and searched her, before shoving her in the back of a police car. One of them started taking a statement from Alex, while the other went over to take a statement from Mister Wilson and Mister Edwards.




Alex took her cellphone out of her backpack and said to the operator, “I’m sorry to be a bother. The police have her now.”




But the operator insisted on hearing that from the policeman, Officer Craig. Alex knew that from looking at his nametag.




Then the really un-fun stuff started. Alex had to spend the next hour pressing charges and giving a statement and filling out forms. And the police were really pretty cranky at her about going out here by herself when she was pretty sure Jo might try to sneak up and attack her again. And the principal and Mister Edwards were pretty cranky at her for risking getting hit or stabbed or something. She just let them lecture her while she tried hard to look like she was really sorry.




She wasn’t sorry. People had to stand up to bullies like Jo, or else everybody got bullied. And if people like Jo thought they could get away with bullying you, then they’d think they could get away with worse stuff.




On the other hand, she was sorry she was late to Spanish class, because she had missed it completely two days before, and Senora Martinez was pretty cheesed off even if Alex had a note from the principal. So Alex got asked a whole ton of the phrases for the day, and had to try two of the sentences that went up on the board, instead of just one or maybe even none.




After Spanish, everybody wanted to know what was going on, and a couple people were really freaked that Jo snuck onto school grounds with a knife to go after Alex.




She explained, “It’s okay. I called the police, and I stalled her until the police came, and now she’s in jail, and she’ll probably be in jail until she needs Depends.”




Robyn complained, “Thank you for that lovely imagery.”




Ray said, “You could’ve gotten hurt.”




Alex insisted, “Someone had to stand up to her. Just like someone had to stand up to her a couple years ago. It just turned out that someone was me.” She added, “And I don’t really think she would’ve stabbed me with that knife. I think she just wanted to scare me and be mean to me.”




Kelly and her posse walked past them. D said, “I think Alex is maybe the bravest girl in school.”




Kelly turned up her nose and said, “Or the craziest.”




Alex looked at Ray and said, “I vote for ‘craziest.’ How about you?”




Ray smiled at her and murmured, “I vote for ‘cutest’.” She squeezed his hands and smiled into his eyes.




Louis complained, “Oh you guys! Get a room!”




Alex looked at him and said a little louder, “Well, it’s not like I could just sit around until Libby finally put on that superhero uniform and flew in and saved the day.”




Robyn grinned at her and then forced a fake frown on her face. “Hey! We’re not supposed to talk about Libby’s secret identity!”




“Oops!” Alex said with an ‘uh-oh’ face.




Nicole turned around and looked at the people around them. “You totally weren’t supposed to hear that part. Okay? Nobody talk about Libby’s superheroing.”




They all managed to get to their next classes without laughing.







The rest of the day went better. Science class was easy, and the assigned homework was really easy, because she was sure Annie’s books at home had all that stuff already, so there wasn’t a lot of ‘looking up’ to do. She got lots of stuff done in study hall, including about half her trig. She got some pretty good tips while she was working at Gloria’s, just because she gave a nice old couple some really good advice on picking donuts. No supercrooks tried robbing anybody. She got home first, so she got to pick what she wanted to do, and so she fixed dinner. She had the rice cooking in the rice cooker and the chicken broiling in the oven and the mixed vegetables ready to cook in the microwave before her folks were home.




So she even got more reading on “Much Ado about Nothing” done. And there was a message from Louis on her phone. Boy, did the Elizabethans have a ton of words for sex and naughty body parts. The more she learned about this stuff, the naughtier these plays got. It was like an Adam Sandler movie or something. Every time the guy characters were talking, someone was making dirty jokes, no matter what they were supposed to be talking about.




So how come people like her folks and her grandparents complained about all the dirty stuff in movies and teevee today, when it was just as bad, or maybe worse, four hundred years ago? She wished she had Willow and Sam and Hermione around to ask about some of this stuff.




When her folks got home, she started the veggies in the microwave. Then she took the chicken out of the oven and started cutting it up. Her dad took off his suit jacket and tie, and put on one of his sweater vests, then he came in and helped her get everything on the table. Her mom stopped cleaning in the entryway and hallway when dinner was ready, and they all sat down to eat.




After everyone was full, her dad said, “So Alex. You said someone had two ideas for handling Danielle Atron. What are they?”




So she told them Sam’s two ideas. Her mom actually cringed. That wasn’t a good sign.




Her dad finally said, “I really don’t like Idea One, but I’ll get started right away on Idea Two as soon as I get in the lab tomorrow. Ooch! Wait, I have a meeting at 8:30. But after I get out of the meeting, I’ll start on it.”




Her mom just said, “Honey, I just don’t think that first one’s a very safe plan.”




She sighed, “Maybe it isn’t. But what if Danielle doesn’t give us a lot of choice?”




Her mom frowned, “Well… maybe we could save it as a last-ditch option.”




Her dad said, “If Danielle comes after us again, it may be our best chance. But that doesn’t mean I think it’s a good idea.”




Her mom cut off all the talk by jumping right to something else. Boy, it wasn’t subtle when Alex did it, and it was totally the opposite of subtle when her mom did it.




Which reminded her. More studying for SATs too. Ugh.




Her mom said, “So… George. Did you get those films for Alex?”




“Oh! Right. The films.” Her dad was even worse at subtle than her mom. “I think what I came up with will be perfect. They’re as thin as a real coat of makeup, only a solid film of a mylar derivative.”




He led them into the garage, where the mold of her head was now wearing what looked like a shiny black eyecrayon and a deep red lipstick, drawn just the way Alex wanted. He turned to Alex and said, “Go ahead and try it. Just peel it off and stick it on your face. It’ll adhere.”




She tried it. It was a little weird getting the films on her eyelids, but they fit just right and moved with her eyelids. Then the ‘lipstick’ worked just as well. She rushed into the downstairs bathroom to get a look. The lipstick even looked freshly applied and shiny. “Dad! This is perfect!” She gave him a hug and said, “You rock!”




Her mom gave her a smile and then said, “Yes George, you do indeed ‘rock’.”




He grinned back and said, “I guess sometimes I do still rock.”




Alex fished her costume bag out of her car and flew upstairs to her room. She stuck the bits of film in the bag and dropped it on the floor. She went silvery, puddled into the bag, dropped off her regular clothes, grabbed everything else, and puddled back out. Then she rose up and went normal.




She glanced at the clock on her nightstand. Fifteen seconds. That was awesome. She checked herself in the mirror. Terawatt was wearing her black mask, and black over her eyelids, and red lipstick. There was no way someone could change into that costume in under ten or fifteen minutes. She couldn’t help grinning at the mirror, even if the ‘lipstick’ film felt a little funny when she stretched it with a big smile.




11. Trial Run



She flew back downstairs and said, “I’m going to practice walking in these boots, and then when it’s totally dark, I’m going to fly over to Bohn’s junkyard and make sure these gloves are okay for my lightning bolts.”




Her mom said, “Al- I mean, Terawatt, you look great. The films really polish your look.”




She grinned, “The lip parts feel a little funny, but this stuff is great.”




Then her mom noticed the holes at the ends of the gloves. “Oh, I didn’t think about that when I got the gloves.”




Alex shrugged. “Well, I figure the worst that happens is the tips of the gloves get a little burned and we have to trim them back a bit more.”




Her mom pursed her lips and said, “Well, you may need me to do some needlework to make sure the fingertips don’t unravel.”




“Oh, I hadn’t thought of that. Sorry,” Alex apologized.




So she flew back upstairs and worked on trig for like an hour. As far as she could tell, Mrs. McGurty wasn’t making up tests using the exact problems she hadn’t assigned, but pretty close. She was just changing a number here and there. So that meant Alex needed to do all the math problems, whether they were assigned or not. But Willow said if you understood the stuff, then it was super fast to get all the assignment done, and if you didn’t understand the stuff then sometimes you could learn it by doing the math, and if you didn’t learn it by then it could take a long time to do the assignment and you would know what you needed help on.




She put her math book and her notebook on top of her dresser, where she could read them easy while she was wearing her Terawatt boots. Then she practiced walking back and forth in the boots. She’d look at a problem, walk around the upstairs while she did the problem in her head as much as she could, then go back to the dresser and stand there and write out the problem. First she did the assignment, then she went through and did all the other problems on the page. And the other problems were pretty much the same, just with numbers or words changed. So maybe it took her a lot less time to do the not-assigned problems. And then she read most of the next little section in the textbook, so she was ready in case Mrs. McGurty finished their section tomorrow.




Then it was English. She walked around the house some more, while reading Act II of “Much Ado about Nothing” only this time she was keeping an eye out for dirty jokes. And boy, were there a lot of them. She pulled up her laptop and searched for a website that explained the play, and she found half a dozen. One guy went pretty much line by line, telling what the jokes were, and all that stuff. She used to think Shakespeare was really fancy stuff, but this comedy was just chock full of dirty jokes and bad puns!




Then it was Spanish. She was sure Senora Martinez would still be mad at her tomorrow, so she worked extra hard on the assigned words and phrases. Earth Science was easy, since there were a couple of Annie’s books on Annie’s bookshelves she could use to look up stuff, so she was done with the whole assignment in maybe fifteen minutes.




After that, she stood in her boots and typed with the laptop on top of the dresser. She wanted to get all her ideas about the yearbook down and emailed off to her co-editor Mina. She didn’t see why they couldn’t have a couple meetings with next year’s yearbook staffers before the end of the year. And she really wanted to get started on the planning part.




After she got the email fired off, she flew down to the living room, where her dad was reading a book. “Pardon me, citizen, but I am Terawatt. I was wondering if you could be of assistance?”




Her dad put the book down and asked, “Are you really going to talk like that when you’re out being Terawatt?”




She dropped the Terawatt voice. “Umm, maybe not?”




He thought for a moment and then asked, “So, what can an ordinary citizen do for Terawatt?”




She said, “Well, Willow and Sam and Hermione gave me a bunch of advice on being yearbook editor, and so I’m wondering if you have any books on being a good manager and time management and Gantt charts.”




He wondered, “Is that what yearbook editors do every year?”




She shrugged. “I think most years, they tell people what to do, then they have a big panic at the deadlines when people don’t have stuff in, and there’s lots of running around yelling at people. That’s pretty much what it feels like this year. I mean, my group got their stuff in to me, pretty much, and I filled in where there were holes, so Pete and Paul didn’t do a lot of yelling at us, even if we still don’t have pictures yet for the last spring sports stuff. But they were doing a lot of yelling at some of the other people, and I was thinking it could go better, and if we do okay with the charts and stuff, we’ll have some awesome stuff to hand down to the next yearbook editors.”




He gave her a big smile. “Honey, that’s just what a real leader does. He plans ahead and motivates his people, and then he plans for when some of the staff don’t get the job done. And he plans for how to help everyone after he’s gone. I’ve got a whole shelf of books you might want to take a look at, but I’ll just give you two to start.”




He gave her a thick book on time management. She looked at the cover and asked, “Isn’t this like the complete opposite of time management? I mean, shouldn’t a real time management expert be able to teach you what you need to know in a short time?”




He chortled and said, “You know, that’s a really good point.” He gave her a way thinner book titled “Real Leadership” that looked a lot more reasonable. She looked at the time management book again and decided she would exercise some time management by looking up about time management on the internet first, in case someone could explain what she needed to know in like one or two pages.




He said, “I have a nice book on charting at the office. It has a chapter on flowcharts and a chapter on Gantt charts. It also has some material on org charts, which I think you’d find useful when you get your staff set up, and some other kinds of charts for management.”




She gave him a smile. “Thanks dad.” Then she put her hands on her hips and lifted four inches into the air. In her Terawatt voice, she said, “Thank you, sir. It’s always helpful when regular citizens step forward and assist.”




He rolled his eyes and said, “Always happy to help a superheroine who wears really inappropriate footwear.”




She took the books back up to her room and left them on her desk. By then, it was dark enough to go off to the junkyard to check out her gloves.




She made sure the back porch light was off before she slipped out into the darkness. Then she went straight up about three hundred feet and headed east. Flying fast across the town, instead of driving carefully through the streets, she got to the junkyard in only a few minutes, instead of half an hour. She could go really fast on the ground when she was silvery, but not this fast. And flying meant she didn’t have to detour around buildings and stuff.




She flew into the junkyard and cruised around the place about fifteen feet above the ground, looking for attack dogs or guards with guns. Nope and nope. Okay, so far, so good. She flew back to some kind of sediment pond that looked like it was full of sludge. That looked like a good target.




She took one more look around, and then landed near the pond to use it as a target. She blasted it with her pointer fingers, and with her second fingers. The pond flashed as lightning zapped it, but nothing bad happened. She would have been in trouble if it caught fire or something.




When she was done, she checked her gloves. “Rats.” All four holes at her fingertips were burning. Her gloves were on fire!




She went silvery to keep the leather from bursting into flames. When she went back to normal, the holes were still smoldering. “Rats!”




She flew over to a huge puddle that looked more like real water. She sniffed it a couple times to make sure it wasn’t gasoline or anything. Nope, it smelled like muddy water. She flinched a little as she stuck her fingertips in it, but nothing caught on fire or exploded. When she pulled her fingers back, the gorgeous white gloves had muddy brown fingertips for the first two fingers of each hand, but at least the gloves weren’t a raging inferno.




Boy, her mom was not going to be happy about her ruining the brand new, never-used-yet gloves.




She took off from the ground, starting with a small leap so it might look like she was jumping hundreds of feet into the air. She probably needed to get Ray and Nicole to look at her jump and tell her if it looked good. Robyn wouldn’t want to say anything bad, no matter how lame her jump looked. And Louis wouldn’t shut up about every little thing he could think of to criticize her on. Plus, he’d spend way too much time focusing on her boobs, because he was Louis.




She flew back home, staying high enough that no one would see her. Then she dove down when she got to West Creek, which was another dry creekbed most of the year, but had storm runoff pipes dumping into it. She had snuck out of the house using one of these pipes before. She just hadn’t tried sneaking back before, which was dumb of her, because it gave her a great way of getting back to really near her house without being seen.




She picked the big pipe that had mud scuffed out of it in a wide sweep. That was probably from her silvery form. So she flew into the tunnel and went silvery. Then she puddled at her best silvery speed back up the pipe. Then she had to remember the path from the street grate near her house down to the creekbed, and reverse it in her head.




“Okay… straight up the pipe, all the way to the big T junction, go left… no right, turn here, and… Crud!” When she puddled out of the grate, she found she was about two streets over from her house. She puddled down the streets for a couple minutes to find her way home again.




Ugh. She totally needed a really good map of the storm runoff pipes in this town.




She puddled up the driveway and under her front door, then up her stairs and into the gymbag in her room. When she puddled back out, she was ready to go normal. In her regular clothes. And she didn’t have yuck in her hair.




She just had to take the gloves down to her mom and admit she’d ruined them. Oh, and she’d left them in the bag with the rest of her superheroine uniform so she needed to get them out first.




She fished them out of the bag and walked down to the home office, where her mom was hard at work taking notes while reading a thick book. She whispered, “Mom? Mom?”




Her mom looked up and asked, “Alex? Can it wait until I finish this? Maybe half an hour?”




“Oh sure,” she said. “But I ruined the gloves and I’m gonna need your help fixing them.”




Her mom nodded. “I’ll come up when I get this chapter done.”




“Thanks, mom.” She gave her mom a hug around the back, and skittered back up to her room.




She peeked in her gymbag. Her costume looked ready, except she needed to straighten out the wig. That would be a good thing to do pretty often, maybe after every time Terawatt made an appearance. And the boots were really cool, even if they were hard to walk in. Ray sure liked them. Maybe she should get some boots to wear for just normal. Something not too skanky, maybe flats. Maybe something like what Kelly was wearing last week with those boot-cut jeans, but without a heel. Because Kelly was pretty mean to people sometimes, but she had good taste in clothes.




Alex changed into sleep stuff and read into Act III of the Shakespeare play. Even with all the dirty jokes explained to her, she still wasn’t laughing it up reading the thing. And Don John was such a jerkface! The guy even had a manservant who was like Jerkface Junior. She really felt bad for Hero. Beatrice and Benedick were a cute couple. Okay, maybe that was because she was pretending they were Angelina and Brad in the parts. But she liked that part of the play, with their friends tricking them.




She was nearly falling asleep before her mom finally came up to check on her. Her mom said, “Honey, I’m sorry, I lost track of the time.”




She yawned, “It’s okay. But I wrecked the gloves.” She got up and pulled out the gloves and showed her mom. “Even with the holes I cut, I still burned the ends of the fingers there, and then I had to stick the tips of my fingers in dirty water to put the fires out.”




Her mom sat on the sat of the bed and gave her a one-armed hug while she studied the gloves. “I don’t think this is so bad. We’re definitely going to have to cut the gloves back farther. Maybe back to your cuticles. Then I’ll do some needlework so the fingers don’t unravel, and I’ll use some more of your father’s fake leather spray over the ends. That ought to make them look better.”




Alex nodded. “And the plastic might be more resistant to my lightning than the leather was.”




Her mom said, “Let me work on these a bit tonight, and maybe I’ll have time to finish them tomorrow or Friday.”




“Sounds good.” Alex couldn’t keep from yawning.




And even if she was a big high school junior, she let her mom tuck her in, which didn’t sound very superheroic to her.




12. References



In the morning, Alex woke up and rushed through a shower, since she forgot to do it the night before, what with the gloves and the testing and everything. She had to make sure she used the new shampoo for treated hair, and she had to be careful with the blow dryer. But she got off to school plenty early.




She even had her best cameras along with her. She had a really, really excellent digital camera her folks bought her for Christmas, and a really good GoPro videocamera she bought for herself with her donut shop earnings. And both of them were small, so she could tuck them and their cases in her backpack without worrying about everything else. But she wanted to have both along in case she had the chance to photograph anything good. She didn’t want to hope for a robbery that Terawatt needed to go to, but maybe some cool action shots on campus would be nice.




Maybe she needed one of her dad’s fisherman’s vests to carry the cameras and gear around in. Or maybe she needed to buy one of her own, so it would fit her… and not smell like old dead fish too. Maybe the online camera store had something that would work for her.




Maybe she only needed clip-on camera cases that she could put on her belt, and something really small for everything else. After all, each camera wasn’t any bigger than two or three cellphones stacked on top of one another. Even if wearing what was basically a utility belt might look suspicious to the wrong person, even if there was no Batman in this universe. Yet.




Maybe she should look into a web belt like Sam had. She’d seen Sam carrying a gun and another weapon and a canteen and half a dozen other things on it without affecting her movements any. Or maybe one of those belts like that for hikers.




Still, she didn’t need more than the cameras and their cases, a couple spare batteries that she could recharge herself, a small LED light system for night shooting when she couldn’t just use lightning from her fingers, computer cables to hook the cameras up to stuff, maybe her cellphone so she could transmit the pics, her macro lens and telephoto lens, maybe some extra memory cards, and a few sundries. And the cameras were small. And being able to recharge her rechargeable batteries by herself really made everything easy, even if she had ruined over a dozen rechargeable batteries before she figured out how light a charge to use and how short a time to zap them between her fingers. With her telekinesis, she didn’t think she’d need a tripod or a ‘steadicam’ rig for her cameras. That really cut down on the bulk. And she didn’t think she needed a true high-quality infrared or Starlight-vision camera. One of these days, she might, but maybe by then she could afford something really awesome that was also really small.




She really didn’t need a big old bulky camera bag like her dad used to lug around when he was taking pictures on vacation. Of course, that was partly because he had an old camera that was massive and had a lens about half a foot long, and he had a tripod that was even bigger, and he packed tons of camera gear that he mostly never used. She still remembered those days of waiting to get twelve rolls of film developed, only to find out that he had taken a picture of her with her eyes half closed so she looked drunk, or he’d taken a picture that cut everyone’s head off, or he had the exposure set wrong. She had to admit it: she’d learned a ton about light and photography from watching the goof-ups her dad made with his camera. It seemed like every vacation they ended up with maybe ten or fifteen good pictures from a dozen rolls of film, and most of those were the ones she took.




As she drove over to pick up Ray for school, she decided she was going to test out her cameras and figure out what she needed to do so she could operate them remotely while she was Terawatt. Maybe her dad would have a couple good ideas on that. Or Annie.




Then school was back to extremely boring. Mrs. Finnegan wanted to talk about how Shakespeare and other old writers did the A-plot and B-plot thing that you saw in tons of tv shows, so modern writers were just using really old ideas. Mr. Porter wanted to talk about how politics used to be: step one, try to talk someone into what you wanted; step two, when you didn’t get your way, attack them with your army. Louis had a couple wisecracks about how that was still the way things worked. Alex didn’t mention that supervillains were exactly the same, except some of them just skipped the step one part and went straight to step two. And Mrs. McGurty went over example trig problems that Alex already knew how to do. Then lunch with her friends. Then Spanish went pretty well, because Senora Martinez asked her one of the phrases she really knew well. And in Earth Sciences, they wrapped up a big section so it was time for a test next week. Most of the class groaned, even if the stuff was really not hard. Not that she said so.




Then, instead of getting a bunch of her homework done in study hall, she had to go to a meeting. Mr. Carson and Mina Johnston came by and pulled her out of study hall so they could talk about the yearbook. At least Mina thought Alex’s email was pretty awesome, and Mr. Carson thought it was great that the yearbook editors wanted to plan so far in advance and map out a way to manage the whole process.




Alex fibbed, “My dad showed me these books he’s got on being a good manager, and time management, and charting for businesses. I really think we should draw up a Gantt chart and a flowchart for the yearbook, so we can handle the deadlines without running around going crazy.” Because Pete and Paul, this year’s editors, pretty much did the opposite. Pete ran around like a screaming ferret on crack, and Paul yelled at everybody whose team hadn’t gotten their stuff done, even if it wasn’t their fault, and neither of them actually, you know, helped people get their stuff done or get their teams back on track.




Mr. Carson thought it was great, and the idea of having really good stuff to hand off to the next year’s editors just made him smile. He also liked the idea of a little survey people could click on to give them feedback. Alex was pretty sure her friends Austin and Duncan could put something like that together in a couple days, because they were in the computer club, and she was thinking only one webpage with five questions.




Mina wanted to put together maybe five or ten different page templates, based on what everybody always used in the yearbooks, so they could fill out a page just by slapping in a template and then filling in the components as things came in. Alex thought that was great, because then they could lay out pages for stuff that hadn’t happened yet, like how the track and field team would do at regionals and maybe even state, with placeholders for pictures and text and logos.




Mr. Carson really liked the idea of a ‘dos and don’ts’ talk to the seniors about the action shots, because he always, always, always had trouble with one or two or forty kids on that, every single year.




So the meeting went really well, even if she knew she was going to be the one putting together the flowchart and the Gantt chart from Mr. Carson’s notes on which deadlines were when. But she didn’t get to spend any time on homework.




She was glad to get to the donut shop and do something that was fun and delicious. Gloria had her new cinnamon-glazed apple fritters ready, and she was having a special on them through next Monday, so people would come in and try them. And get addicted to them so they’d buy more even after the prices went up to where they would be normally. And customers kept asking Alex if they were any good, and maybe she got a little carried away describing them, but she sure sold a lot of apple fritters. And boy, glazed apple fritters that were still hot? Mmmm! She managed to stop herself at only one and a half. And they were seconds that didn’t make it through the molding and baking process, so Gloria would have had to throw them out anyway. So she was doing a public service by making sure Gloria didn’t have to throw food away.




Okay, she didn’t really believe that. But it was what she was going to tell her mom if her mom asked her how many donuts she ate at work.




By the time she got home from Gloria’s her mom already had dinner cooking, and it smelled delicious. So she did dusting and picking up and vacuuming and all. Cleaning a house was way easier if you could do all the stuff with telekinesis at the same time. So she had the back room and the den totally done before dinner was ready.




At dinner, her dad asked her what she got done. “Oh, just a couple rooms. Vacuuming. And all the dusting including some cobwebs up in the corners of the room. And picking everything up and putting it where it goes. And cleaning the tv screen and the stuff on the shelves. You know.”




Her dad smiled, “Honey that would take me all day.”




Her mom smirked, “Well, if you decide to stop superheroing, you’ve got a great career ahead of you as a maid.”




She pouted at her mom.




Her dad said, “Oh, I remembered to bring home that book on charting for managers. I think you’ll really get a lot out of it.”




Her mom said, “Oh! And I got the gloves fixed.” When her dad gave her mom a puzzled look, her mom said, “Alex needed the ends of some fingertips removed for her lightning bolts. I trimmed the glove fingers back a bit, tied the thread off tightly, and used some of your fake leather spray to seal everything. I think they look pretty good, if I do say so myself.”




Alex said, “That’s great, mom. Now I just need to work on aiming my cameras from a hundred feet away.”




“Can you use your telekinesis on them at that kind of distance?” her dad checked.




She shrugged. “Well, I’m pretty sure I can. I need to do some testing on that tonight. But even if I can turn the camera on and press the buttons and operate the focus, I can’t aim the camera when I’m not looking through the viewfinder.”




Her dad just said, “Hmmm…” Which was so helpful. Even if it meant he was thinking hard about it.




After dinner and an hour working on homework, she decided it was time for a couple trial runs. First, she flipped on all the lights for the back yard, and she walked out the back door. She used her telekinesis to hold her video camera in place over by the back door, while she walked to the fence at the back of the yard. Then she checked whether she could operate the camera. She still had a good ‘grip’ on the camera, and she could hold it steady. She could turn it on and off. She could flip on the auto-focus. She could pan back and forth. She could get a hundred feet or so away from the camera without any problem. She just couldn’t be sure she was aiming at the place where she was standing, which was pretty frustrating. She stared at the camera, and it looked like she had it lined up pretty good. So she tried taking several ten second clips of her moving around or standing still.




She was really disappointed when she looked at her footage. The focus was good. There was not even a little shaking, since she was holding it with telekinesis instead of her possibly trembling hands. But she missed the target about three quarters of the time. It didn’t look like she was taking the pictures. That was a dead giveaway that she was faking it. Not good.




She showed her dad what she had filmed, and he saw the good points and bad problem right off. “So this is really steady, like you’re using one of those fancy steadicams, or some sort of fancy tripod rig. But you’re missing the target. So you need a way to look at the camera and tell how to adjust things when you’re way over there.”




“Right, dad,” she agreed.




“Okay. Do we have anything we don’t use anymore that can clip onto the camera?”




She said, “Sure. We have lots of camera stuff. And the camera has attachment points on the underside that fit into a tripod or a frame, and it has the cold mount on top where the high-end flash would go. And we’ve got some of both. Your old tripod, and your old flash attachments, and some other stuff.”




He nodded and thought for a bit. “Let me go see what I can cannibalize, and then I’ll see what I can come up with for you.”




She admitted, “Anything will be an improvement. Otherwise it’s the ‘I set it up on a tripod and ran away from the superbattle’ excuse. And that’s dumb, because photographers can do better from a distance, using a good telephoto lens.”




He gave her a grin and went to rifle through the old camera junk in the garage.




She grabbed her dad’s book on charts for managers and flew up to her room to get some more homework done. The charts book at least wasn’t an inch and a half thick like that time management book. Okay, she’d looked through the index of that book, and she could tell they wanted to teach people about a ton of different things that were all time management kinds of things. She figured most of the time she could really use the ‘time management for yourself’ part more than the ‘time management for your team’ part. Especially if she was going to be a student and a donut shop worker and a family member and also a superheroine.




She looked over the first couple pages for Gantt charts, and she felt better. Okay, those didn’t look too scary. Mostly, just drawing a timeline thing, with individual little timelines for when you could start a particular piece of the project, all the way to when you had to be done with that piece. That looked good, because the yearbook had about two dozen pieces, and four main deadlines throughout the year, even if only the last deadline really mattered. And if she told everyone they had to have their stuff in a week or two earlier than the real deadline, that would give her and Mina a ton of slack.




13. Solutions



By the next morning, it seemed like she had settled back into the usual rut. It just seemed weird that she went off and saved the multiverse, and things were still ‘same old, same old.’ But the morning scramble was the same. Classes were the same, with everyone eager to be done since it was Friday. Work was the same, although Gloria had a new version of her awesome cinnamon twists for her to try. It was great, but not really any better than Gloria’s classic version, and Gloria admitted the new version would cost her maybe forty percent more to make. So that meant Gloria’s hard work wasn’t going anywhere this time, except into Alex’s stomach.




Her mom and her dad both beat her home, so she was stuck with kitchen clean-up. Her dad cleaned up the home office, which kind of drove her mom crazy, because he kept coming into the kitchen and asking things like ‘is this yours?’ and ‘I thought we agreed to throw this stuff out’ and ‘where do you want me to file this?’




Okay, he really did get the home office way cleaner and way nicer to work in, but maybe it should have been a family task, because the desk and the file cabinet and the shelves looked great, but there were two big stacks of papers and stuff on the floor that they had to go through after dinner. Almost all of it was her mom’s, but there was some of her stuff too, and even some things that had to be Annie’s. Alex took her stuff and Annie’s stuff up to her room. Her stuff went into her bottom drawer in the notebook that held her school stuff, and Annie’s stuff went on top of the stack on Annie’s dresser, which was getting kind of high already.




Alex thought and thought, but she couldn’t figure out how she had managed to leave some of her stuff in the home office. She must’ve really not been paying attention a few times she went down there for the big dictionary or her dad’s set of old encyclopedias.




After she cleaned up the kitchen and got leftovers in the fridge, her dad took her into the back yard and showed her his latest invention. It was tiny. It was a little piece that slid into the clip on top of her cameras. Then there was a tiny metal rod sticking out sideways from that. It looked like her dad had welded the metal rod to the piece. The rod was maybe an eighth of an inch thick, and ended in a little cone that pointed away from the cylinder. There were eight dots of neon red plastic all around the base of the cone.




He took her video camera and slipped the invention into the clip atop it. Then he gave it back to her. He smiled, “Now try floating it and aiming it by looking at the tip of the pointer.”




She wasn’t quite sure how it was going to work, but she gave it a try. She held the camera in the air by the porch, where he could bend over and peek through the viewfinder if he wanted. Then she walked to the far end of the yard. She used her telekinesis to turn the camera on and trigger the auto-focus. And she realized that when the camera was exactly pointed at her, she could see all the dots on the base of the little cone, and if the camera was off-target, at least one of the dots would be impossible to see.




Wow. She could look back at the camera and adjust its aim without looking from the back of the camera. Her dad totally rocked.




She did several little ten-second shots, to check. She pretty much had to check the camera just before filming and then not move, or else keep looking over at the camera as she moved around. Either that, or she was going to have to practice a lot.




Then she flew over to her dad and gave him a hug for being so smart. When they checked the footage, she saw that she was right. She could take a lot of stills like this, or else she had to pretty much stand still while she did the filming. Otherwise, she drifted out of the center of the shot, or even drifted out of the shot entirely.




Crud. This would work for some of the time, but she was definitely going to have to get Ray or Nicole to do some video filming with the telephoto lens so the footage would look right.




She said, “Dad, you’re the best. This is really clever.”




He gave her a big smile and said, “There’s a lot of things I can’t do for you anymore, but I can do this.”




She smiled while she practiced keeping the camera focused on her without really looking at the pointer all the time. And she smiled for like the rest of the evening, even while she was reading English and working on Spanish vocabulary.




The weekend was way better. She didn’t have to get up early, and she got lots of hours in at the donut store, and she got some pretty decent tips too. She had a date with Ray on Saturday night and he took her to see the action movie she was really hoping she’d get to see.




Even if the ‘action’ movie looked ridiculous to her after seeing how real guns looked and sounded, and after seeing how real heroes acted. Those ‘heroes’ were total dorks. And there was no way an ordinary man could fire those heavy machine guns one in each hand like that, much less hit anything. That was a Buffy-only thing. And whose idea was it to make the girl so totally useless? She really wanted to complain a lot about that, and she had a feeling Willow or Sam or Buffy would hit the roof. And when the bad guy threatened to shoot the girl if the heroes didn’t put down their weapons? She just wanted to stand up in the theater and scream “He’s pointing it away from her! Shoot him right now!” And then the villain put the heroes in a trap instead of killing them, and she knew how stupid that went for D’Lazza. And whose idea was it that getting shot with a .45 in the shoulder wasn’t too bad a wound for the hero? That was totally not what Sam said. Sam said getting shot or stabbed in the shoulder could kill you because of big arteries and stuff there, and even if you lived, getting shot in the shoulder would probably wreck your shoulder joint and cripple you for life.




Superheroing was a complete downer for movie watching. She wondered if Navy SEALs and career soldiers watched action movies and thought the exact same thing. And she was never ever going to look at a vampire movie the same again. Now that she’d seen real vampires, sparkly sexy vampires just seemed totally wrong. And stupid. And creepy.




As they walked out, Ray put his arm around her and asked, “You okay? You seemed pretty upset in there.”




She looked around to make sure no one else could hear. “Umm, just kinda frustrated. I mean, everything in that movie was just wrong. The guns, and the way they shot ’em, the tactics they used, everything. The badguy was the dumbest boss on earth, and I’ve met bad bosses, and the minions were just embarrassing they were so dumb. And the girl was such a whiny dork! Buffy would’ve tracked down the director and punched him.”




Ray asked, “She’s the strong one?”




Alex nodded. “She can fire two machine guns at the same time like that, but it takes superhuman strength to handle the recoil, and superhuman aim to hit anything smaller than a giant building like that.”




Ray kissed her and said, “Okay, next time maybe you better pick out the movie.”




She kissed him back and said, “And maybe next time, you and Louis and Jackson go see the action movie and leave the girlfriends behind.”




He laughed. “You know Jackson’s girlfriend would kick his ass if he did that.”




She just grinned. Because Jackson’s new girlfriend Bethesda did kickboxing and stuff, and would totally not put up with Jackson ditching her to go see an action movie she’d want to watch too. But there was no reason Alex couldn’t do the ‘ooh I don’t want to watch those violent explosion-fests’ routine that plenty of other girls did. Even if she’d really enjoyed seeing some awesome explosions and fights and stuff that were real. That bomb Sam and her boss set off? Utterly the most awesome thing ever. That giant magical battle in the hell dimension? Alex was never going to look at movie imitations the same way ever again.




So they went and had pizza and talked about friends when other people were around. Okay, they didn’t really talk much at all when they were alone, because they ended up necking for a while in Ray’s car.




For a long while in Ray’s car. She was almost late for her curfew. It seemed crazy to her that she had a curfew and she was also supposed to be doing superhero stuff, but she figured teen heroines had to put up with stuff like this. Willow and Buffy sure had told her plenty of stories about needing to sneak out at night, and about Buffy getting grounded all the time, and finally getting kicked out of the house, all because they couldn’t convince Buffy’s mom about vampires and stuff.




She was so glad she finally told her parents and everything was okay at home. She didn’t want to think about what could have happened when she told them, if they’d been different kinds of people.




And her dad was waiting up for her when she finally stepped inside. He said, “You just barely made your curfew, Alex.”




She nodded. “I know. We wasted hours watching that lame movie.”




He frowned in confusion. “I thought you were really looking forward to seeing it, and you were really excited when Ray said that was what he was taking you to.”




She nodded. “Well, yeah. But I didn’t realize… I learned too much stuff while I was gone.”




He looked worried. “You learned too much? I don’t understand.”




She sighed, “I never thought about it before. I mean, movies have cars blowing up, and explosions, and guys firing guns, and firefights, and fistfights, and swordfights, and magical fights… And they’re all totally fake.”




“Well of course they are, they’re special effects and stuntwork.”




She nodded. “But what if you had just learned what all those things really look like? You know how movie swordfights have two guys slashing at each other’s swords with lots of clanging?” He nodded. “That’s not how real swordfights look. Real swordfights with two people trying to kill each other? Way nastier. Way more vicious. Same for guys shooting guns in movies. Sam taught most of us how to use a P-90, just in case. They have recoil. You can’t shoot ’em the way heroes do in movies. I sat there and spent the whole two hours going ‘that’s fake’ and ‘that’s stupid’ and ‘he’s an idiot’ and ‘she’s useless’ and ‘what a moron.’ I think I ruined the movie for Ray just by being so… frustrated. And the heroes were so stupid, and the heroine was such a whiny loser, and the villain was such a dork! Okay, our hellgoddess did something just as dumb, down to the whole ‘drop them into a deathtrap and sit around and enjoy it’ routine. But it was just stupid. And now I’m remembering tons of really stupid stuff out of action movies I’ve seen before. I may never be able to go see an action movie again.”




Her dad put his hands on her shoulders and said, “Alex, did I ever tell you about my friend Kyle MacGruder?”




“The one who went in the army and stayed, and became a Gunnery Sergeant?”




He nodded. “Well, the Marines. That one. Well, he had the same problem with war movies and action movies. He couldn’t watch them without complaining constantly. He knew too much about guns and warfare and what real battlefields are like. I don’t like it that you got that much experience in just a few days, and I don’t like that it’s hurting you in simple ways like going to movies, but you can be smarter than Kyle. He kept going to see war movies and not enjoying them. You can just not go see the movies you know will irritate you. And no one’s going to think it’s unusual for a teenaged girl to want to see comedies and dramas and things like that.”




She nodded, “I guess you’re right. I mean, if someone does something impossible with a rifle in a comedy, it’s just silly stuff. It’s not supposed to be real, or even realistic.”




He smiled, “Did I ever tell you about my friend Bill from grad school? The paleontologist?”




“Umm, maybe?”




He said, “We couldn’t watch old sci-fi movies with fake dinosaurs or things like that, because he’d start yelling at the screen. ‘That’s not right! That’s not a stegosaurus! T-Rex’s didn’t live at the same time! Cavemen! There are no cavemen with dinosaurs!’ It got to be pretty funny after a while.”




She shrugged, “Maybe I’ll just give up and go watch re-runs of ‘The Fuzzy Family’.”




He smiled and teased her, “I thought you didn’t like that show anymore.”




She stuck her tongue out at him. She had loved that show when she was younger, and she would sit and watch it with him every time it was on. And he would stop whatever he was doing and watch it with her, because he was a great dad. Then she went through a phase where she didn’t like it, and he was the one who wanted to watch it. And then, either she got older, or the show got better, because they both watched it for every one of the episodes in its last season. And now they watched re-runs together, just a silly father-daughter thing they did. But he still teased her about the ‘I hate that show’ phase.




Boy, she used to do some really embarrassing stuff.







Sunday morning, she got up and went to church with her folks. She missed church last week because she was off helping people save the whole multiverse, and now she wasn’t sure how she felt about church. She’d seen that the supernatural was real, at least in some places, but it wasn’t making her feel more religious. She’d seen a real hell dimension and she’d seen portals into at least one other hell dimension. She’d seen a real hellgod, and she’d seen a woman who was probably as close to an earth goddess as anything Alex would ever see for the rest of her life. She believed that Buffy had died and gone to some sort of heaven, and had gone into several different hell dimensions and rescued people. But did all of that make religion true, or false, or something in between, or maybe none of the above?




And it wasn’t like she could talk to anyone about this stuff. Well, she could talk to Robyn and Nicole about it, but they wouldn’t have answers. And she couldn’t go talk to a priest or a minister about it, because he’d think she was making it up, and he’d just get mad at her. But if you lived in a world where magic was real, or people had superpowers, wasn’t it possible that everything in the Bible was from people with superhuman abilities? And if you lived in a world like that, wasn’t it just as likely that those kinds of abilities were bestowed on people by some kind of higher power? Buffy talked about The Powers That Be like they were really annoying relatives she had to put up with, and they weren’t around when she needed help, and when they were around all they did was boss her around and cause problems. But Willow said The Powers That Be weren’t anywhere near the level of a true god, much less God. After seeing what Willow could do, Alex figured Willow knew what she was talking about.




Boy, she was getting a headache from worrying about all this stuff. She decided that no matter what she saw, or did, or saw other people do, religion was always going to come down to believing in stuff she couldn’t see. So all the stuff she learned over the past week didn’t count when she was in church. At least, that was what her head knew. Her heart was still really confused.




On the drive home, her mom asked, “Alex? You seemed… distracted today in church.”




She tried to explain. “It’s a lot to take in, you know? You know how your religion feels to you, and then you find out there are hell dimensions. Real ones. And you find out there really is at least one kind of heaven. And you see real demons, and a real hellgod, and a real… I guess you’d call her an earth goddess. And it’s just hard to put everything together so it all fits back where it’s supposed to in your head.”




Her mom gently said, “I don’t think there’s anything I can say that’ll help on that. But it’s like the astronauts. Just because you’ve been where no one else has ever gone, and seen things no one else has ever seen before, that doesn’t mean things have changed inside you.”




“Thanks, mom.” She didn’t say anything else, because everyone in the car knew things had changed inside her, starting back the day the truck dumped gallons of GC-161 all over her. But that wasn’t what her mom meant.




But she was still their little girl, even if she wasn’t little anymore, and she was the sort of person who could fight supervillains and demons and stuff that no one should ever have to even think about facing. She wondered if things were like this for any of the other women from her team. Sometimes she wondered how great it would have been if Willow could have enchanted some cell phones so they could still talk across all the dimensions, so she could just ask them questions like this, and know they would understand what she was going through.




Still, things were a hundred times better than they were back in seventh grade, when she was still changing from the GC-161, and she was scared people would find out, and she was terrified that the plant would capture her and use her in science experiments and chop her up and all that stuff.




Danielle Atron would totally have done all that stuff. And Danielle probably would have done awful things to her whole family too, just in case there was stuff to be learned about the effects of the drug. Danielle would have done anything that would let her get money. Danielle would have happily killed every man, woman, and child in Paradise Valley if it meant she had more money and more freedom to enjoy it.




After lunch, her mom went into the home office to work on her Masters thesis, and her dad went out in the yard to mow the lawn and stuff. So she went up to her room, turned on some music so she didn’t have to listen to the lawnmower, and did homework.




She spent a little while looking up quotes and names from “Romeo and Juliet” to put in her paper, and then she spent a while reading through her paper and fixing stupid grammar mistakes and stupid spelling mistakes and totally spastic wording. And then she wrote it out nicely, and she was done. As Willow said to her that time, “Both woo and hoo!”




So then she had a bunch of time to study Earth Sciences and read ahead in trig and work on Spanish vocab. The verb tenses were what gave her the most trouble, so she spent a bunch of time on that.




And once she was done with homework, she read some in the business books. It was either that or go out and help her dad in the yard. And raking up grass clippings was just a huge pain. Maybe she’d wait until dark and then sneak out when none of the neighbors could see her, and she’d use her telekinesis to get it all done in like a minute.




Hmm. First, she’d have to get her dad to stop working.




She went downstairs and walked outside. “Dad? Come in and take a break. I’ve got some lemonade made up.”




“Well thanks, Alex. But I’d just as soon get all this grass up first.”




Well, that didn’t work. So she glared at him. He still didn’t get it. So she took his hand like she was just leading him inside, and she used her telekinesis to push him into the house even though he didn’t want to go.




He waited impatiently until they were in the house and the door was closed. “Alex! You can’t just use your powers in public!”




She said, “But you wouldn’t listen! I wanted you to come inside so I could tell you not to spend an hour raking up all the grass clippings.”




He said, “I can’t just leave them on the lawn.”




She rolled her eyes. “Dad, I’ll get ’em all tonight. When it’s really dark and no one can see.”




He thought it over for a bit, but finally said, “No, I’ll rake it all up by hand.” She opened her mouth to argue, and he held up a hand. “Wait, hear me out. I did pay attention when you were talking about being ordinary, and keeping your secret identity a secret. I think we ought to do more of the ordinary things, just so the neighbors don’t ever ask any questions we don’t want to answer. Like how we keep our gutters clean, or how that branch in the tree in the back yard got taken care of overnight, or this. Everybody else on the block is mowing their lawns and raking up the clippings, except Howard, who has a service come during the week, and Andy, who doesn’t take good care of his lawn. And if I notice things like that, I think it’s safe to assume other people on the street do too.”




She scowled. She had a great idea, and her dad was ruining it. Then she remembered what Sam had said about planning a strategy or a tactic. Don’t weld yourself to it. You’re using it, you’re not marrying it. If it doesn’t work, find something better. If someone points out the holes in your plan, don’t yell at them. It’s not their fault. Ask them for their ideas, integrate concepts, and make a better plan.




She said, “Okay. I’ll come out and help. After you drink some water or something.”




He gave her a smirk. “So you’re not really gonna make your poor old hard-working dad some lemonade?”




She stuck her tongue out at him. Then she yelled, “Hey mom! I know you’re busy, but I’m going outside to help dad in the yard. Can you make us a pitcher of lemonade? Your lemonade is really great!”




“Sure honey, I’ll do it as soon as I finish this paragraph!”




She gave her dad a bigger smirk. “See? Instant lemonade!” She looked down at her nice tee and her cargo pants. “And I need to go change clothes. It’ll only take a second.”




“A second?”




She nodded. “Maybe five seconds.”




He poured himself a glass of water, and she flew up the stairs to make a super-quick change. She used her telekinesis to grab from the top shelf of the closet her work jeans and one of her old shirts and her worst baseball cap. Then she dumped them on the floor while she folded her cargo pants and peeled off her t-shirt. She went silvery, puddled over to the work clothes, pulled them into the puddle, and went normal. Presto. She pulled on her old sneaks with the hole in one upper, and she flew back downstairs.




Her dad was only just putting his glass to the left of the sink. She grinned, “Okay, I’m all ready. What are you slowpokes doing?”




He laughed. “I remember when it took you an hour and a half to pick out the right outfit for your first date with Ray.”




“It still takes me an hour to pick out what to wear for dates with Ray, unless he tells me where we’re going and who we’re going to meet, and then if it’s a party where somebody like Libby or Kelly’s gonna be, it might take me even longer.”




He got that sneaky look in his eye and he said, “Have you ever considered wearing one outfit, but bringing three or four other outfits along in a gymbag, so you could do one of your fast changes when you saw you needed something different?”




She opened her mouth and pointed a finger to object, but then she stopped and thought about it. Ray would go along with that, especially if it meant he didn’t have to wait for her to get ready, and if it meant she didn’t fuss at him for not knowing what Libby or Donna or Hannah was going to wear. She finally admitted, “Not up until you said it.”




He said, “Let’s go rake grass clippings, honey.”




It was even kind of fun to be doing something normal with her dad. She made a little mental note to ask about going hiking in the woods together another time. After all, this time she wouldn’t have to worry about hiding her powers from him if something went wrong.




The best part was her mom had a big pitcher of her special lemonade all made up when they came in. Her mom made the most awesome lemonade in the world. She made it from a really good frozen lemonade, but changed the amount of water, and added a little lemon juice to it, and mixed in some honey. Mmmm. She and her dad drank almost the whole pitcher, except for one big glass they saved for her mom.




After she cleaned up, she went up to her room and looked some more in the business books. Ooh! Time management for meetings! She had to read all of that. And make notes. The yearbook guys were really bad about that. They got off on weird tangents, and they never made Jack or Greta shut up, and plenty of stuff didn’t get done, so then they had to have another meeting like two or three days later. Yuck. At the start of the year, they had a meeting that took an hour on Tuesday, then another hour on Thursday, then another hour on Friday, and then another hour on the following Monday before stuff got wrapped up. It was awful.




She needed some post-it notes so she could mark that chapter. But the more she read in the introductory chapter, the more she figured she really did need to read most of the book, even if it would take like forever. Because planning out the year would make things run smoother, and knowing how to do meetings would make things go faster in the meetings, and knowing how to handle stuff when people started not getting their stuff in on time? Crucial. Maybe mega-crucial.




She stopped and looked at the Gantt chart stuff in the charting book. It looked pretty intimidating when she saw the really complicated charts at the end of the chapter, but the stuff at the start of the chapter was okay. And that stuff was a lot more like the yearbook stuff. And she was going to need to break a bunch of stuff down into pieces. Like sports photography and sports write-ups. Because the stuff for fall sports would be done months ahead of any deadline, while the stuff for spring sports would be the real time crunch. What she needed to do was go through the yearbook list and make a separate thing for all the stuff that had to be photographed and written up at the last minute.




But what about the stuff that was after everything had to go off to the printer? She looked through last year’s yearbook. Ooh, they did a pretty lousy job of covering the stuff at the very, very end of the school year. They just sort of waved their hands and said, “Oh, there’s other stuff we can’t get into the yearbook but you ought to remember it!” What would Willow do? What would Sam do?




Well, Willow would do a big spell instead of using a printshop. Sam would build her own printing system with a computer and a color copier and something to make the yearbook covers and a binding machine.




No, Sam would put the cool stuff and last-minute stuff on a DVD. Alex knew it. That was what she and Mina could do that no one had done before! DVDs. In a pocket of the yearbook. With slideshows of the pictures in the yearbook. Wait, they could even add in extra pictures that wouldn’t fit in the yearbook. And buying a couple thousand DVDs? Way cheaper than thousands of yearbooks. Ooh, and Jeff and his Wacky Video Gang probably had half a dozen cool videos they’d made this year. Next year, they could go on the yearbook DVD, and then she could get Jeff some school support, and Jeff could make even better videos!




Next year’s yearbook was going to rock. She was going to make it the best yearbook in the history of yearbook editing. With the DVD thing, they could get in pictures from the track and field regionals. They could get in pictures of the prom. They could maybe get in pictures of the graduation rehearsal stuff, so it would look like they had graduation covered in the yearbook, even though the yearbooks had to go out before graduation.




She spent the next hour talking with Mina on the phone about her DVD idea and what they could do, and all that stuff. And how they would handle it if Brian was one of their assistant editors and he didn’t get his stuff in on time, like he was doing this year. Because Brian was great at writing about sports, but he was always, always, always late at getting his stuff in. Alex really wondered what was going to happen with the school paper since Brian was supposed to be the sports editor next year. Would the sports stuff always be weeks late?




That gave her another idea, and after she finished talking with Mina, she called up Lindsay and talked with her for a long time about what people besides the ‘in’ cliques would want to be able to look at in the yearbook.




When she went to bed that night, she was really pleased at everything she got done. But then, she didn’t know what was going to happen the next day.




14. Problems



Monday started off just fine. Classes went okay. Louis was hysterically funny at lunch when he was telling this story about how last week he asked out Marsha and they had their first date Saturday night and then everything went totally wrong, and he ended up driving Marsha home on an emergency tire an hour past her curfew with both of them covered in mud and stuff.




Okay, she’d had days like that. And they were never funny. Until like a year later, and maybe not even then. So she went and checked that Marsha was okay. And Marsha admitted it was really her fault for being too feminist, because when Louis got a flat when they were driving up Carter Creek Road, she insisted on helping even if she was in a skirt and heels. And so when she pulled the flat tire off, she fell backwards and knocked Louis over and the two of them and the flat and the spare tire rolled down the embankment into the creek, which had no water this time of year, but did have plenty of mud at the bottom. And then they needed three tries to get the spare tire back up the slope, and by the time they found out the spare tire was flat too, they were both muddy and greasy and really frustrated. And her dress and heels were both totally ruined, because mud didn’t come out a lot of the time, and she lost a shoe in the mud and never found it again. And her dad sort of yelled at Louis a lot when he brought her home late and covered in mud.




That reminded her of the time Louis took Hannah out, and then Ethan showed up in the middle of the restaurant to get Hannah back, and everything went wrong. Or the time Louis tried to be really cool and walked over to toss the frisbee with the two hot girls in aerobics outfits, and he accidentally threw their frisbee onto a passing truck. Or the time… Why did it seem sometimes like Louis’s life was some kind of sitcom?




But school was fine, except for Louis complaining about Marsha’s dad never letting Louis take Marsha out again. And Louis’s dad getting on Louis about not taking care of the car tires and not maintaining the spare, which it sounded like was exactly what had happened. So Louis was probably going to have to buy a whole new set of tires, instead of being able to spend his money on what he wanted.




But other than Louis, school went just fine. So she got all the way over to Gloria’s and started work, and she was in the middle of waiting on a couple college guys who were flirting with her, when her phone vibrated inside her waistband.




She got their orders and hurried over to Gloria. As soon as she handed in the orders, she checked the text. It was from Nicole. It said ‘PVCCU on 9.’ Great. The Paradise Valley Chemical credit union over on Ninth Street was being robbed. And she hadn’t gotten the new ‘secret codeword guidelines’ out to Nicole and Robyn and Louis yet, either. That sounded like bad strategic planning to her. Or bad time management. Something bad that was her fault.




She gritted her teeth and said, “Gloria, I know it’s way too early to take my break, but I really, really need to take it now. I know we’re busy and all…”




Gloria gave her a quick look. “You’re not feeling sick again, are you?”




She could have lied, but then Gloria might not have let her work until she had a doctor’s note she was okay, and that wasn’t ever going to happen. She just said, “I know it’s a problem, but I really need to take my break now. And I’ll try not to run long, but something’s come up.”




She expected Gloria to fuss a bunch. Or at least some. But Gloria gave a weird glance over toward the kitchen, looked her in the eye, and said, “Okay. Go.”




She hurried out the back door, still trying to figure what was up with Gloria. Because that was a little weird. And she didn’t like weird. She had enough weird in her life already, and new weird had often turned out to be trouble.




She stepped out into the little parking area behind the row of stores. There was no one around. She hopped into her car, ducked down so no one could see her, and went silvery.




It took maybe ten seconds to puddle her way into the spare tire compartment, grab her uniform and the cameras, leave her regular clothes behind, and puddle down to the street. Then she went into the storm drain that she had very carefully parked over.




She had checked out this storm drain before. The last time she was working at Gloria’s and needed to go stop a supercrook jewelry store robbery, she had puddled into the storm drain, gone down the pipe, and ended up three blocks further away from the jewelry store instead of getting closer. But she knew she could go the same way and she would end up three blocks closer to the credit union, because it was in the opposite direction from the jewelry store.




She totally needed somebody who could get the blueprints on the storm drains for the area. Well, she needed somebody who could get the plans without tipping off the police or maybe even some of Danielle Atron’s people, because Alex was pretty sure Danielle must have paid off a bunch of politicians and police in the area, and some of them might still be on her payroll, or willing to rat somebody out for a big payoff.




She came up from the storm drain and puddled up the side of the biggest building there. It was a three-story apartment building, Paradise Heights Apartments. Even if there wasn’t any height around there. It was a flat part of town. She puddled to the middle of the building and looked around. When she didn’t see anyone, she went normal in her superheroine costume. She checked that her wig was on straight, and that she had both her good cameras in the fanny pack riding on one hip. Then she leapt up into the air.




It was only about fifteen or twenty blocks from there to the credit union, and she was flying way faster than a car could go. Even a police car with a siren. So she got there just seconds after the first police car screeched to a halt in front of the bank and two police officers jumped out with their guns already out.




Not that it did them any good.




She couldn’t get there in time to stop the mean-looking, weasely bank robber with the shaved head from blasting the police car with a massive lightning bolt that sent one of the policemen tumbling backward and spazzing out like he’d fallen on a power line.




The second policeman wasn’t touching the car, and staggered away far enough that he didn’t get shocked too badly, but he still dropped his police shotgun and fell to his knees. And that wasn’t a good thing, because the musclebound bank robber with the enormous tats and the blond mullet pointed his hand at one of the benches on the sidewalk and waved his hand toward the policeman. The whole bench leapt up off the ground and went flying at the guy.




The whole bench? Oh, this was totally bad. That bench had heavy 2x4’s for the seat and the back, but the sides were formed concrete. Each side piece had to weigh more than she did. That meant Mister Musclehead, or whatever his name really was, had telekinesis like she did, only more. A lot more. If he could lift three or four hundred pounds like that, she was in big trouble. She could only lift two hundred pounds tops, and she was already using about a hundred twenty pounds of that just to keep herself in the air.




But that bench was going to crush the cop like a bug. The guy was on his hands and knees, trying to get up, and he had no time at all. What was she supposed to do?




If she grabbed that bench with everything she had, she still wouldn’t be able hold it. And she’d fall fifty feet to the sidewalk below her and get herself killed. If she tried to grab that bench with the eighty pounds of telekinesis she had available until she landed, it wouldn’t do any good. And that left…




That left Buffy.




Buffy had shown Alex that her powers were pretty much lame against someone with enough training and enough strength and enough speed. Okay, what Buffy could do when armed with a sword pretty much made a Tyrannosaurus Rex look tame. And what Buffy had taught her about martial arts was pretty good, for five days with lessons scattered around actual battles. But Alex was not a martial arts expert, and she knew that.




Still, she knew something. And what Buffy had shown her to deal with much stronger opponents was the ‘guide parry.’ A movement that let you block something you couldn’t possibly stop just by sticking your hand up and trying to catch the blow. It was more like a push to the side to re-direct all that power, so it went past your head instead of into your face.




She rushed down toward the street and slung her fanny pack over toward the little brick arch where you walked into the shops inside the Sterling Building. She used her telekinesis to make sure the pack went flying over there but didn’t crash into the bricks. As she managed that, she reached out with the rest of her telekinesis and pushed the bench to the side. She just kept pushing as the thing flew through the air, and she thought she could see it veering off to the side some.




She hit the ground a little harder than she planned, but she didn’t fall. She just stopped holding herself up, and she pushed with everything she had. It veered a little more.




The concrete bench hit the street so hard the concrete shattered and the 2x4’s splintered. It hit the street only about two dozen feet to the side of the cop, and the shards of concrete flying through the air knocked the cop down again.




Mister Musclehead stared in confusion. “What the—”




Mean Weasel — or whatever his name really was — growled, “How the hell could you miss that guy with a whole goddamn bench?”




And, just because things weren’t bad enough, a silvery form rose up behind them with a huge duffelbag stuffed full of what was probably cash. He said, “We got company!” and pointed right at her.




Mean Weasel muttered, “You gotta be fuckin’ kidding me.”




Mister Musclehead looked over at her, and his eyes dove right down to her chest. He grunted, “Hell yeah.”




Without looking, she used her telekinesis to drop the fanny pack and hold up both cameras. She couldn’t see what the cameras were aimed at, but she didn’t care. She just panned back and forth across the street with the video camera, so she got everything that was going on. Her in her uniform, the damaged police car, the three bank robbers, everything.




She put her hands on her hips and announced in her firm Terawatt voice, “Drop the duffel bag and put your hands above your heads. The police will be here directly, and you will be under arrest.”




It didn’t work. Okay, she didn’t think it had even a teensy-weensy chance of working. But she mainly wanted the three guys to be concentrating on her, instead of trying to kill the two policemen, or grabbing a bunch of hostages. And that was even assuming the first policeman wasn’t already electrocuted.




She definitely got their attention, though. All of it.




Mean Weasel pulled up a light submachine gun and opened fire at her. She had learned enough from Sam that she knew it wasn’t an Uzi, but it sure looked like one. Sam liked the P-90, but she had shown Alex and Buffy and Selina some of the other weaponry she had brought along, and some of the weaponry their opponents might have, and so Alex knew. The thing Mean Weasel had on a strap was a machine pistol based on the Uzi. She didn’t know the name of this one, but it was sure Uzi-ish.




She didn’t move her hands or give away what she was doing with a glance at the gun. She just stood there like she was invulnerable to bullets, which she totally wasn’t. She just used her telekinesis as a guide parry to push the bullets into the street in front of her.




Mean Weasel wasn’t the only armed badguy, though. He was just the one who reacted first. Or over-reacted first. Shifter-guy tried to go completely normal, even if he was wavering in and out of the silver color pretty badly. He pulled up something she recognized and aimed it right at her stomach.




If she hadn’t spent time with Sam, she still might have known what it was. She might have recognized its cousins from action movies. But this was something Sam had shown her on a laptop. Sam had wielded something a lot more high-tech than this, but still had wanted everyone on the team to know what a variety of weapons looked like, just in case some of the enemy had modern weaponry instead of swords and axes. Buffy had said it wouldn’t be the first time a vampire tried to use a gun on her.




This wasn’t a ‘gun.’ It wasn’t even really a ‘firearm.’ It was a freaking anti-tank weapon! Who did they think she was? Wonder Woman? Or that guy Selina talked about who could take a tactical nuclear weapon off his face? She was just a girl!




Okay, maybe not just a girl. She knew this guy was holding a Rocket Propelled Grenade, or RPG, in a rifle-like launcher, and if she let him stand there and fire it off, there was no way she had enough telekinesis to withstand the blast. Maybe she could survive it if she went silvery. But what would happen to everyone else around here? It was a grenade, maybe even a grenade for killing tanks! What if it went through her while she was silvery and hit a building full of people?




Shifter-guy pulled the trigger. She didn’t know how hard the rocket would jet out of the launcher. She figured Sam would know, to the pound. Or foot-pound. Or newton. Or whatever the right units of measurement were. She really needed a physics class. But she reached out with her telekinesis and pushed against the tip of the grenade.




The grenade was basically shaped like two fat ice cream cones glued together at the rims, and then stuck on a short broomstick. It tried to shoot out of the launcher, but she was able to push it back without using everything she had.




And that was a really good thing, because Mean Weasel was slapping a new ammo clip into his machine pistol, and Mister Musclehead was struggling to get a sawed-off shotgun out of a bag slung over his shoulder. It suddenly occurred to her that if she hadn’t gotten here when she did, these guys would have killed a lot of people when they made their getaway. And it was pretty obvious they didn’t care who they killed.




The RPG didn’t fly out of the launcher, but it managed to get most of the way out. She pushed some more, and stopped it. But then the rocket booster kicked in. Shifter-guy dropped his launcher and screamed. He went silvery to avoid being roasted by the backblast of the rocket.




Mean Weasel looked at the RPG which wasn’t rocketing where he wanted it to go. He yelled, “Mike!”




Mister Musclehead turned and looked at the RPG, and shoved his hand out, dropping the shotgun and the bag by accident. He flicked his arm straight up, and the RPG went tumbling upward until the rocket straightened out its flightpath and it went jetting straight upward.




And Sam had told her about this, too. You could fire an RPG at a tank or a building or a bunch of people, and it would explode when it hit. Or you could fire it off into the air and wait until it blew up on its own, because lots of these things had a timer inside too. That meant she had a couple seconds while Mister Musclehead was doing his best to push the grenade straight up, and Mean Weasel was looking at the grenade instead of her.




She stopped the video camera and quickly glanced over to check that the cameras were both pointing at her. Good so far. She turned them back on and tried to move them to follow what she did next. She took two fast steps and dove forward, using her telekinesis to turn her dive into flight. She flew across the street at about four feet up, and threw a lightning bolt at Mister Musclehead.




The bolt hit him right in the chest, and he flew backwards about five feet.




But Mean Weasel already had another clip in his machine pistol, and he was aiming at her with his gun and with his other hand. He unloaded the clip at her and hurled a massive lightning bolt at her face.




She kept flying right at him, but she went silvery too. The lightning bolt hit her, and she shuddered from the painful shock. That was a really nasty bolt. It was a good thing she’d been hit by major lightning blasts before, or she probably would have lost her concentration and gone normal, and lost her telekinesis too, and crashed into the street. Then the bullets began zipping into her silvery form. They stung, but they mainly went through her. It was tough to hurt a puddle of liquid by shooting it.




She aimed herself at the Mean Weasel, but something smashed into her side like she just got hit by a truck. If she had been normal instead of silvery, it probably would have broken half the bones in her body. She went flying way off to the side and slammed hard into the bulletproof glass of the credit union’s windows. Man, that would have broken the other half the bones in her body. That hurt.




She managed to spot Mister Musclehead pushing at her with his hands, just as her silvery form smashed flat against the windows and the telekinetic force from Mister Musclehead broke the glass, sending her flying into the credit union.




This was definitely bad. Of the bad, as Buffy would have said if she was here. That guy had telekinesis that was strong enough to smash through bank windows. She was totally outclassed, power-wise.




Boy, she wished Buffy was here right now. Buffy would be stronger and faster than these guys. And smarter. She would know just what to do.




There was a huge boom out on the street. She figured it was the RPG exploding high over the buildings. That probably meant she was out of time. All three supercreeps would be concentrating on her now.




Shifter-guy was still having major trouble not being all silvery, but he managed to pick up the grenade launcher and shove a new RPG down the muzzle.




Oh crud. If he fired it into the credit union at her, everyone hiding in the room could get killed!




Buffy. Buffy would know what to do.




Buffy had talked about disarming and deflecting when someone was armed. Someone holding a heavy weapon was exerting force to hold it up. Pushing it down so it pointed into the ground was a lot more effort than pushing it upward and getting the person to point it at the sky. At the time, she had been talking about someone wielding a broadsword or even a troll hammer. But still…




Shifter-guy started to aim the RPG right at her, so she used her telekinesis. She slapped against the underside of the end of the barrel, and the gun flipped upward. She pressed some more, until the gun flipped onto Shifter-guy’s other shoulder and pointed backward at Mean Weasel.




Mean Weasel instantly screamed, “Walt!” and let loose a huge blast of lightning that caught Shifter-guy in the back.




Everything happened at once. Shifter-guy convulsed. The rocket fired. The backblast rushed right at her. Mister Musclehead screamed like a girl at the prospect of getting an anti-tank RPG fired into his face. Mean Weasel accidentally fired his machine pistol into Shifter-guy’s wavering form, and all across the front of the credit union.




Alex threw everything she had into her telekinesis, putting up as much of a wall as she could. She had never tried anything bigger than a doorway, and the shattered window was about four times wider than that. She knew that if she messed up, some of the people behind her could be shot. They could die.




Maybe she was weird, but that scared her a lot more than the idea of her getting hurt.




Shifter-guy collapsed into a quivering puddle. Mister Musclehead pushed the RPG up into the sky. Bullets hammered against her telekinetic wall, but the only one that got through was at the far side of the window, where it chipped into the bulletproof glass and ricocheted back somewhere into the street.




Mean Weasel’s machine pistol stopped firing. Mister Musclehead was still focusing on the RPG overhead.




She grabbed that machine pistol with her telekinesis and slammed it upward into Mean Weasel’s face. He staggered back. She slammed it into his forehead. His head rocked backward, but he was still standing, and still hanging onto the weapon with his finger inside the trigger guard. She slammed it a little harder into his forehead, and he fell over backward like a tipped-over mannequin.




One down, one maybe down, and one distracted. She leapt forward and flew right at Mister Musclehead. He was almost six feet tall for real, not faked with platform boots like her. And he had huge biceps that were probably bigger around than her waist, so she couldn’t beat him in a straight fight. She knew she couldn’t beat him in a telekinesis battle, either. But she planned on cheating.




She was out the credit union window and across the sidewalk before the RPG exploded overhead. But as soon as the grenade went off, he looked her way. He flinched at the sight of her flying right at him, and his hand shot out to the side. One of the open doors of the police car ripped off its hinges and went flying right at her head.




Holy crud. How much force did it take to rip a car door off? That was way more power than she had.




Holy crud. She was about to get smacked in the face with a flying car door.




She waited as long as she dared, and she dropped. She just stopped holding herself in the air, and she went almost straight down, not counting her forward motion. The car door flew over her head, and she caught herself about half a foot above the asphalt. She just kept moving forward, and just came up right in front of him.




She kicked out at his crotch in a really dirty move that Buffy had totally encouraged her to do. But he turned his hips and blocked that. With the turn he made with his hips, he threw a looping roundhouse punch at her face.




Jeez, he had fists the size of bricks! They were huge!




She slapped the outside of his wrist in an outside-to-inside block, throwing a pile of telekinesis into it too. Ouch, he was strong. But that was the opening she wanted. He hadn’t ever thought about using his telekinesis together with his fists, like Buffy had suggested. So her ‘block’ was more than enough to knock his fist off to the side. His fist, his arm, and his whole upper body. Perfect.




She slid her parrying hand along his wrist and touched him with her fingertips. Zap! She let him have it with a big jolt of electricity. She felt him seize up and stop throwing his punch.




Then she pretended to punch him in the jaw with her other fist, even though he was already out cold. She used her telekinesis to shove him back, and she found that he was just barely light enough to lift. Wow, she was figuring he was maybe thirty or fifty pounds heavier than she could lift, but it didn’t look like it. So she made it look like she knocked him thirty feet across the street. He landed flat on his back and didn’t get back up.




She checked Mean Weasel to make sure he was still down, and then she went after Shifter-guy.




She finally lucked out. Shifter-guy was still struggling to turn from a puddle into something else, and couldn’t pick up the rocket launcher he had dropped on the sidewalk. He couldn’t shift back into normal form, either. He was stuck pretty much as a silvery blob. Boy, she remembered how awful it was when she first had her powers and she had trouble not shifting or shifting back to normal or even not losing her clothes whenever she turned into a silvery blob. If this guy wasn’t trying to kill her and everybody around her, she would’ve felt bad for him.




Still, he was going to be tough to stop as soon as he decided to just run away as a puddle. And, judging by the couple piles of money dropped around him, he probably still had a lot of the robbery loot on him.




She used all her telekinesis to scoop him up. She didn’t really know how heavy he was, but she was pretty sure there was no way she could fly and lift him too. So she just stood there and scooped him into the air, then poured him into the mailbox on the corner. She hoped the post office guys didn’t get mad at her about it.




Once she had him in the post office box, she looked around the box to make sure there weren’t any holes he could get out. He did try opening the door at the top to get back out, so she slammed it shut with her hand and used a little lightning to sort of make a little arc weld. It seemed like it was enough, because he was rattling around inside but couldn’t open it.




Whew. She could hardly believe it, but it looked like she’d won this fight after all.




15. Aftermath



Alex flew back to the police car. The second officer was performing CPR on the first guy. Uh-oh, that wasn’t good. She glanced out of the corner of her eye and checked that her video camera was on them.




She landed beside him and asked in her best Terawatt voice, “Are units on the way?”




He nodded with exhaustion. “Yeah, but I dunno if they’ll get here in time. I think Chuck’s gone into v-fib from that lightning bolt, and the emergency defibrillator in the trunk is fried. Hell, the whole car is fried.”




She knew what ‘v. fib.’ meant, because her dad had made sure everyone in the family had serious first aid training, along with swimming lessons and wilderness hiking lessons and CPR training. The man’s heart wasn’t beating in a normal rhythm, it was beating like a flutter that wouldn’t move blood through his veins. And it suddenly dawned on her that there was something she could do.




She just said, “Clear.” The officer immediately jerked his hands off his partner and scooted back.




The officer already had Chuck’s bulletproof vest off and his uniform shirt open, and she used her telekinesis to yank the undershirt apart. Then she knelt down and put one index finger each on the two spots where you placed the paddles of a defibrillator. She had to be careful, because not enough electricity wouldn’t do the trick, and too much would be really, really bad. But the guy was dying right in front of her if she didn’t do anything…




She concentrated and sent a careful jolt of electricity through him. His body twitched under her fingers. She put her palm on his chest, and felt it. ba-bum ba-bum ba-bum. She had gotten it exactly right on her very first try. It was all she could do not to leap into the air and shriek.




‘Chuck’ drew a ragged breath, and another. She turned to the kneeling officer and peeked at his shirt so she could read his badge. Then she made sure she was still using her Terawatt voice. “Officer Winslow, your partner needs immediate medical attention and transport. Do you need me to call for paramedics?”




He slowly shook his head. “Nope, I got it called in already. The car is toast, but my mike is still working.”




“I dropped the shifter into the mailbox on the corner. You’ll need proper containment before you let him out. And more GC-161 antidote.”




He nodded. “Gotcha.” He looked up at her face. “Thanks. I mean, thanks a ton. And Chuck’s gonna want to thank you when he’s up and around. What do I call you? Mystery Superhero Girl?”




She smiled slightly. It was a good thing she had already made a choice. “Call me… Terawatt.”




Then she strode toward the video camera, making sure it was pointed properly at her. She let the auto-focus do its job. Then she put her fists on her hips and talked to the camera. “You’re recording for the news, right? Then take this down. My name is… Terawatt. And this city is under my protection. Any supervillains who try to attack Paradise Valley will do so at their own risk.”




She lifted off into the air, making sure to get some ‘flying away’ shots with the video camera before she turned it off and tucked both cameras into the fanny pack. She pulled the fanny pack to her hip and flew off into the sky.




It didn’t take her any time to get back to that apartment building and land on the roof. Still no one around. Good. She went silvery and slid down the side of the building into that storm drain she came out of.




It only took her a minute or so to re-trace her route and come back up in the right place. For a change. She slid up over the closest tire into her car, and puddled into the gymbag in her spare tire compartment. Then she pulled her regular clothes into the puddle, dropped off her superhero outfit, and slid into the driver’s seat to return to normal.




She had both her cameras in her fannypack, so she checked the footage. Wow, some of it was really good. Some of it was shaky, and some of it was unusable, but she could easily explain that as her hiding around the corner while holding the camera out to try to catch the action. After all, those guys had a machine pistol and a sawed-off shotgun and a rocket launcher. And superpowers.




Then it dawned on her. She had to get this stuff over to the news station right away. She couldn’t wait three hours until her shift was over. And she was leaving Gloria in the lurch. Rats.




She hastily called Gloria. “Hi, it’s me. Alex.”




“Alex, I know it’s you. Is everything okay?” Gloria sounded kind of worried. Alex didn’t know quite why.




“Umm, yeah, but I can’t come back right away. I’ve got to run a couple errands. I’m really sorry, and I know I left you with a ton of customers, but this is pretty important.”




Gloria asked, “Are you okay?” She sounded even more worried.




Alex could have lied and said she was coming down with the flu again, but then Gloria would probably have to call the hospital and tell them her employee might have given a hundred people the flu, and then the hospital would want to run some tests on Alex, and that would all be bad. So she said, “I’m fine. Really. I just have to take care of this right away.”




Gloria checked, “And you’re sure you’re okay? You’re not just saying it?”




“Really Gloria, I’m okay.”




Gloria didn’t sound like she believed Alex. “Well, okay… I’ll just assume you’re off the clock for the rest of your shift, unless you show up.”




She grabbed her cell phone and sent Louis a text: mt me @ kpvc asap




This was one of those things that were going to be a Louis kind of job. She was lousy at things like selling stuff, even if she could do simple waitressing things, like for Gloria. But there was no way she could do what Gloria did, and make something and then figure out what to sell it for, and then get out there and sell it. But that was what she needed to do next. And Louis was the best man for that job.




Since she was driving and not flying, Louis beat her to the tv station. Okay, maybe Louis drove a lot faster than she did. She didn’t have even one ticket yet, and she knew Louis had maybe three or four. Maybe more than four. And she really didn’t want to get her car dinged up.




As soon as she drove up and parked, Louis was already looking in her window and asking, “Did you get pics? Hot photos? Great videos?”




She nodded and told what he would know was a lie. “I was hiding in the little brick alcove into the Sterling Building, and I got some video and some stills.” But she was telling the lie so Louis would know what to tell other people. He knew exactly how she really got those pictures.




“On separate cameras?” She nodded. He smirked, “Well, we’re not telling ’em about the stills unless they make it worth our while. So we sell them the video footage, and then we sell the stills to the Gazette. And maybe AP and UPI! Or the entire European market through Reuters!”




“Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves, Louis,” she reminded him.




He hurried her inside and took over. He marched up to the receptionist and said, “We need to talk to a producer ASAP. We have video footage of the city’s superheroine.”




The receptionist looked like she wanted to ignore him and get back to serious work, like buffing her nails some more. Alex seriously wondered how you could operate a phone and a computer with nails like that. They had to be two inches long! But finally the receptionist picked up the phone and poked some buttons with the eraser end of a pencil. “Mister Winters? I have two kids who claim they have video footage of ‘Ultra-chick’…”




Alex looked at Louis and winced. Ultra-chick? Eww. That was so much worse than anything she’d thought of. About the only thing worse than that would have been Pikachu. Or one of those names that would get her sued, like Megawatt.




A couple minutes later, a thirty-ish woman walked out to meet them. “Hi, I’m Laura Marsters, Brad Winters’ assistant. And you are…”




“Alex Mack,” she said. “I got the shots. This is my business manager.”




Louis quickly put his hand out to shake hands. Then he gave her one of his big smiles and said, “Driscoll. Louis Otto Driscoll, at your service.”




Ms. Marsters gave him a look that pretty much said ‘I’m sorry I let you touch my hand.’ She said, “So. You two kids got a shot or two on your cell phone?”




Louis said, “Au contraire mon frère! Alex here is an expert photographer. She’s been taking still photographs and movies for years, for the school paper, the yearbook, you name it.”




Alex said, “I managed to get some really good quality pictures with this.” She pulled the GoPro out of her fanny pack.




Ms. Marsters’ eyes lit up when she saw that Alex had a nearly professional-quality camera. “Ohhh. How far away were you? A couple blocks?”




Alex said, “I got as close as I could. I guess it was about eighty feet. Except for the part where Terawatt walked over and talked to me. I got her from about ten feet.”




Ms. Marsters gasped, “You got her in close-up? And she gave you a name?” She grabbed Alex by the arm and hustled her through the door into the hallways.




As they went, Ms. Marsters pulled out her cell phone and pressed a speed dial button. “It’s Laura… No, this may be the real thing… She got a close-up and a sound bite! But I haven’t seen the quality of the footage… On our way.”




Ms. Marsters dragged them into a room labeled ‘Video Editing.’ 




A guy who looked sort of like her uncle, but with a hair transplant and a pointy little beard, stuck out his hand. “Brad Winters. I hear you two might have something unique?”




Louis looked at her, so she said, “I got some pretty good footage with my GoPro and a steadicam rig I made myself, but some of it won’t be good because I was just holding the camera out while I hid behind a wall.”




“And where were you?” he asked.




She said, “You know how next door to the credit union, the Sterling Building has that brick archway before you go up the stairs into the shops? That’s how close I got.”




A friendly guy who looked like he ought to be a frycook was sitting in front of a really fancy computer system. He looked up at Alex and said, “Well, let’s hook that puppy up and see what you got.”




Louis put a hand out. “First, I want to talk money.”




Mister Winters gave Louis a stiff look. “How much money?”




Louis said, “I looked up rates for special footage of key events. Because this is the FIRST real footage of… what’s her name?”




“Terawatt. She walked over to me and told me her name was Terawatt, and she was protecting the city against supercrooks,” Alex played along.




Louis said, “We want top dollar for this. Everything she filmed is verifiable, because there are two cops who saw it, and a bank full of witnesses. And we’ll even sign a contract that all monies are forfeit if any of this has been faked.” Alex nodded. “If you don’t want to pay that kind of money, we’ll go across town to KDRA. And if they won’t pay top dollar, we can drive a few hours and hit up any one of a dozen Bay Area tv stations, who will pay. Because whoever gets this first is going to be famous. The first real footage of a real superheroine in a real superbattle, anywhere in the world? This could earn your station some major recognition. Major awards. And the networks will go wild for her.”




Mister Winters wrote down a figure so huge Alex nearly choked.




Louis looked at it and said, “I was expecting about twenty percent higher, but this is really fair. That’s way more than I was expecting you would offer. Since you’re being fair with us, we’ll take it.” The thing was that Alex couldn’t tell if Louis was being honest or not. So maybe he was just tricking Mister Winters. But either way, Louis was doing great. Way better than she could have done.




Mister Winters said, “Laura, get the contracts typed up ASAP. I don’t care what else you need to do, this takes top priority. If we can get this on the evening news, we’ll scoop the entire planet!” He turned to the guy sitting down. “Okay Mark, let’s see what we’ve got.”




Alex handed Mark the GoPro, and he set it in a fancy cradle while he popped off the protective cover on the USB connector. Then he plugged in a cable that was already sitting there, just waiting to be used for stuff like this. He typed on his keyboard, and they watched the footage.




Alex said, “Check the last bit first.”




Mark played that footage. Terawatt strode over to the camera and spoke to it. Then she turned and flew up into the sky while the camera panned up to follow her.




Mark and Mister Winters just stared at each other. Mark turned to Alex and said, “Kid, that was pro quality. Not even a little shake. What kind of steadicam are we talkin’ here?”




She lied, “Well I saw it on the internet, and made it with help from my dad. It’s PVC pipe made into a circle a little more than a foot across, with a crosspiece that has a mount to hold the camera. When I hold the camera by the frame, the jiggle is pretty much gone, and the pans come out really smooth.”




Mark said, “I’ve seen cameras on tripods that didn’t come out this well. This is great.”




Mister Winters said, “Nice framing. And Terawatt is going to be an internet celebrity by tomorrow. With those looks, and in that outfit, she’s going to have a fan club bigger than Kim Kardashian.”




Alex tried not to react, but she really didn’t like the way that sounded.




Mark said, “Let’s see what else you’ve got.”




She lied, “Some of the footage is lousy, but when they were firing off weapons and lightning blasts and stuff, I kind of chickened out.”




Mark asked, “What sort of weapons?”




She said, “One guy had a machine pistol and lightning blasts. One guy had telekinesis and a sawed off shotgun. And the third guy had the shapeshifting, and a grenade launcher.”




“What?!?” squawked Mister Winters. “A real grenade launcher?” She nodded. “You got this kind of footage in a war zone?”




Mark said, “She’s either the bravest photog in the state, or the looniest.”




She watched as Mark expertly clipped out seven different bits of film to use, discarding the bits where her cameras weren’t pointing in the right direction. As he worked, he muttered to Mister Winters about the footage quality. “Good here… nice pan… uh-oh, that loon is firing everywhere… oh sweet… jeezus Christ… can’t use that bit, too bad… oh, this is beauty… man, did she just knock that guy fifty feet across the street… ooh, great, helping the cops, people love shots like this… and the money shot, with sound bite. They’re gonna be playing that clip on every tv news program in the country tomorrow!”




She said, “Sorry I couldn’t get better footage on those parts he had to clip out.”




Mister Winters said kindly, “Honey, even seasoned war photographers have to dive for cover. You did the right thing. No footage is worth getting killed over.”




Mark said, “Kid, I’m gonna make you look like Annie Lebowitz.”




“Umm, thanks. I guess.” Alex made a mental note to go look up who Annie Lebowitz was as soon as she got home.




Mark was really good. He already had the video footage clipped out and prepped before Ms. Marsters came back with the contracts. Louis made Alex wait while he went through the entire document, which she figured was a really good thing, because she had no idea what to look for in a legal document like this one. Louis finally said, “Okay, this states that you have all our video footage. That’s true. But she got a couple stills too, and we’re going to let the Gazette have them. We just wanted to give you a heads-up.”




Mark shrugged. “Stills? With no sound? Pfft. No sweat.”




Louis said, “Stills only. No sound, no video.”




Mister Winters said, “Even if you get them to the Gazette in time, and Ed decides to run with them, they won’t hit the street until tomorrow. We’ll scoop ’em easily. We’ve got the evening news, the eleven o’clock news, and we ought to be able to get this on the national news by then. Maybe even the morning show before people read their papers.”




Louis looked over everything and said, “We want the copyright, and we want the standard if you sell this to the national news, AP, UPI, or Reuters.”




Mister Winters rolled his eyes. “Fine. Laura, go update the contracts. But kid, as soon as this is on the wires, no one’s going to respect your copyright. Every hotdog on the internet will be showing your pics without even mentioning it’s from somewhere else. I’ve seen it a hundred times.”




Louis nodded. “We’ll risk it. I still want it in print.”




Mark had the footage off to another producer to get set up for the news before Laura was back with the contracts. Louis carefully read them over once again. Alex figured he knew what he was doing, so she stood still and let him do his thing.




Louis nodded, “This is great. We’ll sign, and then either you’ll need to cut her a check, or you’ll need Alex’s bank account information. The latter will be a lot easier if the images sell.”




Mister Winters said, “Oh, they’ll sell, all right. Don’t worry about that. The hottest babe since Scarlett Johansson, in a skintight outfit, fighting a real superhero battle? People would pay ten bucks a pop to see this in a movie theater. As soon as these hit the air, paparazzi will be driving up here to try and catch her, and the national news will put some teams up here to try and get footage of their own.”




Alex said, “But I just got lucky. As far as I know, she only does this like once a month or something, when there’s some super badguys committing another robbery. Are they really gonna want to hang around here for a month or two, waiting to catch her in action?”




He grimaced. “They’ll do whatever it takes to get a story. Well, for some of ’em, it’s enough if they can make up a story.”




“Eww.” She totally didn’t want to live her life afraid to be outside as Terawatt. Still, if paparazzi came after her, she could just fly away. And if paparazzi came after her in a news helicopter, she could dive into a storm drain and vanish. It wasn’t like she was stuck trying to drive off in the Batmobile, like Selina’s boyfriend.




Now she really had to make sure no one else found out her secret identity, because now she had creepy photographers to worry about, on top of Danielle Atron.




As soon as they left the station, Louis rushed her over to the Paradise Valley Gazette. That meant that he rushed over, and she stuck to the speed limit. By the time she got there, Louis had a thin beanpole of a guy talking to him in the lobby.




“Alex? This is Ed Schmidt. Ed, this is A.L. Mack, the woman who’s going to get your paper a freaking Pulitzer!”




Ed rolled his eyes, just like a lot of people did when Louis got going.




She said, “Mister Schmidt, I’m Alex. Although I’d like to use A.L. Mack on my copyright, like Louis said. And I have photos of the superheroine. KPVC has the video, but I know what she said to the camera. So you can be the first paper in the country to have real stills, and the actual thing she said.”




Louis grinned, “And Alex heard her announce her name! No one else has that, except KPVC.”




Alex pretended, “And she might have told one policeman her name while she was saving the other one’s life. I’m not sure. I wasn’t all that close.”




Mister Schmidt pulled out a pen and notepad. “So. What’s her name, and what did she say to you?”




Alex said, “Terawatt. And she said… let me think, ‘My name is Terawatt. And this city is under my protection. Any supervillains who try to attack Paradise Valley will do so at their own risk.’ That’s as close as I can recall.”




“Sounds good. Do you know how she spells that?”




She said, “She’s got electrical powers, so I figure it’s got to be like the electrical units. T-E-R-A-W-A-T-T.”




“Sounds good. Now let’s see these stills.”




She pulled out her camera, and Mister Schmidt whistled softly. “I was figuring you were talking a cell phone. But this is a nice camera! Let’s see the pics.”




She showed him using the viewfinder. He stared, “Hmm, most of these look pretty darn good.”




She fibbed, “Some of them are junk, because I had to duck out of the way. Those guys were shooting everywhere.”




He nodded. “Well, let’s get your camera hooked up to the image editing gear, and I’ll have Marda print up a standard contract for stringers.”




Louis said, “We’re going to need a little more than that. We both know these photos are good, and they’re unique. No one else has pics like this, except the video footage we just sold to KPVC, and here’s what they paid us.” He showed Mister Schmidt the contract.




Mister Schmidt shook his head. “We don’t have the kind of money tv stations have. It’s not like we get the advertising dollars they do. I can’t pay anything like that.”




Louis said, “I know that. I did some research. But I know you can pay us more than common pictures from a stringer.”




Alex watched as the two of them bargained for like ten minutes. This was way different than the deal with Mister Winters, and she knew there was no way she could have done all this haggling.




But Louis finally got a contract he was happy with, and Mister Schmidt finally got Alex’s photos onto the paper’s computers. They really did look good. She had to tell him the fib about the plastic steadicam rig that she told Mister Winters.




Oh crud, she was going to have to get her dad to help her make one, for the time when sooner or later someone asked to see the thing! Not that she was going to use it for real. She could always hold her cameras with her telekinesis, even when she was pretending to hold it in her hands, and get some really clear, really non-shaky images.




On the way out of the newspaper, Louis said, “And remember Alex, as your agent, I’ll be getting fifteen percent of your gross, up to a hundred thousand dollars in a fiscal year, after which I get ten percent.”




She opened her mouth to complain, and then she remembered something Selina had said about agents and guys like that. Without Louis’s help, she would have ended up with maybe a tenth of what she was going to get. That meant Louis’s work was really worth like ninety percent of their gross. Fifteen percent sounded pretty great when she thought of it that way. She said, “You got a deal.”




He nodded, “I’ll have a contract ready for you to go over by tomorrow.”




Naturally. That was so Louis.




She groaned when she checked her watch. Even if she hurried, she wasn’t going to get back to the donut shop in time to do anything except help Gloria close up. So she just called Gloria and apologized a ton. As it was, she was nearly late for dinner.




As she sat down, her mom served her two big slices of meatloaf and said, “Good news. I was able to arrange a meeting with Willow Rosenberg at her company. And it’s this coming Saturday morning, so you don’t have to miss any school.”




“Mom! That’s great!” she grinned. She so wanted to meet this world’s Willow. The one she knew was so amazingly awesome.




Her dad said, “But there’s some bad news, too. The chief of police called me. It turns out that someone slipped into the police station this evening during the attempted credit union robbery, went right around a couple locked doors without leaving any sign of forced entry, swiped a box of vials of the GC-161 antidote, and got away with no one even getting a look at him. They need us to brew up more for them on the double.”




She tried not to react. But it sure could have been another one of those shapeshifters working for Danielle Atron. And she wasn’t forgetting that Sam and Willow and Hermione had come up with five things Danielle Atron might possibly do with GC-161 antidote.




And then, while she was studying after dinner, the doorbell rang with the sharp ding-dong that meant it was the front door instead of the back door. She flew to the top of the stairs to listen, while her mom opened the door.




“Oh, hi Gloria! What can I do for you? Is this about Alex?”




Gloria said, “Well, yes. I… I wanted to make sure she was okay.”




Her mom checked, “Why?”




Gloria cautiously asked, “Umm, she hasn’t told you she’s the city’s superheroine?”




Alex gulped. “Uh-oh.” So much for the secret identity.




16. A Reveal



Alex watched as her mom babbled, “Oh no, that’s utterly ridiculous, Alex can’t be Terawatt, you must be mistaken!”




Gloria just looked at her and said, “Umm, Barbara, I didn’t say ‘Terawatt.’ Where’d you hear that?”




Alex just cringed, while her mom got even more upset. Oh man, and she thought she was lousy at keeping secrets.




But her mom was almost panicking, so Alex took a deep breath and walked down the stairs, doing her best to look calm. “Mom, why don’t we invite Gloria in for coffee?”




“I… But… We…” Her mom looked so worried. For her. She just wanted to hug her mom and tell her it would be okay.




She really needed to hug her mom more often.




She was just thankful that Buffy had talked to her about this. And Selina did too. They both said that once you opened that can of worms, you could never get every worm back in, and you could never fit everything back in the can. Which was a really incredibly gross metaphor, and if she hadn’t gone fishing with her dad enough, she probably would have gagged when Buffy said it.




Gloria obviously knew about Alex, and obviously wanted to know if she was all banged up from her big fight. And her mom freaking out and saying the name Terawatt like that just made things worse. If her mom had been completely calm and had laughed it off, they might have been able to sell it. Maybe her mom could have fibbed that she heard it on the evening news. Selina said her boyfriend Batman had the whole secret identity thing down to an art form, and had managed to fool tons and tons of people who suspected him of being Batman. Okay, Alex didn’t see how you could fool anybody on that, because how many people were there who were built better than an NFL linebacker and had a chin like that?




But once the cat was out of the bag, you had to give it kitty treats and get it to want to sit in your lap. Selina’s metaphor was way nicer than Buffy’s. But Selina was pretty clear on this stuff. If it was your friend who found out, you needed to keep them as a friend. If it was your enemy who found out, you needed to bust your chops to make them think they were wrong. But you couldn’t do it the other way around. If you lied to your friend, they would be really ticked off at you when they found out later on. Alex didn’t wince, but she sure remembered how freaked Louis had been when he found out, and how mad Robyn had been when she found out, and how really, really upset her parents were when they found out.




So while her mom tried not to freak out, Alex put the coffee on. Finally, her mom looked at Gloria and asked, “…How?”




Gloria glanced at Alex and said, “Well, I saw her. Back last summer. She got a phone call, and she asked if she could take her break, and she took off. But the robbery was just a block away, and I could see it out the front window of the store when she battled the two guys with the powers. And it was Alex. I mean, she was wearing the outfit and the little mask, but it was Alex. I mean, I’d been looking at her for an hour in the shop. So that was when I got the police radio and put it in the back.”




Oh. That was why Gloria had done that weird look toward the back of the shop when Alex wanted to take that early break all of a sudden. How had she not noticed that before? She really needed to pay a lot more attention to what was going on around her.




Gloria explained, “So I just checked every time Alex asked for a break at the wrong time. And it was always for a police call about superpowered crooks robbing something here in town, and it was always when the super-girl showed up, and the cops always talked about her on the radio. Only this time, when I was listening, there was an ‘officer down’ and ‘shots fired’ and a call for SWAT, and a bunch of other stuff that sounded really bad. And then the footage on the news… Well, it looked like she got really knocked around, and she didn’t come back to the shop, and… I was worried.”




Alex patted her on the hand. “Thanks for caring.”




Her mom asked uncomfortably, “Alex, did you get hurt? You didn’t say anything about getting hurt.”




She shrugged. “Well, I got slammed around, and it hurt, but I really didn’t get bruised too much. I mean I’ve got a sore spot on my arm here, but that’s about it. I don’t even know if there’s gonna be much of a bruise.”




Her mom said, “Maybe we need to watch the eleven o’clock news.”




Alex stopped herself from wincing or anything, because she knew what the footage was going to look like. But she apologized to Gloria, “I’m really sorry about not coming back to the shop, but I finally got really good pictures of Terawatt in action, and Louis helped me sell them to the tv station and the Gazette.”




“Louis actually helped on something?” her mom asked sarcastically.




“Oh come on, mom, Louis helps a lot. He tracks the news and the police bands for me. That takes a lot of effort and a lot of time, even if he does it while he’s in school or at work. And he’s been doing other stuff too.”




Gloria wondered, “You have your own support team? That’s sort of… sophisticated.”




Her mom said, “Alex found a summer camp for superheroines, and got some training.”




“What?” Gloria nearly choked on her coffee.




“Mom!” Alex complained. She turned to Gloria. “I got asked to go help some people, and I learned a bunch of stuff.”




Her mom gushed, “Alex was asked to be on a team of seven superheroines from other dimensions who fought a hellgod to save another world.”




Alex blushed and said, “And everyone else was really, really good, and really experienced, and knew about teamwork, and all kinds of stuff. I even learned how to be a better student, and about fighting guys bigger than me, and all kinds of cool stuff.”




Gloria looked like she was pretty shocked. “And you’re still working at my shop?”




“Sure!” Alex insisted. “I like working with you. And I like you. And you have the best donuts for about a zillion miles around.” She took the plunge. “It would be great if you’d let me keep working for you, and you wouldn’t mind if I ducked out for a few minutes once in a while. I’d just say that I needed to go take pictures, and you’d know what I really meant.”




Her mom asked, “So, Gloria, would you like to be part of Team Alex?”




“Team Terawatt,” Alex said.




Her mom grinned at her to show she was teasing. Then she said, “Actually, we’ve decided to call it ‘rummy night’ as our code phrase. Hardly anyone will be interested if you say you’re going over to rummy night with Barbara.”




Gloria said, “I suddenly feel like I’ve been invited to join a spy agency or something.”




Her mom admitted, “Well, we are a lot more organized than we were before Alex came back.”




Gloria paused and asked, “Wait. So those five days she was ‘out sick,’ she was actually…”




“…in another dimension, saving the universe,” her mom said proudly.




Alex was pretty sure she was blushing again.




After Gloria left, Alex showed her dad the diagrams for the fake steadicam, and he started showing her how they could make one using the pvc pipes he already had in the garage for ringstands and stuff. Then he started looking up on the internet how steadicams worked, and he started talking about making her a really super-cool camera frame.




She got some more homework done after Gloria left, but then her dad called her downstairs as soon as the 11:00 news was about to start. And boy, did she wince when the news opened up.




“Tonight, a KPVC exclusive! You’ve heard the rumors! You’ve seen grainy snapshots that might or might not be real! Tonight, KPVC has footage of the Paradise Valley superheroine everyone’s talking about. For the first time anywhere, our superheroine breaks her silence and speaks to her public! Tonight, we present for the first time anywhere… Terawatt!”




And they used all the footage they had paid her for, and they really focused on her butt when she was ‘flying away.’ Ugh. And they made a huge deal about how she stopped three superpowered crooks who tried to kill both those policemen. Then, they interviewed the two police officers too! Man, that was really embarrassing. That one officer made her sound like Wonder Woman or something. And then they used a close-up still of her for a background image while the news anchors talked about her.




So, when she called Robyn and Nicole, she found out Terawatt had been all over the 6:00 news too, and since KPVC was an NBC affiliate, Terawatt made the national news at 11:00. She couldn’t stop cringing.




The only good part was her dad promised to really build her a nice camera rig like she had claimed she already had. It wasn’t like she didn’t have plans off the internet and stuff like that, and it wasn’t impossible to make. And it wasn’t like you couldn’t get a minimal steadicam system for well under two hundred bucks now, even if it would only adjust for some side-to-side shake and not a ton of side-to-side motion or any serious vertical tremors. She just didn’t want to be stuck using one all the time. Even if she would probably have to use one whenever she was working as a photographer and people were watching her work.







Then Tuesday morning, she got up and found Terawatt was splashed all over the front page of the Paradise Valley Gazette too. And it was all her own fault for taking those pictures, but Sam and Willow had explained to her about ‘timed release of intelligence’ and all that, so it had to be better this way than getting ambushed by some sleazy guy with a telephoto lens and pictures of her butt in that outfit.




But it still didn’t stop. While she was eating breakfast and fixing her lunch, her mom told her that Terawatt got mentioned on the Today Show too.




Was it this bad for Batman and Catwoman and Wonder Woman and them, back in Selina’s universe? Okay, it might be even worse, since Selina had sort of outed herself as Catwoman because of horribly awful stuff the sleazy papers were just plain making up about Catwoman.




Then it turned out Terawatt was the big topic everyone was talking about at school. Louis had all the details, naturally. Terawatt got mentioned on every one of the morning shows, only the Today show played it straight with the ‘superheroine saves the day’ bit since it was their station that got the footage. Good Morning America brought in a professional debunker who said it could be a big hoax.




And CBS This Morning brought in some guy who said Terawatt was disrespectful to law enforcement officers and was probably a dangerous vigilante.




When Alex heard that part, she had to go into the closest girls’ bathroom and sit in a stall for like two minutes before she could calm down enough to stop glowing an angry yellow. And it took a couple more minutes before she was calm enough not to do something drastic. Ooh! That jerk! And it wasn’t like she could sue him or anything, and she sure couldn’t go fly off and find him and give him a big zap right in the keester.




So then she was late to homeroom, which just made things worse. Mrs. Finnegan said, “Alex, please come up here.” So she walked up, but she couldn’t help blushing. “Now can you tell me why you were late to homeroom this morning?”




She whispered, “I was in the bathroom.”




“What?”




Kelly yelled from her spot, “She was on the toilet!” The whole room burst into laughter. Well, it felt like the whole room was laughing at her, even if she knew her friends wouldn’t laugh. Not even Louis. It was all she could do not to get so upset she would’ve started glowing again.




Mrs. Finnegan sternly said, “Kelly, you will see me after the bell rings.”




Alex was still blushing bright red when Mrs. Finnegan let her go sit down again. And even though Mrs. Finnegan gave Kelly a note to go see the principal, Kelly’s posse still gave her low fives when she sat back down. Jerk. Or whatever the female form of ‘jerk’ was. Jerk-ette, maybe.




Alex waited until Kelly was done taking notes in English, and when Kelly put her ink pen back in her backpack, Alex used her telekinesis to squeeze the ink out of the pen all over everything. She figured Kelly was going to have a lovely surprise in her next class when she put her hand in that backpack pocket and came out with blue ink everywhere.




She knew she wasn’t supposed to be using her powers for evil, but Kelly totally deserved it this time. And it wasn’t like the superheroines she knew never did stuff like that. Willow had told her about the time she tricked Cordelia into erasing all her computer science assignment. And Buffy had told her about the time she slammed Larry into the lockers. And Sam had told her about the time she changed all of the colonel’s ringtones to embarrassing girly songs and then arranged for him to get a phone call in the middle of a meeting, and his phone played “I’m a Barbie Girl” right in front of General Hammond. And Jaime had told her what she did one time when she was student teaching and there were these gangsta guys who were trying to cause trouble. And Selina had just a ton of stories about stuff she’d done, but Alex was pretty sure that didn’t count as a superheroine misusing her powers because Selina used to be a supervillainess before she started dating the Batman guy.




Okay, maybe she shouldn’t have done the thing with the pen. Annie said it was being vindictive with superpowers, and that it was a bad thing. Even if Annie had been vindictive with chemistry stuff a few times. Even if Annie had been pretty happy that time Alex used her powers to get even with that jerk intern guy who was taking advantage of Annie.




Still, the more people who knew about Terawatt and were looking for signs of Terawatt, the more dangers there were when Alex used her powers as plain old Alex. If she got spotted because she was using her powers for something as stupid as busting Kelly’s pen, it would be way bad.




History and trig were pretty much the same as always. Now that she was reading ahead in trig, she was understanding more of it first time, which was sort of a freaky feeling. After all, Annie was the smart sister in the family, not her.




Then at lunch, Robyn got into a loud talk with Hannah about how all the pictures of Terawatt looked like Libby hadn’t even changed her lipstick before she went off to go superheroing. Robyn said, “If she spent all that time doing her eye makeup like that, why didn’t she change her lipstick too?” Alex could see that a couple of Libby’s posse were acting like they didn’t know what to do about other people talking like that. Was Libby maybe really telling them she really was Terawatt? That would be a pretty risky thing to do, because what would happen when you needed to have superpowers and you couldn’t do anything? But Libby had done some dumb stuff over the years and just sort of skated by on it, like the time she got out of her math exam by pulling the fire alarm… and blaming Alex for it. Yeah, Libby had done some dumb and jerky stuff over the years, without any thought to the consequences. Wow, maybe she would go around telling people she was really Terawatt.




By study hall, Louis and Ray had found some brand new Terawatt websites using Louis’ smartphone. Every frame of the news footage was out there, especially zooms on her chest and butt. Eww!




Louis wasn’t all that bothered about that, but he was a guy. And the pictures weren’t him. No, he was all upset because everyone was ignoring the copyrights on the photos she took, and he was grouchy because he hadn’t bought those website domain names already. He already had a bunch of names like terawatt.org and terawatt.com and therealterawatt.com and stuff, and even some misspellings like terrawatt.com and tarawatt.com, but he had missed these sites: weluvterawatt.org and hotsexyterawatt.com and a couple others. Okay, some of them were kind of cool and fan-boy, but two of them were just icky. One of them was just super-icky: it was comparing naked porn stars to the pictures of Terawatt and guessing what Terawatt looked like under the uniform with no clothes on! Eww!




Some guys were so creepy they made Louis look like Xander Harris or Jack O’Neill. And not Xander Harris and Jack O’Neill as teenagers, because those guys were probably major trouble when they were young.




The Tuesday evening local news on both stations was all about the influx of reporters and camera crews and paparazzi into Paradise Valley, all in a big attempt to make money off pictures of Terawatt. It seemed like every hotel and motel and restaurant in the area was profiting from the big search for Terawatt pictures.




And then on Wednesday, when Alex was working at the donut shop, two camera crews were in there ordering tons of donuts and stuff. Alex made sure to tell them that Gloria’s shop had the best donuts for miles around. But they didn’t pay much attention to a waitress, even if they gave her those ‘wow you’re cute’ looks when they thought she wasn’t looking. They were busy arguing about whose ‘talent’ was the biggest pain in the you-know-what. It took Alex two trips to their tables to figure out that when they said ‘talent’ they meant the newscaster who was in front of the camera. So one camera crew had a super-handsome guy who was a complete jerk to everybody unless they were a super-hot babe or someone who could help him get promoted, and the other camera crew had a super-pretty lady who was totally obsessed with looking perfect in every shot, no matter how much extra work and re-shoots that meant for the cameramen. And neither was nice enough to come to a restaurant with the rest of the crew to get food, not even counting how the lady was totally obsessed with counting calories and watching what she ate. Boy, photojournalism sounded a lot less fun now.




When she got home Wednesday night, Louis was waiting for her with more news. Her mom even invited Louis to eat with them, which was pretty cool considering her parents were still grouchy at Louis some.




Louis said, “It’s Brad Winters. He got a call from national. They want to interview you on the Today Show for Friday morning.”




She asked, “They want to interview Terawatt?”




“No no no,” Louis said, shaking his head. “They want to interview you. A.L. Mack, the person who got those pictures.”




She squeaked, “The Today Show? But… I don’t know how to get interviewed! I’ll freeze up. And Friday morning? I have school!”




Her mom said, “You won’t freeze up. You’ve faced superpowered criminals with rocket launchers. This is just a camera.”




Louis said, “Anyway, the way they would do it is you’d go over to KPVC Thursday evening and answer some questions on camera. Then they’ll take the best footage and edit it, and have Natalie Morales or one of the other Today hosts ask questions at a wall Friday morning, and they play your responses back, so it seems like you’re talking to her.”




Her dad asked, “Isn’t that cheating?”




Louis shrugged. “It’s live tv. They have to have some control over things. They’re interviewing a teenager. What if the interviewee just freezes? Or runs off? Or starts screaming dirty words?”




Alex checked, “So if I totally mess up, I can just do it over again and they’ll take the good one?”




Louis nodded. “See? It’s better for you, too. And it’s better for the local station, because it makes them look more professional. Everybody’s happy.”




Alex suddenly choked. “Oh jeez, what am I gonna wear?”




Her dad said, “Well it’s definitely not going to be one of those sloppy t-shirts and a fishing hat.”




Well duh.




Louis held his hands like his fingers were making a picture frame in front of his head and shoulders. He said, “Brad Winters said the photography would be close-up. Head and shoulders, like a portrait photo. That’ll let the Today Show people zoom back as much as they need to.”




Her mom said, “So a nice top, and we’ll get your hair done first.”




Louis said, “We just get there an hour early, and let the station people handle it for her. They have makeup and hair people on staff every day, for the news anchors. And we’ll be working in between the evening news and the 11:00 news, so they’ll be all set up, but having a break in between newscasts, so it’s perfect for them. And they’ll have a choice of blouses for her.”




Her mom frowned, “Louis? How do you know Alex’s size?”




Louis said, “I texted Nicole.”




Based on her parents’ expressions, that was way more normal than whatever they were expecting. She really hoped they didn’t think it was something creepy, like Louis having a couple sets of her clothing hidden in his basement.




Come to think of it, she really ought to make sure she had some spare clothes in a few places like Louis’s house and Ray’s house and Robyn’s house and Nicole’s house, just in case Terawatt needed an emergency quick change someday. The back of Gloria’s store too.




So then Thursday, the big news around school was that the Today Show had interviewed the bank employees who got rescued by Terawatt, and they were going to interview the photographer Friday morning.




She rolled her eyes at Ray and Louis, and let Robyn and Nicole start quizzing her.




“Are they flying you out to the studios?”




“Do you get to skip school?”




“Do you get to meet Matt Lauer and them?”




“My mom loves Al Roker.”




“Are you going without your mom?”




“Do you have anything to wear?”




She smiled, “I don’t go any farther than KPVC, and the interview is really tonight, so no skipping school. And I’m sure my mom will insist on going too, and checking my wardrobe, and fussing while the makeup people work, and everything.”




“Can I go along?”




“Me too?”




She shrugged, “I guess so. No one said ‘no’ yet. I know my folks’ll be there, and Louis, and probably Ray.”




Robyn did a little imitation of Alex’s mom. “Raymond!”




Everybody laughed. It was a pretty good imitation.




But plenty of people at school had already figured out who ‘A.L. Mack’ had to be, since Alex went around with a camera all the time for school paper stuff and yearbook stuff. So that meant that lots of people she knew were stopping her and asking her about the big interview on national tv. The whole photography club wanted to talk to her about getting those pics and getting interviewed on tv. Even Mrs. McGurty stopped her as she was leaving trig class and whispered a quick ‘good luck with your interview’.




Libby caught her at lunch, which wasn’t hard, because Alex and her friends pretty much had their own official table and it wasn’t like it was hard to get to. Libby and her boyfriend and her posse swept over to be mean to her, because everyone knew Libby couldn’t stand it when she wasn’t the center of attention.




Libby started out, “So, you probably think you’re really big and important now you’re getting a big interview and all that—”




Alex interrupted her, “Oh don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone your secret.”




Robyn chipped in, “Yeah, she’ll never tell anyone you’re Terawatt.”




Nicole played along, “Robyn! We’re not supposed to talk about that in public!”




Libby’s boyfriend Bobby just sort of gaped at Libby, like ‘how come I didn’t know this’ gaping. But Bobby wasn’t the smartest guy in the school. Not by a long shot. He was pretty much the dumbest running back on the football team, even if he was the best running back on the team.




Alex smiled at Libby, “So don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.”




Libby complained, “But you get to go to New York and meet Natalie Morales and everything!”




Alex told her, “No, I don’t. I go over to KPVC tonight and sit on a tiny little set and get interviewed by one of the local news people, and they take the film and cut it so it looks like someone is interviewing me live tomorrow morning. I’ll be in school tomorrow and everything.”




“But you still get interviewed!” fussed Carli.




Alex just shrugged. “Everybody there got interviewed. The policemen, and the people in the bank, and the people in the stores across the street. So now me. It’s not like I have anything new to say. I mean, it’s not like they’re gonna ask me about controlling the focus on a GoPro camera while making a smooth pan across a superbattle. Nobody but the photography club cares about that.”




Robyn looked right at Libby and said, “I don’t get it. If you’re so crabby about Alex getting an interview, why don’t you go put on your Terawatt costume and have a real press conference?”




Libby stood there, unable to figure out what to say.




Nicole double-teamed her. “Yeah, you could call all the networks and papers and everything, and have a press conference bigger than the President.”




Louis cut in, “I’d be happy to be your agent, once you go public. I could arrange interviews, photo ops, you name it. Standard rates. Fifteen percent of your gross, up to one hundred K per year, and ten percent over that.”




“That’s a lot of money!” Mandy fussed.




Louis calmly said, “Agents wouldn’t charge that much if they didn’t earn it. Check with any reputable agent you can find. It’s just that I’m the only one you won’t have to tell your secret identity to.”




Libby’s boyfriend finally said, “Uhh… Lib? You’re the superhero chick? How come you didn’t tell me?”




Libby dragged him off to have a private talk. Alex figured it would be extremely Libby-ish. But she also figured Libby wasn’t going to admit she wasn’t Terawatt. She obviously hadn’t told her posse the truth. So that meant Libby was either going to flat out lie, or else she was going to tell him she couldn’t talk about it, and just let him keep thinking she was a superheroine.




Alex just looked at Ray, and he gave her his ‘what can you do’ face. It was just a dumb idea to go walking around letting people think you were a real superhero. Sooner or later, it was going to go really wrong for Libby.




Alex decided it was probably really mean that she wasn’t stopping it now. Somehow. Even if everyone else on her team seemed to think it was a good idea to have someone else as the big suspect while all the newspeople and cameramen were flooding the town. Even her mom thought so.




So the problem really started up about the time Alex walked out of Spanish class. There were signs up. A big headshot of Libby, framed in a bright color, with the words ‘NEXT YEAR’S HOMECOMING QUEEN: TERAWATT!!!’




17. Interlude II



Danielle Atron stared at the computer monitor. The newspaper’s website had higher-quality still photos of the new superheroine in Paradise Valley. Whoever the girl was, she certainly had the shape to be a superheroine, and certainly had no qualms about showing that she did. It was probably only a matter of time before this ‘Terawatt’ was making serious money as a Playboy centerfold or a Hollywood celebrity. There had to something in it for Terawatt to be wasting her time like this, when she could be using her powers to generate some real money. “Lars! Carlton!”




She turned the monitor so they could see the screen when they walked in. She pointed at the picture. She snapped, “That’s not Alex Mack.”




“Hubba hubba!”




“Shut up, Carlton,” Lars growled.




She asked, “Is this going to affect our obtaining the GC-161 antidote?”




Lars shook his head. “No. Our client dropped it off this morning. He stole fourteen vials, so that gives us plenty of material for analysis. The compound’s made up of several different molecules, and we’ll have to synthesize each one perfectly, along with making sure we have the right ratios.”




“Well, get it done,” she glared.




“We’re on it already.”




Lars studied the image rather clinically. She wondered about him. He hadn’t ever made a pass at her. He hadn’t ever shown any sexual interest in Annie Mack or any of the other female interns, or even the receptionists. And now he didn’t appear to be interested in the image of Terawatt, even if Carlton was making a fool of himself over a collection of pixels. She filed that away for future consideration.




Finally, Lars said, “There’s no way that’s Alex Mack. Alex is only about five and a half feet tall tops, and slender, and plain.”




Carlton said, “Yeah! Look at that fox! She’s like six feet tall and built like a brick sh—”




“Carlton!”




“Umm, sorry.” Carlton winced and said, “Ahem. She’s probably twenty-two to thirty years old. I mean, she’s fully developed body-wise, but no sign of wrinkles on her face yet. If that’s right, then she’s not our ‘mystery kid’ at all. She’s not even in Alex’s age cohort. She’s maybe five to ten years older.”




Lars grumbled, “And how are we going to track this one down? It took us four years to find Mack.”




Carlton said, “Check for women in the area who have gotten a boob job in the last five years?”




Lars snapped, “Right. This is California. That number is probably in the millions.”




Danielle pretended to ignore them and used her keyboard to zoom in on the bottom right corner of the image. In white lettering within the black border, it clearly said:




Image © A.L. Mack




She pointed at the text. “Well?”




Lars said, “Alex Mack. Her full name is Alexandra Louise Mack.”




She said, “I’m glad one of you has done their homework.” She shrank the image back down to study it better. “How coincidental that the one person we know who has been exposed to GC-161 turned up getting these lovely promo shots of Terawatt in action. That means she probably knows who this Terawatt is, and maybe even how she got exposed. So we just grab little Alex and squeeze her, until she spills everything she knows, or Terawatt flies in to rescue her.”




Carlton asked, “Umm, but what if Mack doesn’t know anything?”




She gave him a look so icy that it that could have frozen a lava flow. “I’ve never worried about collateral damage before, have I?”




18. Interlude III



He leaned forward across his desk, getting his point across to the stiffly-sitting military officers before him. He pointed at the pictures from the Paradise Valley Gazette and the UPI’s internet feed. “She’s real. She has real powers. She’s effective with them. All this crap I’ve been hearing you guys saying about ‘no real superheroes’ stops now. Is that understood?”




“Yes sir.”




“Yes, colonel.”




“Yes sir.”




He rolled his eyes and moved his hand in a circular ‘hurry up’ motion. The last couple men just nodded, rather than speaking in turn. He pointed at his top team leader. “I want you to take your team to Paradise Valley, as soon as you’ve completed your current assignment. Find this Terawatt. Get her back here on the double.”




“Yes sir. But what if she doesn’t want to come back with us?”




He gave the man a raised eyebrow. “I expect you and your team to be properly persuasive, Captain Finn. And I believe you know exactly what I mean.”





19. Interview



Alex just stared at the flyers. Every one had a different frame color. Well, really, there were only seven frame colors in the usual rainbow tones, but when you walked along, it looked like the colors were all different. Somebody must’ve run a ton of stuff off the school’s color printer, which you really weren’t supposed to do without permission.




She ran into Kelly on her way to Earth Sciences. Kelly complained, “I can’t run for Homecoming Queen against that! There’s no way I can win!”




Alex didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t say she knew Libby was lying. She couldn’t say she knew the Homecoming Queen thing would work out sooner or later, because Libby couldn’t get away with it for like six months.




Kelly glared at her and said, “Thanks! For nothing! You can be the one who runs against Libby!”




D said, “Yeah, thanks… for throwing Kelly under the bus!”




Alex insisted, “I didn’t! How was I supposed to know…?”




Louis and Hannah were in Earth Sciences with her, and they were right there, so they supported her. Louis said, “It’s not your fault. Kelly’s just… being Kelly.”




Hannah said, “You ought to run for Homecoming Queen anyway. There’s no way it’s Libby. Libby wouldn’t risk her neck fighting bank robbers unless it was her money they were taking.”




Louis said, “She wouldn’t do it then, either. She’d call her daddy and insist he come right over…” He switched to a Tweety Bird voice. “…and stop all dose mean old bank wobbers.”




Hannah laughed, but Alex didn’t. She really felt like it was all getting out of hand. How did things get so weird in one stupid school day?




And it didn’t stop. By the time she was walking into homeroom again for study hall, there were two SUVs in the visitors’ lot that had signs on the sides that identified them as newspeople. Which meant Libby’s big bluff was already going to be news. And as soon as the newspeople interviewed Libby and she couldn’t do any power stuff, everyone would know she was a fake.




At least, that was what Alex was hoping. Alex really didn’t want to think how awful she would feel if Danielle Atron thought Libby was Terawatt and sent a bunch of supercreeps to kill Libby and her whole family.




Alex decided what she needed to do later, even if it wouldn’t be any fun. She drove over to Gloria’s shop to work her shift, hoping nothing else would go wrong. She hurried to get her apron on in the back room. “Hi Gloria!”




Gloria couldn’t keep from doing that ‘I know a secret’ smile she kept having when she talked to Alex this week. “Hi Alex. Two apple fritters and two plain glazed for table two, three plain glazed, three bearclaws, and three apple fritters for table four, and two Bavarian creams plus three standard assorted dozens to go for the guy at seat C.”




“Wow, sounds like it’s a good thing I got here on time.”




Gloria said, “Yeah, turns out news crews run on donuts. I’ve been going non-stop since I opened.”




Four more guys she didn’t know came in, and Alex said, “Looks like I better get moving.”




She got the new guys seated at two more tables, and she got donuts delivered to the other tables. Just as she was taking the orders from the guys at table five and telling them they were really missing out by not trying Gloria’s cinnamon twists, one guy answered his phone.




“Keller here. What? They found her already? At the high school? And they got a name and everything?”




Alex interrupted, “Libby.”




‘Keller’ looked up at her. “Kid? You know her?”




Alex shrugged, “Yeah. I go to school with her. She’s not Terawatt. But she’s got posters up all over school claiming she is. She thinks it’s gonna win her fall Homecoming Queen next year.”




‘Keller’ said, “So how do ya know it’s not her?”




Alex rolled her eyes. She remembered Selina’s lessons on lying about your secret identity. She said, “Look, you remember the bitchy girl who ran your high school? The one who always had to be the center of attention? The one who wouldn’t do anything for anybody else unless there was something in it for her? That’s Libby. She wouldn’t spit on you if you were on fire. There’s no way she’s a superhero. Now supervillain? I could see that.”




Keller’s partner said, “You really don’t like her, do you?”




Alex said, “She’s been one of the biggest pains in my neck for years. When I was in junior high, she skipped on a math test by pulling the fire alarm. And she blamed me! She’s always been like that. Scrapes by in school by being cutesy-pie with the teachers or getting someone else to do her work. That kind of stuff. I bet you could look at the last couple Terawatt things and find out just where Libby was at the time, and prove it’s not her. Big news prize for you!”




“Thanks, kid,” Keller said. He slapped down some money even though he hadn’t even ordered, and he and his partner scrambled for the door. The guys at table seven, who had been eavesdropping, did the same thing.




She was looking at two tables with two big tips, and she hadn’t done anything except diss Libby. But maybe that was all she needed to do. Wow. A twenty from Keller, and a ten from the other table. Just for being a tipster.




And maybe she was having a hard time not breaking into a huge smile as she walked back to Gloria.




Gloria hissed, “What was that?”




Alex said, “Gee, it turns out this girl I know at school just announced she’s Terawatt. I would never’ve guessed.”




Gloria asked, “And those guys?”




She smiled, “I just told them the truth about Libby. There’s no way someone as self-centered as her is gonna be a superheroine.”




And another news guy stuck his nose in. He looked like a camera crew guy. He definitely wasn’t one of the ‘talent.’ But he asked, “You know this girl? And you know she’s a fraud?”




Alex said, “Oh sure. She’s just acting out because someone else got a ton of attention today.”




“And who would that be?”




Alex admitted, “Me. I’m the one who got the film of Terawatt the other day, and it’s killing Libby that someone other than her is the center of attention for even one day. She’s no more a superhero than… Who was the mean girl at your high school or junior high? The one who liked to run everything and didn’t lift a finger unless there was something big in it for her?”




The guy grimaced. “So, she’s another… Gotcha. Yeah, I can’t see that type playing superheroine for a couple years before going public.”




Alex said, “I don’t think the real Terawatt would’ve gone public this time, but I had a camera on her from about eighty feet away, even less some of the time, and she couldn’t miss me.”




The guy said, “Riiight. You’re the photog who’s gonna be on the Today Show tomorrow morning.” She just nodded. He grinned, “Great. You’re way more photogenic than the usual cameraman. It’ll be good for us.”




She blushed some and said, “Umm, thank you, I guess.”




The guy asked, “So how’d you find her?”




Alex said, “Dumb luck. A couple friends and I have been listening to the police band for her, pretty much constantly for a long time now, and we’ve been trying to catch her. This was the first time I could get there fast enough.”




“How long is ‘a long time’?”




She pretended to think about it. “Umm, maybe ever since Danielle Atron started sending supercrooks after the town banks and stuff. It’s pretty tough when she only shows up once a month or maybe even not that often.”




He said, “Well, you managed to scoop two tv stations and a newspaper, plus every stringer in town, so good work. I’m Gary Blaylock.”




“Alex Mack. And like I told Mr. Keller a few minutes ago, I bet Libby was doing something with a lot of witnesses at least half the times Terawatt showed up, because Libby’s all about the attention. School, cheer practice, cheering at school events, shopping with her whole posse in tow, all that kind of stuff.”




Gary said, “And you don’t like her.”




Alex said, “Everyone in the whole school knows that. In junior high, she skipped on a math test by pulling the fire alarm. And then she blamed me for it. I got in a ton of trouble before everyone found out it wasn’t me. And that’s not the only thing she’s ever done. So yeah, she’s not my BFF. And nobody who fakes a fire alarm to ditch a math test is gonna turn into a superhero. Plus, I’ve seen both of ’em close up, and they’re not the same person. Libby can wear the same lipstick and dye her hair the same color as Terawatt, but they’re not the same person.”




Gary thought for a second and said, “You know, you may be the only person around who’s seen the two of them and can compare. Everyone else? It’s the hair and the makeup. And the curves.”




Alex said, “Well, maybe. I don’t like Libby, but I sure don’t want her to get killed because she’s doing something stupid like this. Danielle Atron is crazy enough to send a supercreep over to kill her if she thinks it’s her.”




Gary said, “That’s a damn good point.” He tossed down a lot more money than he owed, and took off.




Gloria teased, “You’re making a lot of money today. Gonna become a full-time informant?”




Alex smiled back. “Ha-ha. If enough of these guys figure out Libby’s a fake, one of ’em will be able to prove it pretty quick. She may not be safe until then.”




Gloria glanced around to make sure no one was listening in. “This… It’s a lot harder than it looks, isn’t it?”




Alex nodded. “It can be… way harder. But we need to… umm… go to rummy night to talk about it.”




She tried not to think about it during the rest of her shift. Fortunately, they were swamped, so she had a lot to do besides stew about stuff. It seemed like word had gotten out, and a lot of camera crews wanted the best donuts in the area while they were buying stuff on an expense account. The shop was packed, and Gloria actually ran out of five different kinds of her biggest selling donuts, which never happened, especially with Alex waitressing so Gloria had time to make more doughnuts in the back.




Mmmm. Delicious donuts still piping hot so the glaze is all melty…




Alex had to leave before the shop closed so she could meet everyone at the tv station, but as she parked her car in the station’s lot, Gloria called her on the phone. “Alex, you’ll never believe this, but I just had one of the camera crew guys come in and basically buy everything I still had in stock! I’m going to be making donuts all morning long.”




Alex said, “I’m sorry, but I can’t come in and help before school gets out.”




“Oh honey, don’t be sorry. This is great. Exhausting, but great. I’ll just come in an hour earlier than usual and make a lot of extras.”




Her mom and dad walked up. “What’s going on?”




She explained, “It’s Gloria. We’re getting a ton of extra business at the shop. She pretty much ended up with zero stock at closing, even with making a whole bunch of extra batches.”




Louis wheeled up at his usual high speed, and braked hard as soon as he saw parents. He parked and then ran around to the passenger side of the car like he could trick her folks into thinking Ray was driving, if maybe he could make it look like he was the passenger.




When Louis and Ray walked over, Louis even said, “Ray, don’t you think you were driving a little fast?” Ray just grinned and messed up Louis’s hair.




Her folks just looked at each other and did that ‘old married people looking at each other’ thing they did sometimes where they had a whole conversation without talking any. She was pretty sure they were saying ‘Louis is such a dork’ to each other.




Robyn and Nicole drove up too, just before they all went inside. She felt like she really did have a posse. She liked it, too. She felt safer knowing she had all these great people who were there for her. Not safer physically, because not one of them could stop one of Danielle Atron’s supergoons, but safer inside, where it maybe counted a lot more.




Laura Marsters was waiting in the lobby when they walked in. She checked her watch, even though Alex knew they were a couple minutes early.




Alex smiled at her, hoping that might make her smile back some. “Ms. Marsters? This is my mom and dad, and you met Louis already, and this is Ray and Nicole and Robyn. They’re here to lend me moral support so I don’t freeze up too bad while we do the interview. Everybody? This is Laura Marsters. She helped me a bunch when I came here with Louis.”




Okay, that was a bit of an exaggeration, but Selina had told her that this was an easy way to get people on your side. Act like you’re impressed with them, or with their work, and they’ll automatically feel more sympathetic to you.




Ms. Marsters shook hands with her mom and dad, and ushered everybody in. She said, “Now we can have maybe one or two people in with you during makeup, but no one during the interview work. We’ll let everyone watch from our green room.”




Alex said, “Okay. Just my mom, then. She wants to talk to your wardrobe person about the blouse. I think she’s afraid you’re gonna dress me like Demi Lovato.”




Ms. Marsters grinned and said, “Okay, I don’t think you have to worry about that.”




Alex’s mom said, “I’d still feel better if I could keep an eye on my… daughter.”




Alex wondered if she’d been about to say ‘my little girl.’ That would’ve been really embarrassing.




Ms. Marsters showed her and her mom to a makeup room, while someone else took the gang and her dad to the green room. She could just imagine her dad trying to be cool with them. Oh brother. Well, her dad would be okay with Ray.




The makeup room was a lot more ordinary than she thought it would be. Just a couple barber chairs facing a giganto mirror with special lightbulbs all around it. And a ton of makeup and hair stuff. Wow, Libby would probably give away one of her posse to get to play with all this stuff.




Ms. Marsters introduced Alex to Marci and Tina. Marci was a thirty-something who was using a lot of makeup to hide what was not an attractive face. Tina was maybe fifty, and was over by a rack of a dozen blouses.




Alex watched as her mom made a beeline to the blouses. She went through the whole rack in like thirty seconds. Then she turned back and said, “All of these are nice, honey.”




Tina said, “Sure they are. We want our photographer to look stylish. Smart. Professional. Not cheap and sleazy. Alex looking bad will make us look bad.”




Alex looked at the two blouses her mom was holding up. “Can I wear the teal one? It’s pretty.”




Okay, so she liked teal. A lot. What was wrong with that?




So they let her slip on the teal blouse, which buttoned up to a cute jewel neck collar. Then she had to sit in the makeup chair and let Marci drape a cape all the way around her to protect the blouse and her pants.




Alex said, “I don’t know what you need to do, but I like not a lot of foundation, a nude lipcolor, some dark brown mascara, some taupe eyeshadow or something close, and not much else.”




Marci looked her over. “I could really make you look a lot sexier with a different style of makeup, but then you wouldn’t look like you. Okay, we’ll stick to your preferences, but we’ll need to do it with studio makeup so you look right under our lighting.”




“Okay.” She didn’t know what else to say. She was just mainly concerned about not ending up looking too much like Terawatt. But it didn’t look like Marci was going to get carried away and do that. Especially not with Alex’s mom standing there.




She hadn’t known that studio makeup was like this. She had to wear a heavier makeup, thicker mascara, deeper browns around her eyes, and a shiny pale lipcolor. Then Marci worked with her hair some, spraying it a bit and giving it a bit more body, but not doing anything weird. She could see that under the lights they had, she looked okay from a distance. She figured that was how the whole thing worked.




She looked over the script that Ms. Marsters brought. It wasn’t like the whole thing was going to be scripted, but the start and finish were, and she got to think about the questions a bit first. Cool.




So then she got led to a small studio with two giant cameras and cameramen and soundmen and guys moving cables and all that stuff. There were three guys behind glass back behind the cameras, and she couldn’t hear what they were saying.




She recognized Maria McClellan, one of the KPVC news anchors. Maria was part Hispanic and part white, for one of those ‘everyone in your town but prettier’ kind of looks a lot of the California female news anchors seemed to have. She liked Maria. She thought Maria was a much better anchor than Debbie Costalokis over at KDRA.




KDRA. She wondered if the people who worked there ever thought about the fact that the station’s call letters were named for Danielle Atron’s dad or granddad or great-uncle, and Danielle Atron herself. Well, it wasn’t like you could change your station’s name. They were kind of stuck. But she didn’t want to do anything that would help something still connected with the Atron family.




Maria asked, “Are you ready to give it a whirl?”




Alex nodded yes.




“Okay, whoever it is will say, ‘Welcome to the Today Show.’ You say…”




Alex smiled and said, “Thank you for having me on.”




“Next, they’ll ask, ‘Your copyright is A.L. Mack. Is that your real name?’ You say…”




Alex said, “Yes. My real name is Alexandra Louise Mack. I usually go by Alex, but I wanted the copyright to look more mature. I am still in high school.”




“And how long have you been taking photos and doing filming?”




Alex said, “I started when I was a little kid on vacation. My dad isn’t really great with a camera, and I found out I was okay. With some help, I got a lot better. I’ve been taking stills for the school paper and the yearbook since I was in junior high, and I’ve been working up from a cell phone to a GoPro that I bought with money I earned myself.” She wanted to put in a plug for Gloria’s store, but the sheet said not to. Okay, it had a ton of other instructions for her, but that was one of them.




“Your pans look very professional, with hardly any shake, and your close-up of Terawatt had almost no wiggle. Did you use a steadicam like a professional?”




Alex had paid attention to the scripted questions, so she knew what to say, and where to stop. “No, I used something I built myself.”




“You built your own steadicam? Is that possible?”




Alex went on, “It’s not a true steadicam. It’s a frame for a camera. Think of it like a steering wheel you hold on the sides, with the camera mounted in the center. That really controls the horizontal jitter, and lets you make really smooth pans. You can find instructions to make one on the internet. Mine’s made out of ordinary pvc pipe. I probably couldn’t have made it without my dad’s help, though.”




She went on through a couple more of the questions without much of a stumble. She said she was a junior in high school, and looking at universities that had journalism programs that could teach her to be a better videographer and photographer. She said she and her friends had been listening to police bands and watching the local news for a long time, trying to get even one photo of Terawatt. She said she had no idea what was going to happen when Terawatt spotted her and walked right up to her. She said she never expected to get a sound bite. She said she was really scared filming while superpowered badguys shot off machine guns and rocket launchers, but she had a brick wall to hide behind, and some of the time she was hiding while holding the camera out just past the brickwork, which was why a lot of her footage was junk. She only had to re-do two of her answers, so it just didn’t take long.




And then it was time for the finish. Maria read, “Thank you for appearing with us this morning, Alex.”




And Alex smiled, “Thank you. It’s been really nice.”




The producers up in the booth had her re-do the opening and the closing three different ways, and then they let her stop.




Maria McClellan said, “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”




Alex said, “No ma’am. I just don’t know how you put up with all the makeup and hair stuff every single newscast.”




Maria laughed and said, “That’s not usually what interviewees complain about. They usually complain about being nervous in front of a camera.”




Alex admitted, “I thought I would be, but I guess after filming a guy trying to shoot a woman with a real rocket launcher, this just isn’t as scary.”




Maria asked, “A woman? You think Terawatt is an adult?”




Alex fibbed, “Well, I’m guessing, but I think she’s probably around twenty-five. It’s not like I saw a lot of her skin. But she didn’t move like a teenager.”




Maria asked, “So you don’t think this high schooler—”




“Libby,” Alex interrupted. “I go to school with her. It’s not her. She just has to be the center of attention no matter what. And she does things — like this deal — without thinking about the consequences. Ask her junior high principal about the time Libby ditched a math test by pulling a fire alarm… and blaming me for it. That’s not a superhero.”




Maria smiled, “So we’d pretty much have another exclusive if we could prove she’s a fraud, right?”




Alex nodded. “She’s always got to have a big posse around her, and the current boyfriend, and adoring fans. So I figure if you look up the times when Terawatt was stopping supercrooks and checked, you’d find something big that Libby was at. Maybe even cheering in front of a crowd at a school sports event. Maybe a pool party at her folks’ house. And when she gets caught, she’ll fib her way out of it, like always.”




Maria asked, “So I take it you’re not her biggest fan?”




Alex said, “I don’t like her. I don’t want to be quoted on that, but I have a lot of friends at school, and she’s not one of them. And she never thinks things through. I think if she had superpowers, she’d be a supervillain just because she’d think it was easy. Being a superheroine like Terawatt? That’s hard. As hard as being a police officer or a fireman. Did you see the supergoons she had to fight? I’d never have that kind of guts.”




Maria said, “You went out in a really dangerous setting and got really great footage. I think you already have that kind of guts.”




“Gee. Thanks.” Alex found it was hard not to blush.




20. Guard Duty



After they got the makeup off her and let her get her own top back on, she met with Ms. Marsters and Mr. Winters again. Mr. Winters said, “Alex, I looked over your footage, and I think you’re going to be very pleased with how your interview runs tomorrow. Laura’s going to record a copy for you off the national feed, so you can have a copy to show people.”




“Gee, thanks. That’s really nice of you.”




Ms. Marsters said, “You’re making this station look really good. And trust me, the typical photog doesn’t look like a pretty teenaged girl. So you’re making our staffers look good too.”




Alex admitted, “I work some at Gloria’s Donuts, so I know what a lot of the camera crewmen look like. Especially the guys who live on donuts.”




Mr. Winters said, “And if you get another crack at Terawatt, ask her to call me here and set up an interview. We could really get phenomenal play from that.”




Alex said, “Umm, sure, I guess I could ask her. I don’t think she’d pay any attention to someone like me, but I could give it a shot.”




Mr. Winters said, “You’re the first person she’s interacted with who wasn’t a crook, a cop, or an innocent bystander she had to rescue.”




Alex said, “Maybe I’m just the first person dumb enough to run into a superbattle and take pictures of it, instead of running away and hiding.”




Mr. Winters patted her on the shoulder and said, “No, you’re the first real photographer lucky enough to be there on time and brave enough to go in and get the shots.”




Ms. Marsters said, “But next time, feel free to stay farther back and use a zoom. We’d rather have a good live cameraman than a superb dead one.”




Her folks took her and her friends out to Eddie’s Diner for some quick burgers and fries. That went great, too. Even if Louis had an ultra-burger, large fries, and a big-sized malt. She noticed that Eddie was there too, changing the menu.




Oh. He was just changing the names. The ultra-burger and the ultra-burger with cheese and the ultra-burger meal were now all ‘tera-burgers’ and everything like the ultra-sized shake and the ultra-sized french fries and the ultra-sized onion ring basket were now all ‘tera-sized.’ As soon as Louis noticed, he started talking about a trademark on the name Terawatt and making money off people like Eddie.




Her dad said, “Louis, I don’t think that’s exactly safe. Don’t you think it might draw a lot of attention from the wrong sort of person?”




Her mom said, “No, I think it’s a great idea. Someone we trust ought to get the trademark and copyright on Terawatt and her look, just to keep someone incredibly sleazy from trying to make money off of her.”




Louis looked a little uncomfortable, but he admitted, “Well, I might have used some of Alex’s stills to file applications for a federal trademark and a copyright as soon as the Washington D.C. offices opened up Tuesday morning. And my dad might have helped. And dad and I might have applied for a bunch of website names based on Terawatt.”




Alex smiled, “Thanks, Louis. At least we can point at you and your dad as big-time entrepreneurs who do this sort of thing all the time, so it’s normal for you. And you knew about it Monday night because of me, so it’s all under control.”




Ray said, “Yeah, can you imagine if Libby and her dad got the rights to the Terawatt name or the Terawatt costume? Ugh.”




Louis said, “I was actually thinking about a Hollywood producer. Who would want to deal with some greasy jerk trying to sue Terawatt because he owned the copyright and was going to make an R-rated movie on the concept?”




“Eww,” she said. “Who’d want to have a costume that some jerk had used in a sleazy movie?”




Her dad said, “Yes. And it’s not like someone like Terawatt could sue, because then she’d have to reveal her secret identity.”




Her mom said, “So Danielle Atron could try to get a copyright or a trademark just to do something evil to Terawatt through the legal system?”




Louis said, “Or someone like Hugh Hefner could try to get the copyright so he could do something in a centerfold.”




“Eww!” Pretty much every girl at the table said that. Even her mom.




Louis stared at the menu board and said, “I think my dad and I need to go buy a bunch more Terawatt-related website domain names, so other people can’t.”




Her dad said, “Louis, that’s an excellent idea. I saw an article on all the website names the last Bush campaign bought up to keep other people from hosting them and doing inappropriate things, and if you can find that article, the list of names might give you a good start.”




After dinner, Alex drove home and tried to get some homework done. She just stared at her Spanish book for a long time. She really needed to do some more studying for tomorrow. But she wanted to go do something else.




“What’s the matter, Alex?” her mom asked from the doorway.




She sighed. “I really need to go fly over to Libby’s house and stand guard there for the night, just in case something bad happens.”




Her mom frowned and said, “You can’t give up your life to save everyone every second of every day. Even the comic book superheroes can’t do that. You’ve got to sleep, and eat, and have time for studying. And you’ve got to have time to be Alex. Even policemen and soldiers do that.”




She pursed her lips and insisted, “But Libby’s in danger right now. She’s too self-centered to see it, but if reporters are saying she’s Terawatt, Danielle Atron could send another team of supercreeps after her. Or just some nutcase might want to go kill a superheroine to be famous. This could be really bad.”




Her mom said, “I know. But you have to let the police do their job too. And they know how to protect a person better than you do.”




She tried to stop and think it over. Sam said you had to think through your plans and find where you were making mistakes, and being all emotional about something in your plan was one big mistake lots of people made all the time. She finally said, “All right. But I’m still going to fly over her house and look around the neighborhood and make sure things look okay.”




Her mom said, “Okay. But don’t be gone more than an hour and a half. It’s already late, and you haven’t done much homework yet, and you’re going to want to be up with me in the morning to watch the Today Show.”




“What if I’m not on before I have to go to school?”




Her mom insisted, “Then you go to school. The station’s cutting a recording for you, right?” She nodded. “So you can watch it any time.”




She sighed, “Ohhh-kay. If you say so.”




“I do say so,” her mom smiled. Then her mom stepped into the room and gave her a big hug. “You’re a good person, honey, but you can’t save everyone in the whole world. You can’t feel guilty for not being able to save every person everywhere, or not being able to stop every crime. There are thousands and thousands of policemen out there, and they can’t stop it all. You’re going to have to learn to say ‘I did all I can do and someone else has to step up and do the rest.’ You’re going to work yourself to death if you don’t.”




She nodded slowly. “I know. Well, I know it in my head, even if I haven’t convinced the rest of me. Buffy? She was one girl against an entire planet full of vampires and demons and zombies and werewolves and other creepy stuff. She couldn’t even protect everyone in her hometown no matter how late she stayed out at night and no matter how much trouble she got in at home. It really bothered her a ton. She told me I had to learn just what you said. And Selina said in her world there’s a superhero who’s invulnerable and can fly at nearly lightspeed and he has super-hearing so he can hear anyone yelling for help from miles away, and he has super-vision so he can see through walls and he can shoot heat beams out of his eyes too. And he can’t even stop all the crime in one large city.”




“Lightspeed?” her mom checked. “How could you fly at the speed of light and not… I don’t know… rip people apart just by touching them? Or maybe make the air radioactive when you flew through it? You should ask your father or your sister. It just doesn’t sound like something that’s possible.”




She nodded. “Sam sort of got bogged down on that. She did this quick physics analysis of a person-sized body flying across the sky over a city at… I think she said ‘point eight cee.’ Which I’m pretty sure is eighty percent of the speed of light. And she said what it would do to the air molecules, so even if he didn’t hit anything, you’d still have like a nuclear explosion everywhere he went, and the entire city would be gone the first time he did it. And Willow said it would take some sort of high-powered magical field around him, or maybe some sort of high-energy field that made a sort of slipstream around him so he didn’t actually touch the air molecules, or maybe something so he went intangible and the molecules actually passed through him. And Selina said he didn’t go intangible, and in her world there was a ‘speed force’ that acted like Willow’s slipstream idea so superpeople could do stuff like that. And you’d pretty much have to be Stephen Hawking to figure out how that could work, even in a different universe. Well, Stephen Hawking or Sam Carter or Willow Rosenberg.”




“And this is the Willow we’re going to see Saturday morning?”




She nodded, “Yeah. Sort of. This is our world’s version. The other version of Willow was so awesome you’d never ever ever believe it. I mean, she had a fight with a three hundred foot tall hellgoddess, and she stomped D’Lazza bad. The other Willow is a super genius who learned about a ton of stuff besides computers. Our Willow’s a super genius too, but I don’t know if she knows anything except computers. And I don’t know if she can handle anything except being a science nerd. The other Willow was the nerdiest, geekiest girl in the world, with hardly any friends, until Buffy showed up and saved her from getting eaten by a vampire. And Willow’s friend Jesse did get eaten, and turned into a vampire too, and nearly killed Willow. So then Willow started studying everything that could help Buffy fight monsters. She learned like a dozen ancient languages, and taught herself magic, and learned all about every science she thought would matter, and that was all before she even graduated from high school. But I don’t think our world’s Willow ever had the ‘stressors’ it took to push the other Willow into becoming the most powerful mage in the world.”




Her mom said, “Well, we’ll just have to talk with her on Saturday and see.”




She said, “And I promise I’ll be back in an hour and half or sooner, unless I have to fight a supervillain.”




Her mom said, “Be careful anyway. Okay?”




“Okay.”




She walked down to the front door. Her Terawatt costume was still hidden in the car. So she went silvery and puddled out underneath the front door. Then she puddled up into the spare tire compartment of the car and pulled in her Terawatt costume, leaving her clothes behind. Just in case, she grabbed the little fanny pack with her cameras. Then she puddled down her driveway and through one of the stormwater grates. She puddled all the way through the pipes down to the creek, and then she used her telekinesis to lift her silvery form three hundred feet up into the air. Once she was up where no one would notice, she went back to normal and checked that she had her whole Terawatt costume on, and the fanny pack was secure.




She flew off to the nicest part of town, where Danielle Atron’s mansion still sat empty. No one wanted to buy it. Not even the other Atrons who still lived in town. But the richest people in town lived in that part of Paradise Valley. And…




And it was really easy to find Libby’s house. It was the one surrounded by police cars and paparazzi and news trucks with massive lights shining on Libby’s house. It looked like there were a dozen cops keeping at least six dozen reporters and cameramen away from the house.




Wow. Gloria could have made a killing, selling coffee and donuts to everybody down there.




Alex made a slow circle all around Libby’s huge yard, looking for intruders hiding in the bushes or anything. All she found was one really creepy photographer up on a utility pole trying to get pictures into the upstairs windows, even if the curtains were all closed. She used her telekinesis to pull his ladder over, and she let it crash down on his rental truck. That way, the guy was going to be stuck up on the pole until the police found him, and then he was going to have to pay the rental car company for the damage.




She did several more circles, each time going wider and wider, until she felt sure there was no one sneaking up toward Libby’s house to do who knew what. Okay, she could have snuck up without anyone spotting her, but she had control of her shapeshifting powers, and the guys who were new to it seemed to be even worse than she was the first week she had her powers.




She flew home, just hoping that no one tried attacking Libby’s house with superpowers in the middle of the night. Or even attacking Libby’s house with a rocket launcher and stuff. She still didn’t know where those bank robbers got that stuff. Was Danielle Atron giving her superthugs weapons now too? Or were these guys just so dangerous to start with that they already had machine pistols and rocket launchers and stuff like that? It wasn’t like either option was exactly ‘better’.




She flew back until she was over her back yard, and then she went silvery again. She dropped down in the darkness, puddled out to her car in the driveway, and did the whole deal in reverse. She went up into the spare tire compartment to pick up her regular clothes and drop off her uniform, and then she puddled back out so she could sneak into the house.




“Mom? I’m back,” she said. Her mom was hard at work in the home office, working on research in some really thick books, and taking lots of notes on a big notepad. She thought it would be easier to take notes on a computer so you could access the notes easier and paste quotes into papers easier and all that. But her mom liked doing it that way.




Alex was pretty sure Sam would say to change to new techniques that would make things go easier in future, even if it meant some work up front to learn stuff and make stuff work right. Willow said it was ‘laziness,’ one of the three great virtues of the programmer. But when Willow said ‘laziness’ she meant being willing to work so hard up front that you had computer programs that could do any of the stuff you might want later on, with so many options that you could even do stuff you hadn’t thought of yet. And documenting it so well that you didn’t have to answer tons of stupid questions later on.




Alex was still pretty embarrassed that she hadn’t figured out right away that calling it ‘laziness’ was a joke. Sam and Hermione and Selina all got it right away, and Buffy had already heard it from Willow before. Alex hadn’t ever asked Jaime if she got it right away, because Alex was embarrassed enough, and she didn’t want everyone to know she was the dumb one on the team. Even if everyone had to know she was the dumb one. Willow and Sam and Hermione were super-duper geniuses, and Selina and Jaime and Buffy all had college degrees, and Jaime even had a teaching degree, and Selina knew tons and tons about art and history and stuff, and Buffy could speak perfect Italian and read plenty of stuff in like eight dead languages. Alex was still in high school, and was still learning Spanish.




Okay, Buffy had told her that Alex was still way, way ahead of where Buffy was in high school. Willow said Buffy was terrible with French in high school, even if a lot of Buffy’s bad grades were from not having time to study or sleep or anything because of patrolling for vampires and demons pretty much every night for years on end. And Buffy even had to cut a lot of classes because of stuff that came up during the school day, like dead bodies around the school.




When Willow told all the places in school they’d had dead bodies in the three years Buffy had been at Sunnydale High, Alex just sort of wanted to gag. It seemed like there wasn’t a single place you could go in the whole school that hadn’t had a corpse. Or pieces of a corpse. Or a bunch of corpses. The library, the lunchroom, the auditorium, the gym, the locker rooms, lots of the classrooms, the hallways, the stairs, the A/V room, even the principal’s office. Alex was so glad her high school just had a bully and a couple mean girls. Sam couldn’t believe Willow’s entire school hadn’t been walking around with post-traumatic stress disorder, even after Willow explained about what Buffy called ‘Sunnydale Syndrome’.




Buffy and Willow’s world was not a place Alex wanted to go. Maybe not Selina’s world or Sam’s world either. Sam had all kinds of intergalactic threats trying to destroy Earth. Selina had that, plus supervillains who could destroy entire universes. That was so out of her weight class it wasn’t funny. Even if Selina and her boyfriend didn’t have any powers at all, and they still fought supervillains. Hermione’s world? At least they had tons of magical policemen like Harry who protected everybody. Maybe Jaime’s world was the safest. Just bionics. And fembots. And aliens. And superweapons. And… Okay, maybe Jaime’s world wasn’t safe either. Maybe nobody with a safe world was going to have been through enough to be picked for Hermione’s team. Alex kind of hoped that there wasn’t anywhere out there with a worse universe than what her teammates had seen.




She showered and changed into some comfy pajamas before she got in bed, and she reviewed Spanish until she was falling asleep.




21. Preptime



The next morning, she could already hear the tv going when the alarm clock got her up. She figured her interview hadn’t come on yet, or her mom would have dragged her out of bed in a hurry. She did her makeup and hair, and then picked out her favorite fishing hat with the quilted pieces all around it. She went downstairs and found her mom making lunch while keeping an eye on the tv.




Her mom smiled, “Honey, they keep hinting you’re coming up soon, but so far nothing but teasers.”




She shrugged, “Well, I guess they’ve got to drag it out as long as they can, for more viewers.” She looked at the bologna sandwich her mom was making, and she asked, “Do we have any leftovers from last night?”




Her mom said, “We ate out last night, and you ate the rest of my burger while we were sitting there, and your dad finished off all his French fries, so… no. Your father already cleaned us out of your spaghetti, and I tossed the chicken casserole.”




“Wasn’t that from like two weeks ago?”




Her mom nodded. “Yeah, and no one’s eaten it since.”




She said, “Well, I’ll do better next time.”




Her mom said, “It was just fine. It’s just easier to take sandwiches for lunches.”




Alex made herself two peanut butter and grape jelly sandwiches, grabbed two bananas, and shoved two energy bars into her food bag too. She was just about to load the bag into her backpack when her interview finally started.




She stood there and watched it with her mom. Wow, she was sort of surprised. She really looked pretty good, and not in a skanky way.




Her mom said, “Oh honey, you look terrific. All professional and… I’m so proud of you.”




She hugged her mom and said thank you and tried not to cry any, because she didn’t want to ruin her mascara. But then she was pretty much running late by the time the interview was finally over. She ran out to the car and got to school a little later than usual, so she had to park farther out. She ended up getting to homeroom late. Again. Ugh.




She went right up to Mrs. Finnegan and quietly said, “Sorry I was late. I… I was watching my interview on tv. Sorry.”




Mrs. Finnegan said, “I watched it in the teacher’s lounge. You looked very nice. Very well-spoken.”




She said, “Thank you. But it was on at just the wrong time. If it was any earlier, I could’ve watched it and not been late. And if it was on any later, I would’ve just gone on to school and watched a recording.”




Mrs. Finnegan said, “So you pre-recorded it yesterday or last night?”




“Last night. Here at KPVC. On a set with Maria McClellan. So I never even talked with anybody on the Today Show for real.”




Mrs. Finnegan asked, “This isn’t going to be a recurring problem, is it?”




“Oh gee, I hope not,” Alex groaned. “Last night was a huge pain, and I nearly missed dinner.”




Mrs. Finnegan said, “I’ll let it go just this one time, but you really need to be more conscientious. And that paper you turned in early? Very good. You’ll get it back when I return everyone’s papers.”




She didn’t notice until she left English class, but all of Libby’s posters were down. She hoped that meant Libby was going around telling people she wasn’t really a superheroine, but she was kind of worried it meant Libby was doing something else just as dumb.




It turned out that a lot of kids managed to see part of her interview, or at least heard about it. Louis said Bill in the A/V club already had it up on YouTube. She was pretty sure she didn’t like that, even if tons of people put all kinds of stuff up on the internet. Bill was probably trying to be nice — he was a nice guy, but he wasn’t really any good at the socializing thing.




Libby looked really tired when Alex saw her. She looked like she hadn’t slept much. Alex had a good idea why, but she still went over and asked, “Hey Libby, are you okay? You look really tired.”




Libby wouldn’t look her in the eye, but she said, “Why wouldn’t I be okay? It was just… something I had to deal with.”




Alex figured she had to do something. Maybe she could start fixing things. “Umm… Libby? All those reporters at the end of school yesterday? You’re not really Terawatt, are you? The cameramen when I was working at Gloria’s said you were a fake, and people knew you were doing cheers at a school thing when Terawatt was stopping a robbery a couple months ago.”




Libby stared at the floor. “I don’t wanna talk about it. And I sure don’t wanna talk about it to someone who’s gonna want to take pictures of me and sell ’em to the tv stations!”




“Yeah!” agreed a couple of her posse.




Libby walked off, and Robyn murmured, “Hey Alex, do you think she’s in trouble?”




Alex said, “I think her house was surrounded all night long by police and news crews and lights and paparazzi and who knows what. And if I was her folks, I’d be really mad about it.”




Nicole said, “Hannah said Laurie told her Libby had to come to school with a police escort.”




Robyn said, “It’s her own fault. Nobody made her put up all those flyers yesterday. Hank said her posse used up like three hundred bucks of school supplies on those flyers, without permission, and they have to pay the school back, because those ink cartridges are super expensive.”




Alex said, “As long as supergoons don’t try to kill her because they think she’s Terawatt, things might not be too awful.”




Nicole said, “All she has to do is admit she’s not really Terawatt, and she did it because she was mad someone else was getting some attention! This is stupid!”




Robyn said, “Oh, come on. This is Libby we’re talking about. There’s no way she’s ever gonna admit she made a mistake or did something stupid.”




But at lunch there was something else. Louis sat down and said, “Hey Alex, you were talking about going to see the head of Red Tree Software, right?”




“Right. Willow Rosenberg.”




He slid his smartphone across the table to her. And there was a big news article on the little screen. Red Tree Software just released a big press announcement. Its board was firing their CEO Willow Rosenberg and replacing her with a new CEO, who was the deputy head of R & D for Oracle.




“Oh crud,” she muttered. “This is super, super bad.” She called her mom as soon as she could fish her phone out of her purse, which was tucked away safe in her backpack.




“Alex, I hope this is really important. I’m just grabbing a fast lunch in between classes.”




She said, “It is. Willow Rosenberg just got fired.”




Her mom said, “She can’t get fired, she’s the CEO!”




She explained, “The board of directors fired her and replaced her with a guy from Oracle.” Louis scrolled around on the page he had on his screen and showed her some more of the article. “It says here they decided the company need to move in more profitable directions, and Ms. Rosenberg has shown she is not up to the job. Wow, they really dissed her.”




Her mom said, “Okay. I’ll wait until near five today and call and check on the appointment. By then they ought to know whether it’s still on.”




She said, “Okay. Thanks. I didn’t know what to do.”




Ray asked, “So is the thing tomorrow in Silicon Valley still on?”




She shrugged, “We don’t know yet. Mom’s gonna find out later. I can tell you tonight.”




Louis took his phone back and looked up more stuff. “Hmm. It looks like Oracle’s been trying a hostile takeover of Red Tree for months now, and there were enough poison pills in the company’s contracts that they did an end run around things. Almost all of Red Tree’s board of directors are venture capitalists Rosenberg went to for the start-up funds to move from shareware up to the big stuff they’ve been putting out lately. Especially this database thingy.”




“Sounds like she got totally screwed over,” Nicole said.




Alex said, “Even if they don’t cancel the appointment, I don’t think Willow’s gonna be in the mood to be chatty.”




Louis said, “I don’t think complete strangers get to call her Willow, either, you know.”




“Right,” she muttered. She sure couldn’t explain how she knew a different Willow Rosenberg. Not in front of a whole caff full of gossipy teenagers.




But Kelly and her gang had to come by and be crabby before Alex even got to finish all her lunch. Kelly scowled, “So I talked to Donna about your big plan, and she doesn’t want to run against Terawatt either. So you can do it. And you can get creamed in the vote.”




Alex winced, “But I wasn’t even gonna run for Homecoming Queen.”




Kelly said, “Tough, you’re it now.”




“Yeah,” agreed all of Kelly’s posse.




Alex tried, “So what if Libby drops out of school because of the whole Terawatt thing? Am I supposed to be the only girl running for Homecoming Queen? How’s that supposed to work? Look, you’re getting carried away on this.”




“Like Libby would drop out of school and leave all this attention?” Kelly griped. “No way.”




D complained, “So, like how’d you do an interview in the Today Show and be back here in time for homeroom, anyway?”




Kelly asked, “Yeah. Did you do it from the tv station here?”




Alex admitted, “Yeah. I did my part last night. I never left a tiny set. I never even saw any of the Today Show people. It was like being interviewed by the A/V club.”




“Wow, that sounds lame,” Kelly sniped.




Alex ignored the insult and just said, “Definitely not as cool as someone getting flown to New York and actually getting to be on the show. But I’m just a girl with a camera. If they had Terawatt, I bet they’d fly her out to be on the show live.”




“And what kind of name is Terawatt anyway?” Mandy griped.




But Alex remembered Selina’s lessons. Getting upset about Terawatt’s name couldn’t be helpful, and might even make people think she was connected with the name. That would be bad. Of the bad, as Buffy and Willow liked to say. So she just said, “That’s nothing. The tv station people called her ‘ultra-chick’ before they knew what her name was. How’d you like to be Ultrachick?”




“Eww,” said Tylea.




“Ultrachick. That’s so stupid,” muttered Kelly as she walked off, her posse in tow.




Ray said, “Ultrachick would be pretty bad.”




Robyn said, “Yeah, why not just call yourself Superbimbo?”




After school, Ray had more bad news for her. He told her as they walked out to their cars. “Still no more luck tracking anybody down. There’s a ton of Alexander Harris guys out there with no picture or anything. No one named Batman, naturally. We can’t get into stuff like armed forced databases to look for your Colonel O’Neill either. I found a match on a Jaime Sommers who’s a pro tennis player, but it may not be her. And I got a big hit on a Buffy Summers, but she’s a former ice skater and cheerleader who’s dating a pro football quarterback and trying to land a reality show. So maybe that’s not her.”




Alex didn’t say anything, but the whole ‘ice skater and cheerleader’ bit made her worry that this really was her world’s version of Buffy. The real Buffy would be humiliated.




The donut shop was even busier than before, and a couple of the camera guys she talked to yesterday were back, and Gary and Keller even brought friends.




“Hey Gary,” she smiled.




“Hi Alex, this is Pete Richards and Morey Weinstein. They’re on their own crews, but they love good food too.”




Morey said, “Gary put the word out last night, so most of the cameramen in the area watched you this morning. Nice work. They videotape your part early?”




She nodded, “Yeah. Last night.” She rolled her eyes, “I mean, you wouldn’t want some teenager going nuts and throwing a tantrum and cursing like crazy.”




Pete grinned but explained, “The Today Show’s trying to be real careful. They’re in a huge ratings war with GMA and they can’t afford a slip, especially when Terawatt’s the biggest news in the country this week.”




She knew that ‘GMA’ was Good Morning America, so she didn’t embarrass herself in front of these guys who were being nice to her. But she still said, “Come on. Seriously? One flying woman’s bigger than Congress? Hollywood? National poverty rates and teen suicides?”




Morey said, “Slow news week, maybe. No big scandals. No pics of Buffy Summers or Britney Spears having a wardrobe malfunction in public. Kim Kardashian hasn’t been able to top Terawatt, even if she just posted a bunch of pictures of her in a Terawatt outfit. No Congressmen have schtupped little interns this month. Nobody took a rifle to their high school. So it’s all Terawatt, all the time. That footage you got? Biggest thing in video footage since Carl Lindley got those live shots of a street battle in Iraq.”




Pete said, “Face it, kid. You pulled a royal flush. What makes for big news? Hot babes, sexy outfits, big crimes, flashy battles, dramas with big sound bites, cops in crisis, heroic rescues. Your Terawatt pulled off all of ’em at once. The only thing she could have done better would be rescuing a baby and a kitten too. Face it. She brought a cop back to life. On camera! She flies, which is better than walking on water. If she figures out how to turn a jug of Ripple and a box of fishsticks into a feast for forty, she’s gonna have her own worshippers.”




Eww. Alex was really unhappy with that thought. “She’s just someone with flashy powers. She’s not a god. Or a goddess.” And Alex had seen a real hellgod and a real Earth goddess, so she knew. Not that she could ever say so in public.




After the guys ordered — and ordered dozens of donuts to go, for their crews — Gary said, “Look Alex, you opened up a can of worms no one even knew was there. This is huge.”




Alex decided it was time to tell them part of the truth. She said, “Everyone around here thinks Terawatt is one of us in town who got exposed to some weird chemicals. But if that can happen once, and Danielle Atron can make supervillains whenever she feels like it… then how long is it before there are more superheroes running around loose all over the country? Maybe all over the world? I figure it’s only a matter of time before there are superheroes fighting supervillains all over the place. Then Terawatt’s just gonna be one more person in a funny costume.”




Pete shook his head slowly. “Alex, I think this is maybe a guy thing that you don’t get, but no one who looks like Terawatt is ever going to be just one more person. We’ve only seen a few square inches of skin on her, and she’s already getting more internet searches than anyone. There are already Terawatt websites going up. So far this week, there have been over a hundred Terawatt-related URLs that have been bought, and there are already eleven lawsuits over sitenames. That I know of. By Monday, it may be more than that.”




Gary said, “Look Alex, I don’t know if you’ve thought about it, but your footage is eligible for a Pulitzer.”




“Me?” she squeaked. “I just… got some footage.”




Morey shook his head, “Nope. You went into a situation as dangerous as any warzone, and you got the best footage in months. And your footage looks top-notch, and you got the sound bite of the year. I figure you’re eligible for at least three Pulitzer categories. Breaking News Photography, Feature Photography, and Breaking News Reporting.”




“Maybe Local Reporting too,” Gary said. “But you can only enter in two categories at most. So stick to the two photography categories.”




Pete said, “You need to talk to your station about putting you up for these awards. You have to enter on your own; they don’t pick people first. It’s fifty bucks per category, which is nothing. But I bet your station is already putting itself up for this. Just making the list of nominees in even one category is a big, big deal. If the station’s screwing you over on this stuff, you can do your own entries. Two entries? A hundred bucks and a day or two of typing. Well worth it, if your station’s giving you the shaft. And if they do, find a better station. After this, you’ll have a rep. You can sell to the big national outlets. Just make sure you have a solid agent.”




She decided not to tell them she had an agent already.




She also talked them into trying Gloria’s apple fritters and cinnamon twists and Bavarian creams, and they bought three dozen more donuts after they tried stuff. Pete and Morey also teased Gary about how he ought to tease his talent, Carol Montree, who was one of those newswomen who obsessed about their weight and their looks. They thought Gary ought to sit around while Carol was nearby and eat a few of Gloria’s donuts and talk to the other crew about how delicious they were. Alex thought of how Libby would react, and she couldn’t help giggling.




When she got home that night, her mom already had dinner on, and her dad was already cleaning the upstairs toilets. That used to be her very, very least favorite job before she figured out how to do it using her telekinesis. At dinner, she told her folks about the Pulitzer Prize thing, and about the Terawatt website thing.




Her dad said, “Just let Louis buy up a ton of these website names, like he said he was going to. It’s not supposed to cost that much to get one.”




Alex said, “I think he already has. I just hope he got the good ones.”




Her mom said, “Oh, and the interview with Ms. Rosenberg is still on. I checked at a quarter to five, and the receptionist said we’re still on for eleven o’clock tomorrow morning.”




“So how early do we have to leave?” she checked.




Her mom said, “Well, we need to pack the SUV tonight. I think we want your supersuit in the car.”




“Well, yeah.”




“Plus snacks and drinks,” her mom added.




Her dad said, “It’s only a few hours up I-5 and 101. It’s not like you’re driving to Wisconsin.”




And her mom said, “I checked MapQuest and got detailed directions, so we should be set.”




Alex said, “Okay. I’ll pack the car tonight. I just hope we don’t get there and find out Willow is too upset to talk to us.”




Her dad said, “You have to consider that. Just think about it. Her whole life’s been yanked out from underneath her. I’m amazed she’s talking to complete strangers on a weekend.”




Her mom said, “Now George, Ms. Rosenberg has been doing this every Saturday morning since she started her company. She talks to young people, especially young women, who are interested in computers and software. I think it’s like a public service announcement. ‘You can be a computer programmer and run your own company and contribute to the community, just like me.’ I think it’s a very good thing.”




Alex said, “It’s just a good thing those jerks didn’t try this with my Willow Rosenberg. She could’ve turned all of ’em into pigs.”




Her mom said, “I don’t think that would be much of a transformation, considering.”





22. The Tree of Red



Alex woke up the next morning. She already had the SUV packed. Not that there was a lot of packing to do. She had just snuck her gymbag into the spare tire compartment, and got the small cooler ready, and loaded a small plastic bag. The small cooler got ice and cans of diet Coke and bottles of coconut water. The bag got some granola bars and energy bars and dried fruit to snack on when she got hungry on the drive.




It wasn’t like she had to haul all of Annie’s books and research materials out of the car. That would have taken like an hour. As she knew, because they had to do that kind of junk back at the beginning of fall when they were packing Annie up to send her off to another year of college, and Annie had research stuff in the car, and in the bedroom, and in the den, and in the garage, and in the home office, and at one of the labs at the plant, and just everywhere.




So she only had to get up and shower and do her hair and dress not too ratty. Khakis and a buttondown blouse, so she looked sort of preppy but not overdressed. Her mom pretty much did the same thing, even if her mom usually dressed like that. Even if her mom was more liking the polyester and she was more liking the cotton.




They left early enough to handle ordinary traffic problems, which weren’t really all that likely on a Saturday morning, even on I-5 and 101. But her mom had a couple roadmaps, and some MapQuest directions, so if there was a problem on the interstate, they could sneak off and take state roads up to Red Tree Software.




As it was, they got to Santa Clara plenty early, and they even stopped and got a little to eat at a diner that looked good. Their donuts weren’t nearly as good as Gloria’s, but Alex didn’t expect they would be. That would be like a miracle. Their omelets were awfully tasty, though.




Alex gave directions as her mom drove to Red Tree Software, which was really just a little three-story office building in a small office complex. It wasn’t a giant company, like a lot of the famous Silicon Valley companies.




“Oh God,” her mother whispered as they pulled into the right part of the parking area.




Alex looked up from her maps and gulped. There, outside a side door, was a pile of thirty or forty boxes. Sitting on one of the boxes and crying miserably was a forlorn redheaded figure Alex recognized instantly.




“Mom, drive right over there. All the way over.”




“I can’t, the parking lot stops way before where she is.”




“I know,” Alex insisted. “Go drive on the grass.”




Her mom said, “Let’s see if we need to first. All right, honey?”




Alex gritted her teeth, but agreed. They parked, and Alex hurried over to where a petite redhead was weeping miserably.




“Willow?”




The redhead looked up with swollen, reddened eyes. “Do I know you?”




Alex said, “I’m your eleven o’clock. Alex Mack? Your secretary told us to come anyway, even after we heard about what your board of directors did.”




Willow sniffled, “S-sorry about that. They didn’t tell Mindi anything either. She’s been with me for years… ever since I started the company, even when it was just me and her and Jerry, and… And they just fired her for no reason! And I came in this morning, and they had all my books boxed up, and they took my keys and my badge and my sensor, and they told me I can’t even come back in the building anymore!”




Alex said, “Umm, how about we help you get all this in your car and help you get it to your apartment?”




Willow whimpered, “I rode my bike in, like I usually do if it’s not wet out. How am I supposed to get thirty heavy boxes of books and journals home?”




Alex’s mom said to Willow, “Come on honey, why don’t you sit in our car and have some water to drink, and you’ll feel better.” She turned to Alex and said, “Your bike carrier’s in the back. Hang it on the back, load up the back with as many boxes as you can, and then we’ll put Willow’s bike on the back of the car.”




“Good idea, mom.” Alex gave her mom a big smile and then helped Willow go sit in the shotgun seat of the car. She knew the other Willow wasn’t big on things like diet Coke, so she got out a coconut water for her. And some of the dried apricots, which were way better than she thought they would be. She patted Willow on the knee and said, “I’ll just load up your boxes for you. Okay?”




“W-why are you being so nice to me?”




Alex said, “Because you’re a good person. And this is totally not fair. And you talk about things like ‘paying it forward’.”




Willow said, “I usually say ‘serial reciprocity.’ But how would you know that?”




Alex smiled gently, “A lot of important stuff you’ve said has made it to the internet. And a lot of people say your software is awesome.” Those things were true, but they weren’t really the reason she was there meeting Willow.




Willow burst into tears again. “But it’s all gone! All my software is owned by the company, and now I’ve lost it forever, and all my users will hate me!”




Alex held Willow’s hands and said, “They won’t. They’ll be really mad at the company, and Larry Ellison, and your board of directors, for stealing everything from you. But they’ll all know it’s not your fault.”




Alex’s mom handed Willow some kleenex, and Willow blew her nose loudly. Five or six times. It was kind of gross, but Alex figured Willow had been crying and making snot for maybe an hour, and it all needed to come out sometime.




While her mom sat with Willow, Alex loaded up the SUV. The back had room for maybe ten or twenty of the boxes, which were all packing boxes the size of one of those boxes that held like ten packages of paper. She pulled the emergency kit and the bike carrier and the tarp for the cartop carrier and put them all on the ground. Then she walked over to the boxes. She picked two that were stacked one on top of the other, and used her telekinesis to take most of the weight while she ‘picked up’ the boxes and carried them over to the SUV. Then she fit them into the trunk area. She looked and figured maybe she could get five boxes side by side across the bottom if she worked it right. At least four, though.




It turned out she could only get four boxes across. But she could get them four boxes high and still leave room for her mom to look out the rearview mirror. Then she started filling up the back seat, starting with the floor. She got another eighteen boxes across the back seat and turned sideways on the floor in front of the back seat and stacked on top of those boxes. Plus three more boxes stacked up in the spot to the side of the back seat, and she was done. She hooked the bike carrier on the back of the van, loaded Willow’s bike on it, and strapped it down tightly. Then she shoved the emergency kit and the tarp beside the middle seats.




“Okay, I got everything loaded,” she reported.




“What? How?” Willow just turned and stared at the stacks of boxes. “Those are heavy!”




Alex smiled, “I’m stronger than I look. And there’s only thirty-seven boxes.”




Her mom asked, “Willow? When was the last time you ate?”




“Umm…” It was a bad sign that Willow had to stop and think about it. “Maybe Thursday night?”




Her mom said, “How about you tell me where to go to get some really good takeout, and we go to your house, and we unload your boxes?”




Willow timidly asked, “Can we go get Chinese?”




“Sure. You just call ahead and order, and we’ll go pick it up. And order extra for Alex. She’s a teenager, and she’s got a hollow leg right now.”




“Mom!” she complained, just because it seemed like she needed to. “And I like sweet and sour pork. And orange chicken. And kung pao shrimp or firecracker shrimp. And pan-fried tofu with mixed veggies, especially if there’s lots of broccoli in it. And the beef thing with the tangy brown sauce and the bamboo shoots? And… oh never mind.”




Willow giggled, for what Alex worried was maybe the first time in days. Then she said, “I can order extra. It won’t hurt to have something in my fridge.”




Alex asked, “Then can I have some egg rolls too?” She was pretty sure her mom rolled her eyes.




Willow pulled out a phone and placed the order, while directing the car to the restaurant. It was a little place, what her dad called a ‘hole in the wall.’ And Alex could see there were a bunch of Asian people eating in there, so it had to be pretty authentic. Alex stayed in the SUV while her mom and Willow went in, and about ten minutes later they walked out with two huge plastic bags, and both of them were full of to-go cartons. That kind of made Alex wonder if she overdid it with the begging.




They drove back to Willow’s house, which was only a couple miles from the company. Alex figured that was on purpose. She wondered if that would be a problem now that the company wasn’t Willow’s anymore.




Alex was expecting one of these huge mansions, like the big computer millionaires and billionaires all had. She was pretty surprised to end up on a suburban street not unlike her own, pulling into a driveway before a one-story ranch-style house maybe a little smaller than hers. The house had a nice yard with bark mulch and pretty bushes instead of grass. And it had a roof covered in what she was pretty sure were solar panels, with three of the really high-tech small satellite dishes mounted on the peak of the roof. It looked like Willow cared more about the environment and being connected to the rest of the world than having a big, fancy house. Maybe Alex should have guessed, because Willow was riding an ordinary 24-speed bike to work instead of driving a super-expensive sports car.




Willow clicked her keychain, and the garage door opened. It was a two-car garage, with one side holding a small electric car and the other side empty. Alex’s mom backed into the empty side of the garage and parked, so Willow could close the garage door after her.




Alex said, “I can unload all the boxes, if you just show me where you want them.”




Willow said, “Umm, that seems like a lot of work, and we can help you, because it’s not like I don’t have arms, and…”




Alex’s mom put a hand on Willow’s shoulder and said, “This is something you should just sit back and watch.”




Alex said, “Just tell me where you want the boxes.”




“My dining room. I never have dinner parties. So it’s my workroom.” Willow walked through the garage door into the kitchen, and on toward the ‘dining’ room, without looking behind her to see if her guests were following her. Alex lifted as many boxes as she could with her telekinesis and walked after Willow through the kitchen and into the ‘dining’ room.




It was unlike any room Alex had ever seen. Not even the computer lab at school was like this. The window wall and the two shorter walls were all computer desks. Each desk had between two and eight computer boxes mounted on frames above the desk, with a fancy electronic switchbox and a monitor and a keyboard sitting on the desk. And off to the right was a huge computer that just the box part was the size of a computer desk all by itself. That computer even had its own little air conditioning unit on top of it!




Alex stopped with the boxes still floating around her and said, “There must be like a hundred computers in here!”




Willow looked behind her and gaped. “What… what are you doing? How is that possible? Is that telekinesis? Magic? Invisible equipment? Invisible helpers? What?”




Alex said, “It’s telekinesis. Have you seen the news this week about the superheroine in Paradise Valley? She could use your help. And I’m here to ask you.”




Willow asked, “And what does your so-called ‘mother’ do? The lightning blasts in the film footage?”




Alex said, “My mom just helps me out. I do the lightning blasts too. And the shapeshifting. And flight.”




Willow said, “Well, the flight would be simple if you just used the telekinesis on your own body.”




Alex’s mom called out from the kitchen, “Come and get it!”




Alex walked into the kitchen with a really stressed-out Willow. Alex said, “See? I told you she was smart. Even with Annie and you and dad helping, it was over four years before I figured out the flying around trick.”




Willow stopped and stared. “You’re telling me you’re Terawatt? You don’t look anything like her!”




Alex said, “That’s the whole idea.”




Her mom said, “Padded bra and a wig.”




Alex said, “And makeup I never use normally, and I’m dyeing my hair darker to distance me from Terawatt. Oh yeah, and I wear five-inch heels so Terawatt looks like she’s maybe six feet tall.”




Willow stared for a second. “Umm, don‘t take this the wrong way, but extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence to back them up.”




Alex grinned, “See mom, I told you she was brilliant!”




Willow said, “And that’s another thing! Why do you act like you know me?”




Alex said, “It’s all a big thing. Let’s eat lunch, and I’ll tell you the whole story. You see, there was this prophecy that I didn’t know about, and…”







“…so when I came back, I used all the great advice I got from all of them, including you, well the other you, to come up with a uniform and a codename and protections against being identified. And that’s why we came to see you.” Alex drank some more water and looked at the clock. Wow, she’d been blabbing like crazy for nearly an hour.




Willow blinked a couple times. “And this other Willow is important because she’s a witch, so why are you coming to talk to me?”




Alex said, “The other Willow is important because she’s like the smartest person in her whole universe. Like you. Willow taught herself a ton of dead languages. I’m guessing you have a bunch of languages you read.”




Willow blushed a little. “Well, I learned Hebrew when I was a kid in Sunday school, but I taught myself Yiddish, because my grandfather gave me some Sholom Aleichem books in the original language. And I took French in school, but I taught myself Latin and ancient Greek for Dungeons and Dragons, and some other role-playing games. And I taught myself Klingon and Sindarin and Quenya.”




“What are those?” asked her mom.




Alex said, “Klingon is from Star Trek. The others…” She wasn’t sure.




Willow blushed a little and admitted, “Lord of the Rings. The elf languages.” She said, “And I sort of taught myself a lot of German and Finnish to be better with the Elvish languages from Tolkien. And then Esperanto, because some friends in other countries knew it.”




Alex grinned at her mom, “See? And I bet she knows a hundred programming languages too.”




Willow shrugged, “Umm, maybe… seventy? I really only use about ten or twelve regularly. Mostly C and Perl and Ruby and Python and Eiffel and Java and C Sharp and C++. I don’t really like C++, because the object oriented part is just so slapped onto the side of the base language that you end up having to violate basic tenets of OOP to program efficiently in it, which is a bad thing. But it’s really popular.”




“Oop?” her mom asked.




But even Alex knew that one. “OOP. Object Oriented Programming.”




Willow said, “Okay. You told me a pretty incredible story. But maybe you need to show me some more proof?”




Alex nodded. “Let’s start with stuff you — I mean, the other you — told me. Buffy Summers—”




Willow interrupted, “Okay, you said Buffy, but you mean my best friend in the world is Buffy Summers? The bleached blonde with the silicone boobies who’s on sleazy tv all the time and is trying to get her own reality show? That Buffy Summers? There’s no way I’d be friends with her.”




Alex said, “Yeah, but in the other world, that Buffy Summers had just been through a year of total hell, and wasn’t interested in playing that game anymore. In less than twelve months, she turned into the Vampire Slayer, had to fight vampires to the death, saw her Watcher get murdered right before her eyes, had to fight a master vampire and all his minions to the death, lost all her friends and her social status, told her folks the truth and got slammed into an insane asylum for it, finally got out, got kicked out of school so bad she had to leave L.A., her folks divorced and her dad left, her mom moved her to a Hellmouth, and she got plunged right into a world of vampires and demons and monsters again. By the time she met you, she was starting school a couple months late, and just wanting to have someone help her catch up so she wouldn’t flunk every test. And then she saw Cordelia—”




“Cordelia Chase?” Willow choked. “There was a Cordelia Chase in that world too? Is this some kind of curse on me?”




Alex said, “Not only was Cordelia bitchy to you in that world, but you were the president of the We Hate Cordelia Club, with Xander and Jesse.”




Willow’s face lit up for a brief moment. “Xander. And Jesse. I still miss them.”




Alex said, “In the other world, Jesse died horribly and got turned into a vampire. And Xander is still your very best friend. I tried to find Alexander Harris with a computer, but no luck.”




The light went out of Willow’s eyes. “You won’t. Were Xander’s parents drunks in the other world?” Alex nodded. “When Xander was nine, his dad knocked him down the stairs. Xander died in the hospital two days later. Jesse and I testified in court, along with a bunch of other people. Jesse’s mom and dad moved him out of town as soon as all the trials were over. So then it was just me.”




Alex asked, “Did you break your crayon in kindergarten or first grade and get all worried about it, and Xander came over and gave you his? He talked about giving you the ‘yellow crayon speech’ to calm you down from something bad when you took in too much black magic.”




Willow stared in utter shock. “How… How could you possibly know about that? I’ve never told that story to anyone! And… and it was a green crayon. I was trying to color in all the grass.”




Alex said, “You and your friends told me. I mean, the other you.”




Willow said, “But… It’s ridiculously unlikely that another me in another dimension that runs on different physical rules would be so similar that she’d meet Xander through the same ‘broken crayon’ issue.”




Alex said, “Yeah, that’s pretty much what you and Sam and Hermione all said. I mean, the other you. And it turns out that all our universes have exactly the same Star Wars, with the same made-up names for the characters. And everyone hates Jar Jar Binks.” But she didn’t know how it could work out like that. She really wished she had her Willow and her Sam and her Hermione to talk to about it. She was willing to bet Sam already had a theory, back in her own dimension. It would probably have math that would make her eyes water, but it would explain stuff.




Alex watched as her mom put away all the leftovers in Willow’s plasticware, and cleaned up Willow’s fridge, which had a couple things that needed to be thrown out but Willow probably hadn’t been up to it for a few days.




Willow said to her mom, “Hold on. The cardboard to-go cartons get rinsed and put in recycling. And that leftover food’s all vegetarian, so it goes in my composter in the back yard.”




Alex interrupted that stuff by asking, “So if Xander and Jesse were gone, and Cordelia’s gang were all mean to you, did you have any friends?”




Willow sort of hunched over. “Umm, not really. I mean, I hung out with the other computer geeks and stuff. I still email Jonathan. He was my first boyfriend. And I email Dave and Mark and Fritz sometimes. They’ve all been sending me really nice emails saying what a jerk Ellison’s being to me.”




“Jonathan Levinson?” Alex checked. Because she knew about him from a story Buffy had told her.




“Wow, that other world really isn’t so different, is it?”




Alex asked, “Did your Cordelia end up broke because her dad cheated on his taxes for years?”




Willow laughed. “Cordy ended up broke in that world? Awesome. No, in this world, she and her family ran away to Brazil, and they can’t come back to America without getting arrested for tax evasion.”




Alex said, “In the other world, you and Buffy and Xander saved Cordelia from monsters enough that she ended up being your friend and helping you guys.”




“Now that is harder to believe than pretty much anything you’ve told me,” Willow insisted. She got up and showed Alex’s mom where the recycling went, and then took them into the back yard to put the food waste into her composter. The back door off the hallway led onto a pretty, partly-covered wooden deck area that led down two steps, past some gorgeously fragrant flowerbeds, into a fenced back yard a little smaller than Alex’s.




Most of the back yard was more bark mulch, with several small fruit trees around the edges of the yard. But there were four raised beds planted with vegetables and herbs. Off to the side of the garden beds, near a small wooden shed, was a black plastic barrel sitting sideways in a frame. Willow said, “This is my composter.” She turned the barrel-thing so a hatch was on top, dropped in the stuff, and gave the barrel a couple turns. She explained, “It’s a lot faster than ordinary composting methods, and it’s easier to get compost out. You just turn it so the hatch is on the bottom and you dump it. Every winter, I mix new compost into my beds before I start the next year’s planting. I think I finally got the right amount of zucchini planted this time. Every year, either I get just about nothing, or else I get so much I have to take it into the lunch room at work and leave it for people to take home.” Her face fell, and she whispered, “And I can’t do that anymore.”




Alex’s mom said, “I think that happens to everybody. I have a great recipe for cream of zucchini soup, and one for zucchini tomato casserole.”




Willow said, “Cool. I’ve got a couple really good classic Italian recipes for fixing zucchini, and one for chocolate zucchini cake.”




“Ick,” said Alex. “Oh, sorry.”




Willow said, “That’s pretty much what I said. But I had a slice of the cake before I knew what was in it, and it’s really good.”




Alex’s mom said, “We’d have to spring it on Alex’s dad before we told him what’s in it, or he’d never try it.”




They walked back into the house, and Willow showed them the rest of the house. Behind the garage was a room that had a washer and dryer, a huge freezer, a pantry area, and stuff like the water heater. And an Uninterruptible Power Supply for the whole house that was bigger than the biggest refrigerator-freezer Alex had ever seen. Willow said it was also a ginormous battery for the power from the solar panels, and she also had a separate UPS on every one of her computer sub-clusters and on all her major peripherals, like her satellite dishes and her network hubs.




Past the kitchen was the computer room on the back side of the house and a living room on the front side. The living room had the biggest tv screen Alex had ever seen, and bookshelves, and a cozy arrangement of two couches and a couple easy chairs. Then there was a hallway on the side away from the kitchen. There were two small bedrooms and a bathroom off the hallway, not counting the master bedroom suite at the end of the hall. The two spare bedrooms had been turned into a home office and a library of wall-to-wall books. The library room had a comfy couch in the middle of the room with a couple reading lights and end tables. The home office had a smaller bookcase full of business and management books, plus a desk and a file cabinet, along with the usual junk like a really nice combination color printer and photocopier and scanner and fax machine. And a really cool shredder that Willow said would even eat credit cards and envelopes full of stuff. The master bedroom had its own bathroom with a big shower and a huge tub that had a little bookshelf beside it, and the queen-sized bed had another bookshelf built into the headboard, along with a big bookshelf on one wall.




Alex’s mom asked, “Are you going to be able to keep the house now that you’ve been fired?”




Willow shrugged unhappily. “Oh sure. I paid cash for it. The house is easy. I have more money than I’m ever going to need. But what good does it do me? I mean, what am I going to do? All my software… All my plans… They’re all gone.”




Alex worried, “But they have to pay you for all your programs, right?”




Willow nodded. “Oh, sure. Patent rights, and royalties, and company stock, which is going through the roof with that jerk buying my venture capitalists out from under me and stealing the company. And they said there’s a golden parachute in the contract if they canned me. So I’ve got a ton of money. But my programs… They’re all gone! And they’re gonna take a bunch of my favorite software away from me and make ’em all payware! What’ll happen to all the nice people who use my software?”




Alex’s mom gave Willow a hug and said, “Everyone will understand what happened.”




Willow frowned. “I was so stupid. I really trusted those guys. Bob and Cliff and Harry and them. My… the venture capitalists. I was so stupid. I really thought they were my friends. But they weren’t. They were just nice to me as long as they could get stuff out of me, just like the people I tutored in high school. All the programs are company property, which is what you have to do or else every programmer in your company can run off with whatever they write. I just didn’t think about them doing it to me. I’ve got a programmer who updates all my classic freeware and shareware and checks on bug fixes if they’re ever needed. But that means my first programs — the stuff I wrote in college and high school and junior high — belong to Red Tree, not to me anymore.”




Alex’s mom said, “Willow, look, you’re very bright, but you’re not sneaky and underhanded. You need someone who thinks that way to help you out.” She turned her head and said, “Alex, call Louis.”





23. Willow @ Home



“Mom!” Alex squawked.




And her mom went on, “And Willow, you need to start calling me Barbara. Or Barb.”




Alex went ahead and called Louis on her phone, and let Willow brief him. Then she let him sign off and go talk with his dad.




Her mom said, “Now then. I’m going to clean off those bookshelves in your computer room, and Alex is going to bring all the books in. Then we’ll dust them off and put them away.”




“That’ll take hours,” Willow started to complain.




“Not the way Alex does it,” said her mom.




Alex said, “Come on, I want to prove to you that I really am Terawatt.”




Willow winced a little. “You’re not going to undress and change clothes, are you? I’m not big on that kind of stuff.”




Alex remembered hearing Buffy talking about Willow’s boyfriends and then girlfriends. She said, “It’s okay. And if you ever want to tell me anything about your sexual orientation, I’ll understand.”




“What does that mean?” Willow asked suspiciously.




“Umm, I may not have mentioned it, but the other Willow? She met a girl in college, and they…”




“No way,” Willow insisted with a shake of her head and hands waving in a big ‘no.’ “Absolutely not.”




Alex nodded. “Buffy said the other Willow was just like that, right up until she found out she wasn’t a nice, normal Jewish girl who was doing exactly what her parents wanted her to, not counting the hacking into computers or the sneaking out in the middle of the night to fight monsters.”




Willow said, “Fine. But I’m not. Not at all. No girl-liking or any of that stuff. It would wreck what little cred I still have in the industry. I can’t afford it.”




Alex said, “I just want you to know it doesn’t matter to me either way.”




Willow checked, “But you’re not going to take your clothes off, right?”




Alex said, “I don’t have to. I have a shapeshifting power. And I can pick up stuff and drop it off while I’m doing my ‘silver blob’ shapeshifting. Watch.”




She went silvery, while Willow gasped in shock and backed up until she bumped into the garage wall. Alex puddled up a tire, into the car, and into the spare tire compartment. Then she did the clothing switch and puddled back out. She rose up and turned back to normal, even if she was now in her Terawatt uniform. She even lifted about two feet off the floor and put her hands on her hips in superhero style.




“Wow,” Willow murmured. “I mean… That’s absolutely amazing.”




Alex went with her Terawatt voice. “Thank you, citizen. It’s always rewarding to be appreciated for one’s hard work.”




Willow blinked and said, “You don’t really talk like that when you’re in that costume, do you?”




Alex admitted in her own voice, “Well, I do the tone, so I don’t sound like Alex. And I don’t really talk that dorky. I hope. It’s mainly for practice.”




Willow said, “Telekinesis, flight, morphing… Can you change into other shapes, or change your coloration when you morph?”




“Umm, no?” Alex added, “But I can take other stuff along with me, even other people. I rescued my mom and dad from an explosion like that. Here, take my hands.”




She held out her hands and let Willow take them. Then she went silvery again.




“Oh! Oh no! Oh my g…” Willow bubbled frantically as Alex pulled her into the silvery form.




Then Alex raced through the house and brought both of them back to normal in Willow’s bedroom. “See? Easy!”




Willow hastily patted herself all over, like she was afraid she’d find out she was missing some chunks now. “That was… well… freaky. Cool, but… definitely freaksome.”




Alex lifted into the air and said, “Well, watch this!”




And she turned so she was pointing toward the hall, and she flew through the house back to the kitchen. She stood in the kitchen so she could use all her telekinesis and see the boxes to lift out of the car. She had five more boxes floating in the air before Willow got to the kitchen to see what Alex was doing. She had those boxes in the computer room and another five boxes on the way, before Willow got to the computer room. She had all the boxes stacked in the middle of the room before her mom and Willow had the bookshelves all dusted off.




Then Alex started using her telekinesis to lift books and computer journals out of the boxes, clean them off with Willow’s fancy vacuum cleaner to get rid of any dust from the company building, and line them up on the shelves. She got it done almost as fast as Willow could explain where she wanted the books to go.




The last two boxes weren’t books. One was a row of plaques and framed diplomas and framed pictures that someone had thoughtfully wrapped in bubble wrap to protect them. The other was a bunch of junk Alex figured was off Willow’s desk and out of her desk drawers. There were some coffee mugs, some snacks in baggies, some music CD’s, a foam soda can holder, and some loose stuff like a computer screen duster and a jewelcase opener and stuff like that, all with the Red Tree Software logo.




Alex’s mom asked, “What about all your files? And the other things off your walls?”




Willow said, “We don’t do paper files. All that’s electronic. Even our manuals. And anyway, I wouldn’t be allowed to walk off with company files. And this is all the stuff off my walls. I had three computer screens that displayed whatever paintings I wanted, and the paintings are all in here.” She held up a thin jewelcase that looked like it could hold about four CD’s. “Along with stuff I’m not supposed to have.” She gave them a naughty smirk.




She popped one of the CD’s into one of the big computers, and two screens on the walls popped to life with paintings by Monet. Then she smiled, “They didn’t let me work with company software at home, because then how do you keep all the current files current and properly updated for everyone else? So they think they have everything. But this is steganography.”




“What?” Alex was glad her mom asked, even if Alex had no idea either.




Willow explained, “Steganography is the art of hiding valuable data in pictures. Like what I did. Really fancy color storage for really rich color uses millions, even billions of different colors. If you have ten bits for each of red, green, and blue, you have over a billion possible colors. Actually, it comes out to two to the thirtieth, or 1,073,741,824 possibilities. But you have to store things in bytes, because that’s what a computer understands. So four bytes gives you ten bits for each color, plus two bits of padding. And a sneaky person can hide data in the two extra bits. So every four pixels in your painting gives you a byte of data. And if you have a painting stored as twenty million pixels, that’s about eighty megabytes which also have five megs of data hidden away where no one thinks to look. That’s more than enough to hold all the code for any of my freeware programs. So I have all my updated freeware and shareware files right here. They just don’t know it.”




“Wow, and I thought you weren’t sneaky,” her mom said.




Willow grimaced, “I’m sure not when it comes to business. I should have known those guys would shaft me for a giant profit. I mean, that’s what venture capital guys do for a living. But mom introduced me to Harry, they’re related on mom’s mother’s side of the family, and I thought I could trust him… mom and dad thought I could trust him too. And he was the one who introduced me to the other venture capital guys, so he just completely shafted a cousin just for some more bucks. And I thought he was a real mensch.”




Alex changed back to her regular clothes while her mom talked with Willow about where to put up the plaques and diplomas. Alex thought they ought to go on the walls in Willow’s home office, but they ended up staying in the box and going into the closet in the office instead, which Alex thought was kind of sad.




Alex looked through the last box and complained, “Geez, they didn’t even let you walk off with a few paper clips!”




Once they got all the emptied boxes broken down and flattened, Willow fixed them some herbal tea. They sat in the kitchen, and Willow asked, “So, you still haven’t told me what you wanted me for.”




Alex said, “Mainly, I just wanted you because you’re awesome. You’re smart, and you can do amazing stuff, even if there’s no magic in this universe. And let me just say I’m really, really glad of it, because fighting demons every night of your life? Ick. But we could really use your help figuring out where the rest of that team is. Jaime Sommers plays tennis. Samantha Carter is an astronaut. We found them. But not Colonel Jack O’Neill, U.S. Air Force. Or Hermione Jane Granger, British twenty-one year old. Or Selina Kyle. And I have no idea who that Batman guy really was, so there’s no way to trace him down.”




“That’s it? A little computer support?”




Alex’s mom said, “Maybe a lot of computer support. We don’t know about computer security, and sooner or later someone’s going to be tapping our phone lines and trying to get into our computers and things like that. Or communications, because right now Alex and her friends are just texting each other with code phrases, and that probably won’t be enough even the next time they have to send her to another job for Terawatt, because the news people are all over Paradise Valley.”




Alex added, “And I really liked the other Willow, and I thought it would be cool if you wanted to be part of our group, just because the other Willow was really nice to me, and, well, I thought we could be friends.”




Willow blushed. “I don’t really have a lot of friends. People don’t usually meet me and like me and stuff. I mean, I’m sure the other Willow was all cool and ‘look at me,’ but I’m really not.”




Alex said, “What I liked about the other Willow wasn’t the flashy stuff, some of which was pretty doggone dangerous. What I liked was she was really smart, and really nice. And that’s you. I bet you wrote your own code to do the stegosaurus-ography thing.”




“Steganography. And I did it in Perl, because I could basically write the entire program in one long line at a command prompt without having to write a program to disk anywhere.”




Alex’s mom stared in shock. “How could you do all that in one line of code?”




Willow said, “Well, Perl has some really powerful operators and functions, and it lets you write code that pulls in Perl modules you already have. And it lets you pull in the modules with just a flag in the command line. So I used a graphics module and a bit editing module, and then all I had to do was tee the files I wanted and write over the input graphics file, which Perl will let you do with command line operators. One long line of code.”




Alex looked at her mom and said, “See? Super-genius.”




Willow blushed harder than before. She said, “I do have a ton of ideas for phone security. But you should start with burner phones.”




“Burner phones?” her mom asked.




Even Alex knew what that was. “Yeah. Remember we talked about this a few days ago? Burner phones are cheap cell phones you buy for cash with prepaid minutes, so no one knows who has the phone. Terawatt definitely needs a burner phone, so no one connects her with my phone. And Louis needs one to call Terawatt with robbery info.”




Willow said, “And I can make sure your phone calls are pretty much untraceable. And I can hack a phone so it and its friends broadcast to each other using encryption that other phones can’t read.”




“Wow,” Alex said. “That’s pretty awesome. How do you know all this stuff?”




Willow said, “Well, I’m not just RedTree and WillowRose. I’m also a pretty notorious cracker called S4l1x680 that the feds have never been able to catch. I haven’t done any of that stuff for a long while, but S4l1x680 did a lot of poking around in places he wasn’t supposed to look, back when I was in junior high and high school. I didn’t ever steal anything, or damage anything, but… I did change a couple of Cordelia’s grades to D’s and F’s. She and her girl-gang slacked off like ninety percent of the time, and then her dad bought off one of the school secretaries to change their grades, so I just changed ’em back. And… maybe Cordelia didn’t really rack up 400 parking and traffic tickets.”




“Willow!” Alex’s mom fussed. “You can’t just do things like that, even to people who are terrible to you! And I’m not saying she didn’t deserve to get into trouble, but you shouldn’t stoop to her level. And why on earth would you have a codename like that?”




Willow smiled a little. “Salix is the species for willows. The wavelength of light for the color red is centered at about 680 nanometers. Willow Rose. Or Red Willow. Take your pick. It’s not really a smart codename, but I picked it when I was about twelve, and maybe a little too smug.”




“Oh crud,” Alex muttered as something dawned on her. “Libby. If I give you Libby’s phone number and cell number and email address and twitter account and stuff, can you keep tabs on her and find out if she’s doing something crazy? Because she’s going around school telling people she’s Terawatt, and sooner or later that’s going to get her in a ton of trouble. I don’t like her, but I don’t want one of Danielle Atron’s supercrooks to kill her and her family.”




Willow said, “That sounds pretty easy. This is really sounding a lot more fun than anything I’ve done in months. Designing my database hyperlinking software and tweaking it to be fast? That was fun. Arguing about patent rights for eight months? Not fun.”




Alex said, “Well, there is something else. You saw my silvery shapeshifting—”




“Your morph,” Willow said.




“—yeah, my morph. I can go through the storm drains that way, and cut all over the city without anyone seeing me. But I don’t have a map of the water runoff system, and I have to figure Danielle has people paid off to tell her if anyone tries to get information like that, or maybe about any soil sampling that gets done. And she may have people trying to hack into my dad’s plant to steal information or find out what he’s working on.”




Her mom said, “If you could figure out where Danielle Atron is hiding, that would be even better.”




“Oh yeah,” agreed Alex. “I never even thought of that, because how would you find her? She probably has her money in a secret Swiss bank account or whatever, and the police haven’t been able to track her down at all. But she’s got to have some way for crooks to find her so they can go get turned into supervillains.”




Willow tapped her chin and stared at the ceiling. “Hmm… bank-robber kinds of crooks aren’t usually real high-tech guys, or they wouldn’t be robbing banks with guns. So she’s got to be using something pretty simple… I can check some things.” She grinned at Alex, “Wow, I never thought I’d be one of those crimefighting super-hackers on tv, like Penelope Garcia.”




Alex said, “From what I know about the other you, you can do anything you put your mind to. The other Willow only needed about three years to teach herself what most mages needed fifty years and a really great mentor to do, and she only needed four or five years to become one of the most powerful mages on the whole planet! If you can do that, you can do anything.”




Willow ducked her head and said, “Alex, I know you’re really impressed with the other Willow, but that’s not me.”




Alex said, “I know it sounds impossible, but from everything Willow and Buffy told me, I think it is. I think that the other Willow is just you, with enough motivation. I don’t expect you to be able to do magic. No one can. Not in our universe. But I think you have even more potential than you’ve shown so far. No one except me really knows just how amazing you can be, because I’ve seen things that even I wouldn’t have believed could be possible. I saw Willow Rosenberg face down a hellgod. A real, all-powerful hellgoddess in her own dimension, who could use her magic to grow to three hundred feet high. And Willow didn’t flinch. She used D’Lazza’s own power to grow to nearly that big, and she fought D’Lazza in a magical battle to the death. And she won. She stomped D’Lazza. She made a canyon and slammed D’Lazza into it and unmade it, and buried D’Lazza a thousand feet underground for a million years. And it took so much energy that we had ten-point-oh earthquakes. It was awesome. You have that kind of courage inside you. That kind of intelligence. That kind of strength. You don’t need amazing magical powers to be a great force for good in this world. All you need is what you already have.”




They sat there, while Willow thought it over. Alex looked over at her mom, and her mom gave her a big ‘way to go’ wink.




After a couple minutes, the phone rang. “Alex? Louis here. And I’ve got the CEO of Driscoll Enterprises to help.”




Alex looked at Willow and mouthed, ‘his dad.’ Willow gave her a small smile.




Louis said, “We pulled up what we could find in the Wall Street Journal and Forbes, so we have some background. Willow Rosenberg has a pretty massive golden parachute in her contract, which Oracle is going to be eating for the next thirty years, so they really want maximum profit out of this technology. But that also means Ms. Rosenberg doesn’t want to do anything that might jeopardize that.”




Louis’s dad said, “As Louis explained it, Ms. Rosenberg just wants the freeware and shareware programs she started the company with. And those are pieces that large companies don’t want to deal with, because there’s no direct payback. It costs them more to pay staff to maintain and upgrade the software than they get back, and software that moves from shareware or freeware to payware never makes any money, unless there are massive advances in the technology that make it worth people’s while to upgrade. Like moving to a new Mac OS, so the old programs just don’t work anymore if you have a new system. Larry Ellison has to know all of this. So let’s say Ms. Rosenberg offers him ten K for the rights to the shareware and freeware, and thirty K for the company name and website. Oracle doesn’t need either, and they don’t want to deal with the software. Ellison will negotiate, and he’s good at it. So let’s say we let him talk Ms. Rosenberg up to maybe fifty K for the rights and a hundred K for the company name, but not any higher than that. At that point, all you really want is the company name, the website domain, the toll-free number, and a copy of the current state of the software. Make sure you don’t get stuck with the building, the rent or lease, the utilities, the employee salaries, any of that. Oracle needs all of those pieces, anyway. And once you have the company name back, go ahead and ask if they want to have their marketing areas taken up with Red Tree marketing paraphernalia, like t-shirts or computer bags, and take a couple dozen boxes and just keep them in your garage for computer conferences in future, so you don’t have to pay for new giveaways for a couple years. And use the press as a weapon here. Ellison already looks like a bully and a crook over this deal, and the press hates guys like that. Your venture capitalists look like backstabbers, and they could lose a lot of business if no one else wants to work with them. Offer to make a public statement of support if you get your software back, and offer to let his people look it over first.”




Alex looked over, and Willow was taking notes on her smartphone. Alex said, “Thank you, Mr. Driscoll.”




He said, “You’re welcome, Alex. And if Ms. Rosenberg ever writes any business software, I’d love to get a copy.”




“Willow. Please call me Willow.”




“Louis Otto Driscoll, signing off after saving the day!”




Alex said, “Thanks, Louis. You were a huge help. Again.”




Louis said, “Well, maybe you could help me out by talking to Marsha and her dad?”




“I’ll see what I can do,” Alex said.




After Louis hung up, her mom asked, “What did Louis do this time?”




So Alex ended up telling the whole story about Louis and the date with Marsha, and by the time she got to the part where Louis got Marsha home an hour late and they were both covered in mud, even her mom was giggling.




They got everything squared away, and exchanged phone numbers and email addresses and everything else with Willow. Alex put the bike carrier back in the rear of the SUV, and they drove off.




Willow was already talking on her phone as she waved goodbye from her garage. “Larry? It’s Willow. I have a deal I think you’re going to like…”




As they drove down the street, her mom patted her on the shoulder and said, “Wow honey, you didn’t tell me you also got lessons in giving a pep talk.”




“I didn’t. I mean… well, come to think of it, I guess I sort of did. Sam was just a lot sneakier about it.”




Her mom said, “I think we need to buy those burner phones out here, where no one knows us. And if anyone can trace ’em back to where they were bought, I don’t want that to say Paradise Valley either.”




“Good idea, mom.”




They took their time and went into four different stores. They ended up with six burner phones that had a hundred minutes each, and one phone with four hundred pre-paid minutes that would be for Terawatt to carry. Then they drove home, Alex getting each phone out of its packaging and plugging it into the car charger for a bit, and getting it ready to be used, while her mom listened to golden oldie rock and sang along to the songs she liked.




It was a good thing her mom had a decent singing voice. If she’d been stuck in a car for hours listening to her dad trying to sing, that would have been grim. And Annie wasn’t a good singer either.




After about an hour, she got a phone call from Willow. Three phone numbers to write down and not have on her Alex phone. So Alex carefully entered them on her Terawatt phone. All of them were 1-976 numbers. And the first one was a perfect blind number for calling Willow whenever she wanted, only she needed not to use any identifying words, because this was going to be their super-secure Terawatt-to-base connection. It was kind of weird to think of Willow as like Selina’s Oracle, now that a different Oracle had eaten Willow’s company.




She needed a new codename for Willow. And not one of her known hacker names, and not that known black-hat name either. Both of them would get the wrong attention looking right at Willow. She asked, “What do you want me to call you?”




Willow said, “You’ll be Terawatt—”




“Or just Tera for short.”




“—and I’ll be… umm… Acid Burn. Burn for short.”




“Acid Burn?” Alex wondered.




“From the movie ‘Hackers’.”




Alex said, “Umm, I guess I’ll have to go watch that one.”




Willow said, “I’ve got more. I’ve got a detail map of the Paradise Valley runoff system with storm drains and creeks marked on it.”




Alex gasped, “Already? Wow, you’re good.”




Willow said, “There just wasn’t any decent protection on the city and county computers or files, and the stuff they have is old enough that there’s some known exploits I could use. They so need to upgrade their firewalls. I also copied files on the town street map and utility poles and gas lines and sewer system and the local power grid, just in case they come in handy someday. I’m going to grab some free GIS software and look into getting some maps and satellite photos and overlays, so maybe we can find some advantages somewhere, sometime.”




Alex’s mom waited until Willow hung up and then asked, “What’s GIS software?”




Alex said, “Geographical Information System software. It’s the stuff that lets you draw maps and plot things on it, so you can figure stuff like what areas are the farthest drive from a hospital. Stuff like that. I don’t know a lot about it, but I know there are some super-expensive GIS programs and some free ones, only the free ones don’t have all the features and gadgets.”




Her mom kept her eyes on the road, but she said, “Alex… honey… Have your dad and I told you how proud we are of you? Of what you’re trying to do?”




Suddenly, Alex found her eyes were filled with tears. “Uh-huh.”




Her mom said, “And you’re smart, too. I wish you could believe that.”




She said, “Mom, I’m not smart. Annie’s smart. Dad is smart. Even you’re smart. You’re getting a Masters Degree. I’m not even gonna be the valedictorian in my class.”




Her mom said, “Neither was anybody else in the family, honey. You know, I think we failed you. I failed you a hundred times. I never noticed you were having all those problems. I never noticed you had superpowers. I never noticed my baby was in real danger, over and over, for four years, until Danielle Atron nearly killed all of us. And I just let you get steamrollered by Annie’s success.”




Alex knew that wasn’t true. She remembered the time Annie was taking over all the space in their bedroom working on a really important chemistry project, and Alex got so mad she moved out to the shed in the back yard, and her folks were totally on her side, and after things went a bit crazy they even made Annie apologize.




“You’re just as smart as she is, but in different ways. You’ve done so many things Annie couldn’t do. And I don’t tell you that often enough.”




“Annie’s a super genius,” Alex insisted.




Her mom nodded tensely. “At chemistry. But how is she at sports? With other people? At games? Her only extracurriculars on her applications were all science. Science fair, chemistry intern. You’ve done everything. Sports. Photography. Newspaper. Yearbook. Cheerleading. And you have good grades. And your teachers want you to take lots of AP courses next year. And… this. Terawatt. And helping Willow. Your sister and your dad may be big chemistry brains, but you’re the one in the family who’s making the real difference.”




“Mom, you’re making me cry,” Alex whispered.




“I’m making me cry, too.” Her mom pulled off to the side of the road and parked the car. Then her mom gave her a huge hug. “I love you so much. It scares me knowing what you do, but I know you won’t stop, whether I like it or not, so I’m choosing to be there for you.”




Alex hugged her back and said, “It scares me too. But I think it scares me more, knowing what could happen if I don’t try to save people.”




24. Interlude IV



Willow stared at the computer monitor.




She hadn’t done anything except work on Alex’s problems, ever since Larry Ellison said he’d give her the company name and website and 1-800 number and the rights to the freeware and shareware for fifty K total, if she’d make the PR blast to get the press corps off his neck. She’d already called Mindi and told her she had her old job back with a small raise, but she would get to work out of her home, and she would only have one company officer to deal with. And Mindi had agreed to drive over to the building Monday morning with her husband and pick up what was probably about forty or fifty boxes of giveaway stuff and store it in her basement so she could mail stuff out to people or have stuff ready for the next computer conference.




Willow had even checked with Jerry, but he pointed out she didn’t really need him now and he could do more interesting work staying with the bigger company. After all, Jerry wasn’t a programming guy, he was a marketing guy. When Willow was a timid, nerdy, thirteen year old, she really needed a guy who could say ‘yes Willow you really can do it’ and ‘yes Willow people really will want this’ and ‘yes Willow I really can help you market this so people will use it and some of them will even pay you for it out of the goodness of their hearts.’ He was the VP in charge of marketing for Red Tree Software, and now he was going to be a higher-up in Oracle’s marketing group. That had to be more fun than pretty much not doing anything anymore as Red Tree’s marketing person.




Ever since then, she had been working away at her computers, hardly even stopping for soda and potty breaks. She had forgotten how much fun it was to be S4l1x680. To outwit everyone else. To be the very best in the world. But she was going to keep it under control. She was going to play it smart, and stay highly protected, and not cause any problems. She had her company back. Her baby. Maybe the only baby she’d ever have, since she hadn’t even had a real date in years, and she was still a virgin. She wasn’t going to screw up and ruin Red Tree Software. Not when it had been so hard on her to lose it.




But she was going to help Alex. Alex wasn’t just one more nice kid that Willow did the meet-and-greet with once or twice a month. Alex was a superpowered hero who was trying to do the right thing.




Willow had checked up on Terawatt and Paradise Valley, just to make sure she wasn’t getting conned. And Terawatt was a real, live superhero. She did nothing but stop robberies the police couldn’t handle. The whole mess with Danielle Atron and GC-161 and the diet foods? It looked like Alex had been fighting a really bad person for years. How old was Alex when she started? Twelve or thirteen? That was even younger than Buffy Summers in those stories Alex told her.




Honestly. Her and Buffy Summers? Maybe that was even harder to believe than the whole ‘alternate universes with other physics’ deal.




So then Willow had tried to track Alex down. That was really easy. And Alex had vanished for five days. ‘Home sick’ according to the computer records of the school. But no doctor visit, no nurse practitioner, no trip to the hospital, no filing with her dad’s HMO, nothing. And the Mack family food bills dropped dramatically for that week. So Alex really could have been out of this dimension, or at least not in Paradise Valley.




Willow had taken the time to obscure Alex’s trail a little bit, just so the next person searching for computer records to point their way to Terawatt would end up looking in the wrong places. It was really surprisingly easy if you understood how relational databases worked, and how computer software did joins.




Then Willow had pulled up the city records, while making it look like the governor’s office was doing it. If anyone checked back through all the fake red tape Willow tossed around, they would find a fancy government task force that wouldn’t admit one way or another whether they tried to get those records.




After that, it was computer searches. Colonel Jonathan Angus ‘Jack’ O’Neill was a hard nut to crack. Just getting through the DoD databases without getting caught was really tricky. Getting more was next to impossible, even for her. Because Jack O’Neill had a lot of blacked-out files and files with large, blacked-out sections. That spelled Special Ops, maybe even Black Ops. A couple of those files were just stubs, sitting there with tripwires attached to alert someone that a hacker was looking for data on Jack O’Neill. But Willow had played this game since she was eleven and a half. She dodged the tripwires and looked for what she could. And there was something really suspicious. A highly decorated colonel with tons of medals and no black marks on his records goes from Spec Ops to retirement and back into the Air Force, only to take what was supposed to be a desk job in something called Hazardous Waste Assessment, Amelioration and Abatement. The HWAAA. Yeah, right. The more she looked, the more she figured the HWAAA was some sort of cover, because there should have been lots of environmental scientists and environmental engineers in something like that, and they had something else. They had medical doctors and biochemists and biophysicists. They had chemists, but in the wrong specializations. And their scientists didn’t work on hazardous waste issues, and didn’t publish journal articles on handling hazardous waste. She didn’t know what the heck Jack O’Neill was doing, but if it was assessing hazardous waste spills, she would go lick Larry Ellison’s bald spot.




Eww. Maybe not that, but something dramatic.




After that, she had searched for the other people Alex couldn’t find. Hermione Granger was already working on a doctorate in ethnography and social policy at Cambridge. Alex was right. This Hermione was smart as heck, just like the other one. Willow just couldn’t find out where Hermione was going to work when she completed her degree in a little over a year, according to emails to and from her major professors.




Then Selina Kyle. That had taken more effort. But never let it be said that S4l1x680 could be stopped. Willow had found Selina Kyle. Only she wasn’t a Kyle anymore, and hadn’t been for a long time. At age nineteen, Selina had married a thirty-something Greek shipping line heir, and was now living la dolce vita on a private island off the coast of Greece. Some sleazebag photographer had managed to sneak close enough to get telephoto shots of Selina cavorting nude on her own private beach with her slightly less photogenic hubby. And Alex was right once more. Selina was maybe the most gorgeous brunette Willow had ever heard of.




Willow was staring at the pictures, and her mouth was dry with fear.




Selina had the looks and shape to make Playboy Playmates and Sports Illustrated swimsuit models go crying back to their plastic surgeons. Selina was so gorgeous that…




Selina was so gorgeous that Willow was sitting there with damp panties. The nice Jewish girl who had never gone all the way with a boy was having sexual thoughts about another girl.




Alex had been right again. Willow had never admitted it to herself, but there was no mistaking this. She was having the hots for another woman. She was gay. Or at least, really bisexual. And Alex had known.




It was one thing to know the ‘green crayon’ story that no one else should know about, but Willow had told herself that there was a remote possibility Jesse had told someone, somewhere. Or maybe Xander had told someone long before he died. But this was impossible to know. No one knew Willow wasn’t het. Even Willow hadn’t known.




Alex had known. Alex had known, because she knew a different Willow. A different Willow who was more like she was than any alternate universe Willow had a right to be.




The ‘travel to another dimension’ story was looking really, really probable, despite everything. And that meant Alex had really risked her life to fight a hellgod and save the whole freaking multiverse. Alex had met an alternate universe Willow. And Alex had said she would be there for Willow if Willow ever came out of the closet.




It was looking like that closet door was falling off its hinges.




Willow stared at the computer monitor…




25. A Kind of Reveal



Alex woke up Sunday morning to find there were new files on her computer, which she’d left hooked up to the house internet connection on Willow’s orders. How Willow could do all that was beyond her, but that was why Willow was Willow.




Although it was pretty scary that someone could do all that to your computer without needing magical powers.




Each file was compressed and encrypted, with the encryption keys random strings of letters and numbers that Willow sent her on her Terawatt phone. No one was going to guess those, and Alex was guessing it would take the entire NSA to crack those encryption codes.




She unencrypted and decompressed each file. One was a computer graphic of the city runoff system, complete with grates marked wherever. She zoomed in around her school and found over a dozen grates, plus some markings that were probably where the gutters for the school roofs drained into the runoff system. Wow. She totally needed to check all this out some night.




The next was information on Selina Kyle, who was no longer a Kyle, and pretty much not a candidate for joining any list of helpers for anyone. It looked like Selina spent her days pampering herself and staying in shape, and her nights partying among the European elite.




The next was information on Jack O’Neill, along with all the stuff Willow was guessing. Or in Willow’s case that was really deducing.




The next was information on Hermione Granger, who was working on a Ph.D. at Cambridge, and not looking for jobs even though she was going to wrap up about the time Alex graduated from high school. Wow, that was pretty impressive, even for Hermione. Willow’s searches said Hermione started taking college courses while she was still in public school (which Willow said meant ‘private school’ if you were American, which was so totally weird), finished college early, and was zooming through her graduate degree.




Alex totally didn’t get why ‘public school’ would mean one thing in America and the complete opposite in England. Could that be right? Well, it wasn’t like Willow would make a mistake like that.




The next was a list of instructions for Alex and her team for computer security, along with half a dozen programs to run on everyone’s computers to provide secret protection. And the last was a list of instructions for phone security, including details on how Willow was going to hack their phones for better security. So she needed to get all of Team Terawatt together and make sure they knew what to do, so no one had weak security for email or Facebook or texting or phone calls. The burner phones would help on the last bits.




Alex made sure everything was on her thumbdrive, and she went silvery with it so she could slip through a crack under her baseboard to hide the thumbdrive behind the wall behind her desk. Then she ran one of Willow’s programs to clean up all the deleted files so no one could recover them. Alex knew you could un-erase files, but knowing that there was a way to keep anyone from doing that? Pretty cool.




Unless Willow had an even more secret way to un-un-erase what her un-erasing software did, which would be kind of… frightening. Alex wondered if Larry Ellison and those venture capitalists had any idea of what Willow could have done to them and that software if they had really made her angry. Willow could have just waited five or ten years until every database on the planet was incorporating her database hyperlinking software, and then… If there were any tiny holes or backdoors in it, Willow would know how to exploit them. Instant drastic worldwide badness. There were a lot of really awful things someone like S4l1x680 could do to you if you made her mad enough. If Willow could re-write the city police records and the school records whenever she wanted to, without getting caught, then this Cordelia Chase was probably lucky she left town when she did.




She whispered to herself, “Don’t make me angry. You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.”




She knew a lot of people that was true for, now that she’d been in Hermione’s dimension. And that covered everything from what Selina or Jaime could do, all the way up to other-Willow and other-Sam. Sam had once blown up a sun and destroyed an entire solar system. It was tough to top something like that.




Willow was way more impressive than Acid Burn in that movie. Alex and her mom had watched ‘Hackers’ last night. It wasn’t really that great, even if Johnny Lee Miller was really cute. And wasn’t that other guy the same actor who played Shaggy in the Scooby-Doo movies with that actress who looked kind of like Buffy? Still, Alex thought it was kind of interesting that shy, introverted Willow picked a codename that went with one of the most beautiful women in Hollywood, because there was no mistaking that Acid Burn was Angelina Jolie.




She told her folks about the computer presents from Willow, as they ate breakfast and got ready for church. But she wasn’t expecting anything else for a while. She should have known better. And she turned her phone off before she went into church. She really should have known better.




On the way home, she turned her phone back on. There were three text messages. All of them were from a restricted number. All of them said ‘turn on yr fone’.




But that wouldn’t be helpful at all, since her phone was now on. Except she now had another phone. Her Terawatt phone. And she didn’t have it with her. Crud. She had left it hidden inside her wall with that thumbdrive.




She really should have known better.




As soon as she walked into the house, she flew up to her bedroom, went silvery so she could puddle through the crack under her baseboard, grabbed her Terawatt phone, and took it back out of the wall. As soon as she went normal, she turned on the thing. And there were two messages from Acid Burn. Alex knew automatically that this was going to be bad.




The first message was a female voice that had gone through AutoTune so you couldn’t tell it was Willow. It said, “You were right. Libby is setting up a photo shoot with paparazzi for some time today. I don’t have a location.”




“Oh crud.”




The second message was the same digitized voice. “Photo shoot time is one this afternoon. I still don’t have a locale. Her calls were all made from her house phone or her cell, and her cell calls were made from within her house or very close by, based on cell tower triangulation.”




Jeez! How could someone like Willow get into cell tower information like that, when she wasn’t the police or the feds or anything?




Alex flew over to her parents’ room. “Mom. Dad. I… may have a problem. Libby’s setting up a photo shoot. And it has to be an ‘I am Terawatt’ photo shoot if it’s with paparazzi. And if she does that, she may be doing something skanky. Or even worse, someone may think she really is Terawatt and try to kill her.”




She changed out of her church dress and into jeans, and grabbed some lunch while she made phone calls.




“Hello Louis?”




He said, “Alex! Hi. And how may I help you? Do you perhaps have some more photos to sell?”




She told him, “Nope, but there may be a problem. Are you Libby’s agent?”




“No. She hinted around a bit, but wouldn’t sign a contract first, so I said no way. Why? Does she have some kind of deal already?”




She said, “She’s doing a photo shoot this afternoon at one. We need to find out where.”




Louis gasped, “A photo shoot? How could she swing that? She’d have to be Terawatt to pull that off, and… Oh crap. That’s it, isn’t it? She sold a bunch of sleazy photographers on it, and she’s going to show up dressed like Terawatt and let them take photos.”




She complained, “Or she’ll show up in a lot less, and let ’em take photos, and people all over the world will think Terawatt’s all skanky!”




Louis said, “Okay, I’ll ask around. Robyn and Nicole might be able to get something out of Mandy or Tylea.”




Alex suddenly remembered her new resource. “Great. Once you alert them, have them call me and get me phone numbers for Mandy and Tylea and Carli’s cell phones. I’ve got to call Ray.”




She hit one of her speed dial buttons and got Ray right away. “Ray, it’s me. Have you heard anything about Libby and a photo shoot?”




“Nope. I would’ve let you know right off if I did. Is she really trying something else, after what already happened?”




Alex said, “I think she’s not thinking this through.” Her Terawatt phone buzzed. “Okay, I gotta go.”







Danielle Atron pressed the speaker button when her phone finally rang. “What?”




Lars said, “Your photographer came through. Terawatt’s doing a big photo shoot at one, and now we know where. We’ve got Cready ready to go. The new doses of GC-161 really made his problem a lot worse.”




“Like I care,” she sneered.




He said, “Well, it’s a good thing we did this at one of the backup sites, because it’s not gonna be standing when he’s done with it.”




She said, “We just broke into it. It’s not our problem.”




He muttered, “We should have taken the time to study him more. We haven’t seen this power combination before.”




She fumed, “Lars, I’m not paying you to be a research chemist anymore!”




“Sure you are,” he said. “Who analyzed the antidote and synthesized more of it? Me. If you’re paying me to be a researcher, I’m going to research what makes the most sense.”




“No,” she insisted. “You’re going to research what makes the most sense to me.”




“Oh crap!” he swore. “Doesn’t matter now. He just flew off. He’s Paradise Valley’s problem now.”




She smiled cruelly and spoke in a voice of pretended concern. “Oh gosh, that’s too bad. Once he kills Terawatt, who’s going to stop him from destroying the whole town?” She grinned as she thought about what was going to happen. She knew that creep Cready would do anything she wanted, if it would get him the antidote.







Alex heard the ringtone, and had to make a mental check to make sure it was her Alex phone and that she was answering it with her Alex voice. “Hey, Nicole.”




“Alex? I got the phone numbers, but I don’t know what good they’ll do you. They wouldn’t talk to me, and they acted like you were why.”




Alex said, “The other day, I tried to give Libby an out, and they all acted like I was doing it just to get a story I could sell to the news.”




Nicole pointed out, “Well, you are the most famous camera person we know. And you got interviewed. Maybe they just thought you’d do the sort of thing Libby would do.”




Alex took down the phone numbers and thanked Nicole for trying. Then she grabbed her Terawatt phone, and she pressed the speed dial for Acid Burn. Just in case the phone ever ended up in the wrong hands, she had ‘Acid Burn’ stored in the phone’s memory as ‘AB.’ That was plenty vague. The phone made a weird sort-of-connecting noise, and then made a slow, really bizarre ‘ring’ noise. Then there was a couple seconds of nothing. She looked at the screen, but it showed the little ‘trying to connect’ symbol, so she waited. It took maybe fifteen seconds before she finally got a normal ring. On the second ring, Willow picked up. It was the same AutoTuned voice, but Alex knew it was Willow.




Alex said in her Terawatt voice, “I’ve got three more cell phones you probably need to track. They’re all in Libby’s posse.” She gave Willow the numbers and said, “If Libby isn’t calling them, they’ll be calling her. Or they’ll be hanging with Libby and calling other people for stuff.”




Willow said, “We may have a bigger problem.” Even through the AutoTuned voice, the worry came through. The hairs on the back of Alex’s neck stood up.




26. Another Kind of Reveal



Alex tried to keep her voice steady. “What kind of problem? And how big?”




Willow said, “State police have a supercriminal flying north-northwest towards you. He’s a pyro.”




“He starts fires?”




Willow said, “He is a fire. Police reports say he looks like an orange guy covered in flames, and he’s dropping balls of fire as he goes. He’s basically a human torch.”




“What?”




Willow said, “The Human Torch. Fantastic Four. Comic books? Movies?”




Alex said, “Oh. Him.”




Willow added, “I’m pulling all the police and fire reports that might be this guy, and… Okay. I’ve got a nearly straight line, headed right for Paradise Valley. Based on times of incident reports, I’d estimate he has a cruising speed of about a hundred twenty-five miles an hour.”




“Oh crud,” Alex muttered. There was no way she could fly that fast. “You said cruising speed?”




Willow said, “Yeah. We have no way of knowing if he’s got a sprint speed that’s faster, or a maneuvering speed that’s slower.”




Alex groaned, “But we’ll be finding out. The hard way.”




Willow said, “I’ve straight-lined him all the way back to an abandoned warehouse… which is now one big inferno.”




Alex asked, “Is he setting fire to houses or police cars, or what?”




Willow said, “Ooh, good question! Let me see… House, empty field, highway median, truck on highway, field that’s just crops… Didn’t hit anything… Hmm, went right over a strip mall, that would’ve been a terrific target if he was doing it deliberately… Not on an apartment building… Wow, I am so glad I got this GIS software and all these Google Earth images. Looks like it’s pretty random. He may not have control of his powers.”




Alex groaned, “Which means everything in town that’s in his flight path might end up getting firebombed.”




Willow said, “I’m hacking into the governor’s office and ordering state and federal forest fire crews to assist.”




Alex asked, “Can we get some of those planes that dump water on fires?”




Willow said, “Probably not. They’re mostly contractors, and cost the state big bucks to hire. I can’t find a way to do that electronically. It’s probably voice only, with lots of paper contracts to sign first. And… oh frack.”




“What?”




Willow said, “My GIS program projects he’ll get to the middle of Paradise Valley right about… one o’clock.”




Alex got it instantly. “Just in time for Libby’s photo shoot. And he probably knows where to go.”




Willow said, “Someone’s probably tipped him off.”




Alex disagreed, “It’s Danielle Atron. She probably bought off several of the paparazzi that are just in it for the cash. One of them let her know, and she’s sicking this guy on Terawatt. Only it’s not Terawatt. If he gets there first, Libby’s gonna be a charcoal briquette.”




Willow said, “This guy has no control yet, except on his flight. Everything in the vicinity could get roasted. Including all those photographers.”




Alex said, “Danielle probably didn’t bother to tell these guys they were signing their own death warrants. And she’ll need to kill all of them, so the guilty ones can’t squeal on her.”




Willow asked, “Would she even care? She’s already wanted on one count of first degree murder, five counts of attempted murder, about three dozen counts of aiding and abetting a Class I felony, terrorism, kidnapping, RICO… She’s already looking at about five thousand years in jail.”




Alex said, “I can go do my thing, but I can’t go fast enough to counter him before he gets to his target. And I don’t know where his target is.”




Willow said, “And if he flies that much faster than you, you can’t block him or cut him off. He can just duck around you and you’ll never be able to catch up with him in time.”




“So what do I do?” Alex asked. She didn’t sob. She really didn’t.




Willow said, “I don’t know. Give me a few minutes.”




Alex looked at the clock on her desk nightstand and winced. It was already clicking over to 12:51. They had no time left. But Willow would know that. She probably was looking at a clock on her computer this very second.




In nine minutes, Libby was going to be a screaming ball of flame, and everyone and everything around her was going to be on fire too. And there was nothing Alex could do to stop it.




She said, “Look, I’ve got to go… do my thing.”




“Take your phone, just in case.”




She said, “Will do.”




She hung up and went downstairs. She stopped her dad and handed him one of the burner phones. “I’ve got to get my uniform and go. I need you to grab my cameras and that steering wheel camera frame you made, and get ’em over to Ray. Take this and make sure Ray knows it’s one of the Team Terawatt phones.”




Her dad looked worried. “Honey? Are you going to be okay?”




She tried not to look worried too. “I’ll do my best, dad.”




“You always do.”




She went silvery and puddled out to her mom’s car, where her uniform was still in the spare tire compartment.







Willow typed furiously. “Come on, come on…” The GIS software was slow. Really annoyingly slow, even on her fastest box. She knew a lot of that was the image processing and geographical analysis sub-programs, and a lot was building the images for map overlays that would go up on the screen. So she needed a faster machine with faster graphics. And maybe she needed to analyze the bottlenecks in the software and then re-design the code. Or maybe she needed to figure out how to extend the code so it could run as a parallel processing problem on all the computers in her room. But not right now.




She checked the streams of police reports, each of them tagged with GPS data so the police could provide fast response even if an officer was down. Alex’s supercriminal was still going in a straight line, with pretty minor deviations. He had to know the whole area up and down the interstate, and know just where he was headed.




Uh-oh. The latest news and emergency reports didn’t look good. A police helicopter and a news helicopter had just tried to follow him, and he had plastered a fireball right on the police copter’s windshield. The news copter had wisely ducked way out of the way. The police copter had needed to set down, since the pilot had no visibility anymore and the front of his copter was on fire. But that meant the crook might be getting better with his powers.




And he was rapidly approaching the outskirts of Paradise Valley.




Willow plotted a linear regression line across the map, and plotted confidence bounds. She knew the accuracy of the confidence bounds would be crap, because the points weren’t independent, but she wasn’t after exact probabilities. And the crappy stats in the GIS program didn’t let her do the kind of geospatial statistical model she really needed to run. But she just wanted a flight corridor to study.




At least Alex’s house and her dad’s chemical plant weren’t in the corridor. But…




Wait, she had a hit from one of the phone numbers. Mandy’s cell phone. She listened to the cell packets.





“I’m on my way back. I’ll be there in no time.”




“You better, Libby needs her sunscreen. And I hope you got the right coconut water this time.”




“Stop being such a bee-atch. I’ll be at drake in a couple minutes.”






Willow checked the cell phone towers that were transmitting the cell packets. She had one that was less than a mile from the flight corridor. Aaaaand… Another cell tower. Mandy was driving directly into the projected flight corridor. She was moving eastward, probably driving down one of the main roads there, right toward…




Willow gulped. 




If Mandy kept going in that direction, on one of the two possible east-west roads she could be on, she was going to cross that flight corridor.




Right at Alex and Libby’s high school.




Willow clicked the phone router and prayed she was in time.







Alex was in the air, and moving toward the middle of town. She didn’t know what else to do. She couldn’t stop the guy in mid-air, he could just zoom right by her and then she’d never be able to catch up. 125 miles an hour? That was way faster than she could ever do.




Her phone buzzed inside her left glove. She fished it out. It was Willow. “Oh please know where to go, oh please,” she whispered. She flipped it open and said, “Go.”




“Tera, the high school. Libby’s high school. Mandy said she’d be at ‘drake’ in a couple minutes.”




Alex said in her Terawatt voice, “That’s the big rocks east of the main building.” She knew what to do, after having to deal with Jo. “Call the police. Try to get Officer Dave Watt if you can, but anybody should do. Tell them it’s criminal trespass on school grounds, they’re at the school boulders, and there’s probably at least one case of fraud and identity theft, plus at least one of the photographers is guilty of aiding and abetting a felony because he told Danielle Atron where to send the superthug. Tell them Libby’s made herself the target of this flying Human Torch guy, so we’ll need fire department support too. I don’t know what else to tell them.”




She hung up and turned toward the school. She called Ray on his Team Terawatt phone. When he answered, she cut in before he could get a word in. She made sure she was using her Terawatt voice, too. “Don’t talk. It’s me. Libby’s high school, at the big rocks. Only there’s a flying, fire-throwing threat coming. Do not, repeat do not get close. I have no idea what the safe zone is. But if you can get photos, give it a try. Just stay safe more than anything.”




“Gotcha, Tera.” He hung up.




She shoved the phone into the glove on the inside of her left forearm, and she headed for the school. She wondered if she was doing the right thing. There had to be things she could have done to stop Libby before this. There had to be something better than asking Ray to take photos when she had no idea how dangerous this flying fire-goober was. And she had no idea how to stop the guy. Or girl. Or whatever.




She had managed to beat a fire-breathing dragon once. She could beat this guy.




She had to beat this guy.







Mandy pulled up and parked on the street. The parking lot over by the school rocks was already swarming with cars and trucks. It looked like Libby had about a dozen guys with big still cameras, and three guys with those big videocameras hung over their shoulders.




The far rock looked great. They had painted it last night. A quick coating of white, with ‘TERAWATT’ in nice capitals all in black. And Libby looked good. Mandy thought the white bikini was a little too tiny, but she knew she was supposed to shut up and follow orders, or she’d be out of Libby’s homegirls, and she would end up a loser looking for some other losers to hang with. Libby also had some white high heels, and a little Lone Ranger kind of mask that looked sort of like Terawatt’s mask. They hadn’t been able to find anything better.




Libby was still in a white bathrobe, and Tylea was spreading a thick white blanket over the top of the rock, while Carli was setting up a ladder on the back side of the rock so Libby could get up there.




Mandy looked at the junk she had just picked up, and she winced. She still thought this was a really bad idea, but Libby didn’t listen to some lamer like Mandy Wilson. Couldn’t these guys tell Libby wasn’t really Terawatt? Mandy didn’t get how Libby had tricked her boyfriend, and Tylea, and Carli. But if Libby really was Terawatt, wouldn’t she just fly up onto the top of the rock? And if she had superpowers, why would she need sunscreen?




Mandy couldn’t figure it out. If Libby really was Terawatt, why would she do this? But if Libby wasn’t Terawatt, why would she think she could get away with getting all these guys and news agencies to take her picture? And if Libby wasn’t Terawatt, wouldn’t the real Terawatt get really mad at Libby for doing this? Her head was starting to hurt from stewing about it for two days, and nobody would listen to her. Not even Carli.




That was when she looked up and saw the thing like a flying, blazing meteor coming straight at them. She screamed.





27. Threat



Alex flew as fast as she could, right to the school. She could see what was almost like a meteor coming in at the school, except it didn’t have a mile-long tail, and it wasn’t coming in from straight up in the sky. It was a guy-sized ball of fire, and the fire only trailed back maybe a hundred fifty feet, and pumpkin-sized blobs of fiery destruction fell off of him every once in a while.




Oh jeez, there was going to be a string of fires all across the town too! She so had to stop this guy. But how could he be on fire and not be dead too? And how was she supposed to fight a guy who was covered in fire?




She pushed as hard as she could, but she could see she wasn’t going to get there ahead of him. And she could see what would be his target. Libby, standing by the school boulders, in a bathrobe and a fake Terawatt mask.




Oh crud, what if Libby was about to do naked photos and say she was Terawatt too? What a creep!




Now that she was closing in on Fireguy, she could see that he wasn’t really person-shaped. He was only partly human shaped. She recognized that look from her mirror. The guy was stuck in a partly-silvery form, unable to go back to human again. Maybe he’d gone insane from being trapped like that. Maybe Danielle Atron was torturing him and making him do this. She wouldn’t be surprised at anything that witch might pull.




So if the guy was stuck being in shapeshifting mode, then maybe he wasn’t orange. He was silver, and the reddish-orange fire all around him was making him look orange-y. But if he was all silvery all the time, then hurting him was going to be really, really hard.




He was curving downward, making an arc that would end up maybe twenty or thirty feet over Libby. If he was planning on punching her, that was stupid. If he was planning on dumping a giant fireball on her, that was probably not too bad. It wouldn’t work too well if Libby really was Terawatt and she had faster flight than he did, but Alex already knew Terawatt was slower than Fireguy.




Time to find out about those other things Willow said. Alex really hoped this guy wasn’t a lot more maneuverable than she was.




Alex came down from just above him and tried to figure out where she could intercept him. It looked like it was going to be really close to the tennis court, which meant Libby and everybody were in real danger.




While she was flying, she only had about seventy or eighty pounds of telekinesis to use, and she had no idea how much Fireguy had to spare. So she was trying something she’d never done before.




She came down on top of him and hit him with everything she had. All two hundred pounds of her telekinesis. And she let herself drop on top of him too, so that was another hundred and twenty pounds or so. She just hoped the telekinetic wall she was hammering him with would screen her from being burned to a crisp.




Her telekinesis, plus her body weight, was enough to slam him straight down into the ground. She grabbed herself less than a second before she would have smashed into the ground too, which probably would have killed her without her powers.




He hit hard, and his flame flattened out like a burning pancake. But as soon as she stopped pressing on him and used her telekinesis to keep from crashing into the hard ground, he was bouncing back up.




She charged at him while he was still on the ground, and she went silvery so she could punch him while he was on fire. He threw a fireball the size of a beachball at her, and she just rushed right through it. Since she wasn’t using her telekinesis to fly right then, she could pull this trick. She threw a punch at his jaw and pulled it just before it would have crashed into him. But she hammered him with her full two hundred pounds of telekinesis, right in the face.




But he was silvery too, so all that happened was his head rolled backward and his silvery form curled backward into a blob. The blob quickly reformed into a partly-human looking shape that was still blazing with bright orange fire. He leapt up into the air, and she followed.




She knew one thing. She couldn’t let him get away. If he got any separation from her, he could fly off at his cruising speed and lose her.




She knew something else: she was probably going to have to stay silvery for the whole fight. He hurled a huge fireball right at her, and she knew she’d be roast Alex if that hit her while she wasn’t silvery.




She swung her arm like she was slapping at a bug, but that was a trick. Really, she was using her telekinesis like a door-sized flyswatter. She slapped the fireball and knocked it straight down into the middle of the tennis court.




Then she flew in closer and punched Fireguy in the stomach. She used all her spare telekinesis too, and he doubled up over her fist. She jerked her arm back before he could grab it, and she pulled it up so her fist was near her ear.




She brought her arm down and smashed Fireguy in the back of the neck with her elbow, slamming him with all her spare telekinesis too. He rolled up into a fiery ball.




He jabbed a punch at her. She didn’t see it coming, because it just erupted out of his lumpy form, instead of being a regular punch. She took it right in the stomach because she couldn’t react fast enough. Oof!




If she had been normal, that would’ve really been bad. A full-grown man slugging her in the stomach? That would have been mega-bad. But she was silvery, just like Fireguy, so his fist just sort of slammed into her and sank into her like she was made of jello.




She struck back. She turned and kicked him as he re-formed. She did her best fake karate kick that she could manage while she was silvery and blobby, because it didn’t matter how good a kick it was, as long as it looked good. She was slamming him with her spare telekinesis too. She caught him in the stomach.




He flew backward about twenty feet, and she instantly closed with him. The one thing she couldn’t do was let him get away from her, because he could take off and she’d never catch up with him.




He threw another big fireball at her, and he just floated there, waiting to see what she’d do. She flew through the fireball and when she came out the other side, she blasted him with a lightning bolt.




Nothing happened. He was silvery and on fire, and the lightning bolt just kind of didn’t do anything to him. She might as well have tried shining a flashlight on him for all the good it did.




So she could get in his way, but she couldn’t stop him. And as soon as he flew away from her, he was probably going to set the whole town on fire. Or at least the whole chemical plant and all the plant warehouses. Just because that was the kind of thing Danielle Atron would want him to do, because nobody was eviler than her.




She knew Terawatt had to find a way to stop him cold.




Oh wait, that gave her an idea.




First, she had to herd him a bit so he was lower and in a different spot. And she had to make it look totally accidental.




She closed in and punched him in the face, using her telekinesis like a disk in front of her fist so she could really let him have it. His head rocked back, and then he punched back. His fists plowed into her silvery form, hurting her but not damaging her like if she was normal. He hit her four or five times in the body, while she only got one more punch in. And jeez, he could hit really hard.




Still, she managed to tilt things so she was above him and punching down at him, while he was flying upside down and facing her. She closed and threw a punch with all of her telekinesis behind it, slamming him with a disk the size of a shield. Without her telekinesis, she fell towards him too.




She managed to slam him straight down a good fifty feet, with her silvery form falling on top of him along with her telekinesis shoving him downward. But he managed to push back, and they stopped falling when he was about forty feet above the ground.




He punched her, and she used her telekinesis to pull herself backward, like he had knocked her fifteen feet into the air. That was great. She was ready for step two. She hurled a huge lightning blast his way.




He didn’t even have to move, because it missed him. He turned his head when he heard the explosion behind him as the fire hydrant over by the street was blasted in half. The water jetted straight up maybe thirty feet in a huge fountain.




She used her telekinesis and bodyslammed him again, driving him right into the fountain of water. The water didn’t hurt her any, but it put his fire out instantly. She bodyslammed him with her telekinesis once more and smashed him into the street.




He spread out in a puddle and pulled himself back together, still undamaged. She flew over to the fire hydrant and landed on the ground so she could use all her telekinesis. Then she pushed a disk of telekinesis at an angle over the fountain of water, and deflected the water so it went sideways right into his face.




He went back down, and she pressed so the water deflected lower, smashing into his silvery form so he kept getting knocked around and he couldn’t pull himself back into a human-looking form.




Police cars and a firetruck came roaring up from both ends of the street, and police started surrounding the battle with guns drawn. More policemen began rounding up the photographers and Libby’s posse.




Alex kept the pounding water on Fireguy until he wasn’t moving anymore. Once she was pretty sure Fireguy wasn’t faking, she let up with the water and flew over to check on him. He just lay there, looking silvery and not pulling himself into human shape, gasping something. She moved closer, her telekinesis up in a shield in case he was trying something tricky.




Really-Wet-And-Not-Fiery-Anymore-Guy looked up at her and gasped, “Antid… An…ti…dote…”




She looked at the police and yelled in her best Terawatt voice, “Do we have any GC-161 antidote for him?”




Dave Watt holstered his gun and came running over. He had two metal tubes, one in each hand. He poured one over Fireguy, and as the guy turned from all-silvery to partly normal, Dave poured the other tube into Fireguy’s mouth.




The guy gasped, “More… Need more… Make it stop…”




Dave ran back and brought a third tube over. He said, “This is all we have until we get back to the station.”




The guy drank the antidote like he was dying of thirst. Then he collapsed back to the asphalt of the street and slowly turned back into a normal guy. No fire. No flying. No turning silvery.




Unfortunately, there was also the whole ‘no clothes’ thing. Alex tried to just look at his head, because he was a hairy, gross guy with gross tattoos and he was extra-naked, which was extra gross.




“Finally… over,” he gasped. “That bitch… wouldn’t give me the antidote… till I did jobs for her… It just never stopped burning… Thanks…”




Dave Watt and another cop cuffed him, draped a police blanket around him, and read him his rights before helping him into the back of a police car. The guy just collapsed back against the seat of the car and said, “Thanks. This is… great.”




28. Response



Alex realized she needed to make sure a couple things happened. First, she flew back to the busted fire hydrant and used her trick with the angled shield to blast water at each of the fires that were still burning. The street, and the grass, and the tennis court. After all, the fire department couldn’t use that fire hydrant anymore until someone came out and repaired it. Oops.




Then she flew up into the air over the police and photographers. She went from silvery back to normal, and she announced in her Terawatt tones, “Officers, I suggest you check all their cellphones. At once. I have information that indicates at least one of them gave Danielle Atron the time and place for this photoshoot, which would make them an accessory before the fact to several felonies.”




Unfortunately, there wasn’t much she could do about the other thing. The photographers that weren’t dealing directly with the police were all taking pictures of her. While it would be a good thing if someone other than Alex Mack was listed as taking her picture, she didn’t like it that these sleazebags were the ones getting the photos. And she couldn’t just yank their cameras out of their hands with telekinesis and smash them. That would get her in trouble, and she didn’t want Terawatt getting sued this soon after she made her first official appearance.




At least she didn’t have to worry about people thinking Libby in a skanky bikini was really her.




“Terawatt! Look over here!”




“Terawatt! Can we get a statement?”




“Terawatt! What’s your connection with your impostor?”




She floated downward until she was only half a dozen feet off the ground, but on the opposite side of the tennis court from the photographers, so they had to shoot pictures of her through two chain link fences. She pointed at that last guy. “Are you accusing me of a crime involved with this impostor who is stealing my identity, when I just saved all of you from being burned to a cinder by a supervillain?”




“Terawatt! Ignore Jackson, he’s an idiot! How did you know about this supervillain?”




She carefully said, “In my secret identity, I work with a very talented computer programmer who built a system that allows me to monitor emergency calls and tag them on a large wall display overlaid on a map of the area. I was able to see a line of police, fire, and emergency calls heading in a straight line to this point. I just intercepted the straight line and stopped this supervillain when he dove down and attacked you.”




She turned and pointed at Libby, who was cowering under a police blanket and sandwiched in between two of her posse. She said in as intimidating a voice as she could manage, “And then I found you were here photographing some kid who’s dressed up like she’s really me! That’s fraud!”




One of the photographers yelled, “It wasn’t us! She contacted all of us and told us she was you and she’d do this photo spread if we stopped hounding her at her house!”




Alex pretended not to know what was going on. “Is this the incident Friday on the news with the high school girl claiming to be me?”




“Yes!”




“Yeah!”




“Damn straight!”




“You bet!”




Pretty much the entire press corps yelled out their agreement.




She glared, “And you believed this baloney? A high schooler? With no evidence at all that she has any powers? What is wrong with you people?”




“Hey! It’s not our fault! It’s a job! If we weren’t doin’ it, someone else would!”




She snapped, “That’s an excuse for bank robbery, not a responsible occupation like news reporting.” She turned and pointed at Libby. “And you, young lady. What do you think you’re doing claiming you’re a superhero? Didn’t it occur to you that I fight supervillains who would murder me if they could? You could have been killed! You could have gotten every one of these photographers killed. You could have had supervillains attacking your home and destroying it and killing your family! This isn’t a little prank. This could have had horrible consequences!”




One of the photographers yelled, “And it’s fraud!”




“And identity theft!”




Libby burst into tears again and wailed, “It’s not my fault!”




Alex groaned inwardly. It was never Libby’s fault. At least in Libby’s head. She snapped, “Of course it’s your fault. You’re the person who claimed to be me. You’re the one who called these photographers and agreed to this sleazy photoshoot. You’re the reason a supervillain nearly burned down most of this city block.”




“It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” Libby sobbed. Libby then launched into her usual sob story about how it wasn’t her fault and she didn’t know bad stuff was going to happen just because people at school thought she was a superheroine, and it wasn’t her fault a zillion sleazy photographers surrounded her house all night and wouldn’t let her get any sleep, and her folks were really mad at her for nothing, and then she just wanted to get them to leave her alone, and how was she supposed to know a supervillain was going to show up, and…




Alex snapped, “Start taking responsibility for your own actions, kid.” She turned and pointed at the photographers. “That applies to you, too. Harassing a fifteen year old—”




“I’m seventeen!”




“—and her family in hopes of pictures? Maybe you need to re-evaluate your own lives.”




She watched as the police arrested everybody for criminal trespass and checked the photographers for cellphones. It didn’t take long for one officer to hold up a phone and say “This may be it!”




The photographer yelled, “There’s no fuckin’ way I’d do a deal with a wanted felon! It wasn’t Danielle Atron, okay? It was this kid named Carl. I figured he was a front for one of the big agencies, and he paid me two grand up front, so I figured what the hell. And I got a picture of him.”




One of the other police officers looked at the picture on the guy’s phone and yelled to her, “It’s Carlton Atron!”




Wow, she was totally not surprised at that one. She remembered Carlton really well. He was the jerk who sabotaged Annie’s science fair project for the plant science fair, and then he tried to blame her for it.




Boy, she’d gotten blamed for a lot of stuff by a lot of jerks over the last few years. Carlton, Libby, Kelly… Did little Alex Mack just have a sign over her head that said ‘blame me for your badness’ or something?




She flew over to Dave Watt and made sure to stay floating a few inches above the street so she’d look a lot taller. She said, “Officer Watt, is there anything else you need me for?”




“No ma’am,” said Dave. “We appreciate all your hard work keeping the streets of Paradise Valley safe.”




The officer with him, Sergeant Carson by his nametag, said, “And saving our butts when we need it.”




She smiled at him. “It’s my pleasure, Sergeant.” Then she rose into the air and flew the wrong way if she was going to go home.




She flew over two blocks and landed on top of an office building. Then she pulled out her Terawatt phone and called Ray. “Meet me at point K.”




She hung up and checked her new Willow-created map app on her Terawatt phone. She could see a really good place to dive into the storm runoff system, only about three blocks north from where she was right then. It was where one of the mostly-empty creeks ran through the town, and there was a good storm drain right on the street in front of her that would lead there.




She went silvery and dove down the side of the building, puddling into the grate and rushing through the tunnels to the creek. Then she flew down the creek still in puddle form to a big pipe she hadn’t tried before. It led a lot of the way across town, connecting the two biggest creeks so storm runoff didn’t cause more flooding problems. She hopped from there to the pipes she was more used to. Since she had a map that she’d even looked at and studied, this time she managed to get all the way to the storm drain near her front yard.




She puddled up into the spare tire compartment of her mom’s car and switched back to her regular clothes. She took the whole gymbag with her this time, and puddled back onto the driveway before puddling under the front door.




Once she was inside her house, she went back to normal. “Mom? Dad?”




“Honey? Are you okay?” Her mom rushed out of the living room, and her dad was right behind her. Both of them hugged her, as her mom said, “It’s on the news that another supervillain was flying this way, setting fires all over the place, and the governor’s already called out the national guard and state forest fire crews to handle all the fires.”




Her dad said, “Usually, the governor has to go have his meetings for hours, maybe days, before he can make a decision like that.”




Alex said, “Umm, don’t tell anyone, but it wasn’t the governor. It was Willow. She hacked into the state computer systems and faked like he was giving the orders. And it’s not like he’s ever gonna say ‘gee, you know that thing that made me look really good? Well I didn’t do it and we can’t keep hackers from faking my stuff.’ That would make him look like a total loser.”




Her dad said, “You can’t just…”




Her mom said, “George, I think Willow can.”




He stared for long seconds before he muttered, “We’ve gotta get better computer security at the plant.”




Alex smiled naughtily, “I know someone who’s really brilliant at computer security, too.” She hugged both of them and said, “Gotta go, but I’ll be back soon.”




“Where are you going now?” her mom asked.




“KPVC,” she said.




They both knew what that meant, so they let her rush out to her car with her gymbag and head on over to the tv station.




Ray was already sitting in his car waiting when she got there. She hauled her gymbag with her and sat in his car in the shotgun seat. “Ray? Did you get anything?”




He showed her the viewfinder screen of her camera, which was still mounted on the steering wheel steadicam. It was the first time she had seen the whole deal her dad had built, and it was pretty amazing. He had gone with the plans she got off the internet for a steering wheel-like camera frame, only he had gone a couple steps further than that. Instead of just a crossbar and a bolt to mount the camera on, he had gotten a real steadicam floating mount with a hanging counterweight, just like the ones she had looked at in the online camera store that were about two hundred bucks and only handled side-to-side motion. Then he attached that to another component that suppressed up-and-down motion, and secured that to the crosspiece, which was a little lower, so the camera was in the middle of the steering wheel. Her GoPro was set on the floating mount, looking really cool.




Ray smiled, “Yeah, I stayed out of sight like you said. I was over in the bushes in Mrs. Munson’s yard just down the street, where I could duck around the side of her house if things went bad. And I used your dad’s steering wheel steadicam. It’s pretty awesome.”




She gave him a big kiss for being so great, and she looked over the film footage. It looked pretty terrif. Maybe not as good as she could have done, but it was way better than it would have been with no steadicam and no zoom on the camera.




She called Ms. Marsters about ‘her’ footage and then rushed into the station. The girl with the really long nails was back at the reception desk. Alex noticed that this time there was a little placard that said her name was ‘Edima,’ which didn’t sound right because wasn’t that a disease or something? Anyway, Alex just said, “I’m on my way in to see Mark” and the receptionist buzzed her through.




Alex didn’t even get lost, and when she got to the door into the video editing room and knocked, Mark even came and unlocked the door for her. He smiled, “Hey. Alex, right?”




“Right,” she nodded. “Hi, Mark. I already called Ms. Marsters, but I figured I needed to come over here first anyways, because it’s more video footage.”




He grinned, “Don’t tell me you got Terawatt again.”




She said, “Well, I got it, but there’s about a dozen guys who got closer shots, and three of ’em had pro videocameras for other stations, so you guys may want to rush it.”




Ms. Marsters came in and said, “Alex. Back already?” 




She nodded. “My friends all know about me getting the footage of Terawatt, and so when Libby started claiming she was Terawatt, I knew it wasn’t her, and then today one of Libby’s posse told one of my friends about this photoshoot Libby was doing and pretending to be Terawatt, so I snuck over to get some footage because it’s Terawatt stuff and Libby’s committing fraud. And a supervillain showed up. And Terawatt. And they had a superbattle over Libby’s head while she screamed like crazy.”




Mark took the GoPro out of the fake steadicam frame she had left it in. He said, “This is a really nice design, and it’s got an amazing steadicam system in the center. I bet it’s a heck of a lot easier to lug it around than the genuine steadicams we’ve got.”




Ms. Marsters said, “No wonder you got those good shots. This is a nice piece of work. Yours?”




She pretended to explain, “I found the plans for the steering wheel part, but I needed lots of help from my dad to get it all put together, and he jazzed it up with the steadicam float in the center, which isn’t part of the pattern I downloaded. But he’s a scientist and he’s really good at designing things.”




Mark downloaded the footage and started clipping it and cutting out little bits that weren’t really good enough for a top-notch tv station. He muttered, “Not bad at all. Not as good as your best stuff, but a lot better than your worst. Very solid throughout.”




She fibbed, “I was hiding in some bushes across the street and up the block, and that kind of made it hard to move around much.”




As he was working, Alex watched the footage. She had to agree. It wasn’t as good as the best she could do, but it was still good. And she hadn’t realized everybody on the ground was running around panicking. Even the photographers were running for cover. She wondered if any of them had decent footage of any bits of the fight, because she sure wasn’t seeing any of them stopping and getting good footage during the first part. And none of them were going over to help Libby and her friends, which was really jerky of them.




She said, “And we need to tell Maria McClellan about this. The police took pretty much everyone to the main station, and some of the photographers wanted to have Libby arrested for fraud. And all of them are committing criminal trespass. And she’s underage, so maybe it’s corrupting a minor too. And it sounded from where I was like one of the photographers gave Danielle Atron the time and place, and that was how she could sick a supervillain on ’em.”




Ms. Marsters smiled. She moved her hands like she was imagining a headline. “Hmm… ‘Fraudster Impersonates Terawatt. Caught In The Act By KPVC.’ I like it.” She snapped open her cellphone and pressed a speed dial key. “Hey Ria, your little interview buddy Alex has a story for you.” She handed the phone to Alex.




It took Alex longer to explain the whole thing to Ms. McClellan than it did for Mark to download all the footage and Ms. Marsters to decide what they were going to run with at six and eleven o’clock. Then Alex had to sign a form about copyrights and letting tv stations show her footage, and then she had to sign a different form for the payment for her footage. She read over both of them, but both looked just like what Louis had arranged for her the previous time.




She thought about rushing downtown and seeing if she could get pictures of Libby at the police station, but they probably wouldn’t let her bring a camera into the station, and it was really mean to even think about doing it. And Libby was going to be in enough trouble anyway.




Instead, Alex left the station and once she was safely in her car, she called Willow. “Terawatt here. Baddie busted. No casualties.”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice came through clearly. “I was really, really worried.”




Alex reassured her, “You did great. Amazing. I couldn’t have done it without you. And even Penelope Garcia couldn’t have done it as fast as you did.”




Willow said, “I really have to hack that GIS software. Parts of it are way too slow. I figure I’ll move the graphics display to my SGI box, and re-write the slow computational parts to run in a parallel processing mode on my network.”




Alex said, “The important part was you. You came through in the clutch. I’m really proud of you.” It felt weird being the mentor part of this deal, after all the help she had gotten from Sam and other-Willow and Hermione and Buffy and Selina and even Jaime. But this Willow hadn’t had most of a decade of life-or-death battles against the forces of darkness. She was still where other-Willow had been before Buffy turned up.




“Umm… thanks. I mean, people don’t say stuff like that to me. I mean, mom and dad tell me they love me and like that, but no one says ‘oh you wrote a revolutionary new algorithm, I’m really proud of you’.”




“Well, they should,” Alex insisted. “You’re way cooler than anyone knows, and you just saved the lives of over a dozen people, and kept maybe a big chunk of Paradise Valley from getting torched by a crazy supervillain.”




“Well, not really. I did some computer work, but you did all the hard parts. I could never do what you did.”




Alex told her, “And I could never do what you did. It’s just that Terawatt gets all the attention and you’re hiding in the background somewhere so no one sees you’re important.”




“I… I’m not. Really.”




Alex insisted, “You are. Maybe you don’t believe it, but I know it. You’re like… There’s an alternate universe full of superheroes. Selina lives there. And in it, one of the most important heroes in the world is a redhead who sits in a chair and works with computers all day. No matter how much pressure she’s under, the superheroes in fancy costumes know this woman will come through for them. And that’s what you are. That’s what you did today. Just because you don’t fly or shoot lightning bolts out of your fingers doesn’t make you unimportant. I can see it. And I know that someday you’ll see what I see.”




Willow sniffed a couple times and tearfully said, “Th-thanks. Thanks so much.”




“You’re welcome a bunch.” She hung up and wondered what else she could do.




She knew a lot about the other Willow, and she knew from what Buffy had said that the other Willow hadn’t seen herself as powerful and important until long after she was. Buffy had told her how Willow stood up to a vampire, and magically killed it with a pencil, and then had the courage to slip into the inner sanctum of The Mayor to find out the secrets of the upcoming Ascension. And then she stood up to a psychotic Slayer with a huge knife. Buffy thought that was one of the big turning points for Willow. But there was no way Alex was exposing her Willow to those kinds of dangers.




Maybe Willow needed to meet Team Terawatt and realize that they also thought she was awesome.




29. In Between



Alex got up Monday morning and rushed to get ready for school.




Sunday evening had been so hectic after everything that her mom had just gone and picked up a pizza. Okay, she had picked up two super-sized pizzas, because Ray came over for dinner, and between her and Ray, a lot of pizza got chowed down. But then Alex spent over an hour sitting with Ray and her folks going over all the security stuff Willow had already sent her, and there was a ton of it. Computer security and phone security and just general security stuff like not talking about Terawatt stuff in public, and practicing cover stories.




Alex sent her dad off with the last two slices of pizza for his lunch. It wasn’t like she was being World’s Most Wonderful Daughter or anything like that. He had a fridge at work to keep them, and she was going to be carrying lunch in her backpack, like always. And her mom bought some really yummy sliced cheese over the weekend, so she and her mom had cheese sandwiches for lunch. Hers had mayo, yellow mustard, lettuce, and tomato slices. But she put the tomato slices in another baggie so they wouldn’t turn the sandwiches into mush while they sat in her backpack all morning long.




She scrambled to get all her papers into the right places and get all her stuff into her backpack so she could go meet Ray in the school parking lot. And everything was worse because her mom bumped the big jar of mayo with her elbow when Alex was out of the room, and they had to clean up broken glass and mayonnaise and everything off the floor. Using telekinesis, Alex could get all the glass she could see, and all the mayo that would come up, but there were still tiny little slivers on the floor and there was sliminess on the kitchen floor from the mayo that didn’t want to come up. So they had to get all that cleaned up before they left. Yuck.




She still made it to school in time to get a kiss from Ray, but it was close. Then, after all that rush, school was sloooooow. It seemed like time was crawling the whole morning. She was the only student in English class who had their paper in already, so the whole thing with working on the paper in class was just a huge waste of her time. Then European history was review for a test, and she was really bored. And then trig was going over stuff she’d already read and understood, so that was even more boring. She just sat there and worked on the homework problems as much as she could without being totally obvious about it.




Was this how Annie felt when she took stuff she already knew and was way past? Weird. Then lunch was everyone talking about Libby, who wasn’t at school at all. Everybody wanted to talk about stuff Alex knew already. Jill and the rest of the tennis team were having a cow about the tennis courts, which were wrecked because of the huge fire in the middle of the courts over the weekend.




Uh-oh. That was her fault. And she couldn’t say so. But Robyn and Nicole wanted to blame Libby for it, and it seemed like the whole tennis team agreed with them. After all, if Libby hadn’t done something crazy like claiming she was a superheroine, and then handled that mess by doing something even crazier like lying about being a superheroine and agreeing to a public photoshoot, none of the disaster would have happened.




Then Alex didn’t get to work on homework in sixth period study hall because she was supposed to be having more planning meetings about next year’s yearbook team. And the problem was Pete and Paul were running the meeting, and even Alex could tell they were really bad at it. The management book chapters she’d read just made her see what Paul was doing that wasn’t good, and what Pete was doing that was distracting. And they weren’t letting Alex get a word in edgewise, even though it was going to be her yearbook. And even worse, Pete and Paul were picking their buddies to be next year’s yearbook topic editors, since they didn’t get to choose them to be the head editors, and that was going to make things worse for Alex and Mina. Billy and Marcia were okay for their sections, but Jack wasn’t, and he was a problem in meetings, and he always wanted to do things his way. And Paul and Pete wanted Brian for the assistant editor for the sports section, even though he never had his stuff in on time. And they wanted their buddy Eakin to be the assistant editor in charge of photography, even though Eakin was a lousy photographer.




Finally, Alex had to stand up and say, “Fine. If Mina and I have no say in our assistant editors for next year, we quit. You can do without a yearbook next year. This is totally unfair. You guys got to help pick your assistant editors last year. You’re not letting us have any say.” She made Mina get up, and they walked out.




Once they were in the hall and way away from the meeting, Mina freaked. “What are you DOING? We can’t quit like this!”




She sighed. “We have to. You know everyone they’re picking. We can’t get a yearbook out on time with Brian running sports. We can’t get decent pictures with Eakin running photography; he thinks his stuff is great and he has a horrible eye for shots. We can’t control the meetings with Jack in there. We can’t get the new things we want in the yearbook with Jack doing student life. We can either take a stand now, or go through a year of complete hell and end up miserable.”




Mina gasped, “So what are we doing?”




“We’re going to see the principal. Right now.”




Alex didn’t like doing it this way, but she didn’t see she had a choice. Not with Pete and Paul doing what they were doing. So she dragged Mina straight to the admin offices and said they needed to talk to the principal right away.




It only took about ten minutes before Principal Wilson came over and led them into his office and asked what was wrong.




Alex said, “I’m really sorry, but Mina and I are gonna have to quit on next year’s yearbook. We can’t work like this. Pete and Paul won’t let us choose our assistant editors or anything. And they’re picking the worst people ever. Brian never gets his stuff in on time. Eakin takes terrible photos and he stinks on judging other people’s stuff, and he always picks photos based on whether one of his pals took ’em. Jack won’t listen to anybody and always does stuff his way even if it’s wrong. And him and Greta won’t let you get through a meeting. They’re not listening to our ideas for the yearbook, and they’re forcing us to take people we can’t work with, and they won’t even let us talk in the meeting!”




Mr. Wilson calmly said, “It sounds very hard on you. Are you sure you’re not over-reacting? After all, Greta Harsgaard is a senior, and won’t be on the staff next year.”




Mina said, “I wish Alex was over-reacting, because it’s gonna be awful. We had all these great ideas, and we figured out how to make the yearbook a lot better, and Alex even figured out how to get the end-of-year things into the yearbook so everything’s awesome. But we’re not gonna get to do any of that.”




Alex said, “If we have to work with what we’re getting, we’ll have lousy photos on everything except the headshots, and we’ll have no spring sports stuff because Brian never gets things in on time and he’s already swamped being the sports editor for the paper, and nobody except the popular kids’ll have stuff in because that’s all Jack cares about, and the whole thing will be horrible and awful.”




Mr. Wilson nodded and took some notes. “And so this is all boiling over from… what?”




Mina said, “Pete and Paul just had a meeting for next year’s yearbook. And we had to walk out.”




Mr. Wilson asked, “And what did Mr. Carson say about that?”




Alex said, “He wasn’t there.”




Mr. Wilson made a ‘hmm’ noise and used his intercom to get one of the secretaries to page Mr. Carson. Then he just asked some questions about the yearbook staff and their plans for next year’s edition.




Mr. Carson came rushing in a few minutes later. He said, “I had to get over to the clinic to pick up a prescription for my youngest. What happened?”




Mr. Wilson just looked at Alex, so she explained, “Pete and Paul ran the meeting, and wouldn’t let us get a word in, and wouldn’t let us pick next year’s staff, and wouldn’t let us say who we wanted to pick, and wouldn’t even let us say no on Brian and he wasn’t even at the meeting!”




Mr. Wilson asked, “Brian Pickering?”




Mina nodded. “Yeah. He’s a really good writer, but he never gets anything in on time, and he’s gonna be sports editor for the paper next year anyway, and there’s no way he’d have time to do yearbook too, and if he says yes, he’ll miss all our deadlines like he does with the paper, and then we wouldn’t have the spring sports stuff, and it’ll be a disaster!”




Mr. Carson groaned. “Let’s go see how the yearbook meeting is going, unless it’s over.”




Alex muttered, “No way, Jack and Greta never let anybody end early. They won’t even be done with what Pete wanted.”




Mr. Wilson got up too and said, “It is nearly the end of the period. Why don’t we go see?”




And sure enough, when they got down there, Greta was still going on and on about why some of her pages weren’t going to be done on time, and Jack was trying to cut her off and talk about his stuff.




Mr. Carson went in first and held the door for everyone else, including Mr. Wilson. Then he shut the door and firmly said, “Now. Misters Cleveland and Harrison. Perhaps you could tell me why you held a meeting when I told you I couldn’t be here, and why you chose Alex and Mina’s staff for next year when that is not your responsibility, and why you bothered with such a thing when you are running behind schedule for your own yearbook?”




Then the whole thing turned into yelling and finger-pointing and complaining. It was pretty much like Alex would have guessed. Pete and Paul were big on the yelling and finger-pointing and blaming. But the principal didn’t let that kind of junk go on for more than a couple seconds.




So then stuff got straightened out, but Pete and Paul were mad at Alex and Mina. Like it was Alex’s fault the guys were being gigantic jerks. And Eakin and Jack were mad at them for not picking them to be assistant editors, even though Pete and Paul had promised. Which Pete and Paul totally didn’t have the right to do.




Alex said, “Look. Every year, the upcoming editors get to pick their own team. You all know this. This isn’t our fault. Pete and Paul didn’t have the right to do this, and they aren’t allowed to have a meeting like this without Mr. Carson, and all of this is just wrong. And if you’re going to be like this, then maybe you shouldn’t be on the yearbook next year. At all.”




Pete and Paul and Eakin and Jack were all bigger than her, and Eakin and Paul were a lot bigger than her. But she wasn’t worried about them. Before she got her powers, she would have been scared. Now? She was just frustrated. Okay, she was pretty sure Mina was really intimidated, but she was going to protect Mina.




She said as stern as she could, “I’ll be calling those of you that I want on next year’s staff. And we’ll be holding a meeting of staff for the next yearbook. So Pete and Paul don’t need to worry about that at all, and can just focus on getting all the late stuff in so they can meet this year’s deadlines.”




Mr. Carson said, “Pete and Paul? Did you finish things today?”




“Umm, nope.”




Boy, Alex was so surprised. Not! She’d been in Pete and Paul’s meetings all year long, and she couldn’t think of even one that finished in the hour it was supposed to be in. And if Greta and Jack both came, the one meeting would end up getting spread over the next three or four days. She said, “Photography already has all of their parts in, except the spring events that haven’t happened yet, so I won’t be at the rest of this meeting. I’ll keep you guys updated, and get the section’s pictures in as soon as they’re done.”




She took Mina’s wrist and walked out. “Whew. I don’t like being like that.”




Mina grinned and said, “You did great.”




Mr. Wilson looked at her and said, “Yes, Miss Mack. You handled that well. You didn’t lose your temper. You didn’t retaliate in kind. And you didn’t let them run roughshod over you either. I think you two will make great yearbook editors next year.”




“Umm, thanks!”




Mina asked, “Are we really not gonna go to the rest of the yearbook meetings?”




Alex said, “I’ll go if you want me to, but there’s really nothing left for my group. We have less than half a dozen events before the deadline, and we just have to get our photos taken and turned in. No point in me going to five hours of meetings spread over a week, just to hear Greta complain ’cause her people haven’t gotten their write-ups in to her and Jack’s mad at some more school clubs.”




Mina frowned. “Yeah, come to think about it, all my stuff we can get in before the deadline’s already in, except who’s going to the State Math Contest.”




Alex nodded. “Yeah, and no pictures for that, so my group’s off the hook on that one. Our big headache’s the baseball playoffs and the track and field playoffs. They’re right on the deadline, and if we get past quarterfinals in baseball or we go to state in track and field, the rest of the stuff is after the deadline and nothing on that part goes into the yearbook anyway.”




Mina said, “Maybe I won’t go to the rest of their meetings either.”




Alex said, “Anyway, Jack should’ve had all his stuff in two months ago.”




Mina asked, “How come we don’t have more clubs in?”




Alex frowned, “Jack and Paul. If you’re not cool, or you’re not one of the official school clubs from sign-up day, forget it.”




Mina said, “Jack is pretty much a butthead. I really don’t wanna have to deal with him every meeting.”




Alex said, “I’d rather get Bill Brittsen or Harry Portings or Monica Jens to do the clubs. They’re not so only-the-cool-kids.”




Mina said, “Harry’s my first choice. He’s friends with more of the kids in the not-so-cool groups, so we could get them in the yearbook for a change.”




Alex said, “Okay. Let’s ask him first, Monica second, and Bill third.”




Mina smiled, “Gotcha. Let’s go sit down in the caff and come up with our list, and then I’ll make calls after school.”




Alex said, “Great! Call me after my work and we’ll see how stuff went.”




Mina moaned, “Pete and Paul and Jack are gonna be so mad at us!”




Alex said, “Don’t worry about them. Mr. Carson won’t let them cause any problems.”




“If you say so,” Mina said untrustingly.




Alex said, “I do say so.” She wasn’t going to waste time worrying about high school jerks.




And she knew that if they tried anything, she was going to be prepared, because she had the best backup anywhere. She waited until she was driving to Gloria’s shop, then she fished out her Terawatt phone. As usual, the call took about four times longer than a normal phone call to connect. “Hi Burn, this is Tera. I have five more names with cell phones and email addys and Twitter to monitor…”







The rest of the school week was pretty boring. And pretty tense. Classes went fine, and she got all her homework done. There were a couple tests that weren’t too bad. Some of the other yearbook staffers were mad at her and Mina, like it was their fault Paul and Pete tried to cram their ideas on yearbook staff down her throat. On the other hand, everyone Mina asked said yes, so they had their own assistant editor staff picked out for their yearbook next year. They even had one assistant editor just for what was going to go on the CD, and one just for designing the page backgrounds and borders, and they had a couple guys from the computer club putting together their short quiz for everyone to fill out.




Libby still wasn’t back at school. Kelly and a couple other girls who just last week had been insisting they wouldn’t run for homecoming queen because no one could beat Terawatt were all back to talking about being homecoming queen. And everyone was talking about how Libby tried to steal Terawatt’s identity and do a sleazy photoshoot at the school rocks. Libby’s posse was pretty much sticking with other friends in other groups, and trying to be invisible.




Alex’s job at Gloria’s donut shop was going great, because cameramen kept coming in and chatting with her and buying tons of donuts and big to-go orders, and leaving her big tips too. Her film footage of the Sunday superbattle was the best on the networks, because everyone else spent most of the fight running away and hoping not to get burned to a crisp. So she was the only one who had the entire battle on film.




She found out that all the cameramen who were at the school got hit with criminal trespass charges but none of them cared, because they apparently did that all the time. Willow said it was one of the regular risks of being a paparazzo. Boy was Willow smart; Alex hadn’t even known there was a singular of ‘paparazzi’.




And Libby’s dad had a super-expensive lawyer defending her from charges of felony fraud and identity theft. Wow, like that was a surprise. Willow said the emails and phone calls from the DA’s office to the arresting officers sounded like they were going to let Libby plead ‘no contest’ and pay the school for damages and do community service hours, instead of having a huge trial and stuff. Willow said they could either let Libby cut that deal, or else they could spend thousands and thousands of taxpayer dollars and still maybe lose the trial to some super-expensive lawyers hired by Libby’s dad.




Alex very carefully didn’t ask Willow how Acid Burn was able to bust the city government firewalls and read the emails that the police and the district attorney’s office were sending to each other.




30. Next Steps



On Saturday, Alex and her folks, and all the rest of her team — except Gloria, who couldn’t get away from work because of all the camera-crew business she was getting — hopped in her mom’s SUV for a daytrip. This time, they took the big cooler. With her and Ray and Louis in the van, there was no telling how much food might get eaten. And Robyn was on a kick about ‘rehydrating’ even if it meant she had to go pee a lot more. So lots of snacks and drinks.




And two potty stops on the way up.




Her dad drove, and her mom sat in the shotgun seat to give directions. Alex sat in the very back with Ray. Nicole and Robyn flipped a coin when Louis wasn’t looking, so Robyn was sitting next to Alex, and Nicole was in the middle seat with Louis. Who was behaving himself, since there were parents right in front of him.




They drove up to Willow’s house, with her mom getting her dad to park the SUV in Willow’s garage so no one would notice it on the street.




Willow was waiting at the door into the kitchen. Alex clambered out of the van and went right over and hugged Willow. Her mom did too.




Alex grinned, “Everybody? This is Willow Rosenberg, you knew that already. Willow? This is my dad, you get to call him George even though we don’t, and my boyfriend Ray, and Robyn, and Nicole, and Louis who you already talked to on the phone.”




Willow shyly shook everyone’s hand and told Louis, “I really want to thank you and your dad so much. I went to your dad’s website, and I patched six or seven holes in the security, and I installed some updates on some things that really needed to be updated, and I turned on a couple key pieces on your company firewall that got left off when it was installed. Oh, and I saw there were some weirdnesses with your webpages so I fixed a couple settings on your shopping basket software.”




Louis looked stunned. “And you did all that from outside the site?”




Willow shrugged, “Oh sure, it was easy. If you know what you’re doing, once you get in, there’s a dozen different ways you can get administrator access without a lot of trouble, and then you can do anything, even if you’re doing it remotely. Oh, and you guys really need better passwords. Did you know your dad’s password is your mom’s name? ‘Marie’ is totally not a secure password.”




Louis just stood there with his mouth hanging open. Alex used a little telekinesis and pushed his lower jaw up so he wouldn’t drool or anything.




Louis finally said, “That’s… I thought Alex was exaggerating when she was talking about how awesome you are, but I was wrong. You’re even more awesome than that.” He glanced around and said, “And don’t tell what my password is.”




Willow smiled impishly but said, “It’s actually a pretty secure password. At least it’s got upper and lower case, and it’s not one word.”




Alex’s dad said, “Umm, Willow? I’m not a computer expert like you, but my IT people told me the password system we have is uncrackable. A trapdoor algorithm, so passwords go in, get turned into an encrypted string, and never get unencrypted. So how can anyone check that the right password goes in, and how can you crack them?”




Willow smiled broadly as she led them into the kitchen. Alex could see that Willow had taken the round kitchen table and put two leaves in the middle so it now seated about ten people. There was a pot of coffee in her coffeemaker on the counter, and two teapots on the counter too, with coffee mugs and a bunch of coffee and tea things, like sugar and Splenda and brown sugar in little paper packets, and honey in the cutest little bear-shaped plastic bottle, and little cartons of milk and half-and-half, and even some sliced lemons. One teapot had a little sign in front of it that said ‘lemon herbal’ and the other had a sign that said ‘Earl Grey — caffeine’.




Willow said, “Everybody, grab what you want, the coffee is a nice dark French roast, and it’s caffeinated. I’ve got lots of soda in the fridge, because when I’m programming I live on Coke and Mountain Dew, and Sunkist Orange which has a ton of caffeine too. But I’ve got filtered water and soda water and some diet Coke because I saw Alex had it in her cooler last time she was here.”




Alex got a can of diet Coke and a glass and some ice, and sat down in one of the folding chairs. The table had four nice chairs that matched the table, and six folding chairs that Willow probably stored away with the table leaves somewhere. Alex felt bad that Willow was so isolated.




Willow had a mug of the lemon herbal tea with some honey and a slice of real lemon. Then she blithely explained, “Oh. Cracking the passwords. That’s easy. All you need is a copy of the program that does the encryption. Everyone has that. Then you feed it a dictionary, and you have a big file. All the passwords on one side, and all the encrypted strings on the other. You sort it by the strings, and it’s super-easy to find the password. But that fails as soon as someone just sticks a ‘1’ at the end of their password, or sticks a couple words together, like Louis did.” Alex noticed that Louis turned sort of red in the face.




Willow went on, “Most crackers who do dictionary attacks use a dictionary of a few thousand words, and that’s more than enough because so many people pick the same words, but I started out with a dictionary of ten thousand words for base cases, a dictionary of ninety thousand words for backup, and another ten thousand names and abbreviations and non-dictionary words. Then I have a ‘passwordizer’ program that takes a word like ‘Marie’ and writes it as all lower case, all upper case, mixed case, leetspeak, and with numbers and punctuation appended on the end, and I run all those through too. And I have another program that pulls a lot of popular words and names and sticks them together, maybe with numbers or punctuation too, and I run those through too. I’ve got the computing power to do it. So I have a file of four trillion encrypted strings, and what they translate to. Any string I see, I just look it up and see if I’ve got it. The NSA has a bigger file than that, but they have a lot more computing power than I do. All I have is a distributed network of a hundred eighty CPUs I can use for parallel processing.”




“Wow.”




“So what’s Louis’ password?” Ray asked.




Louis buried his face in his hands and muttered, “SexyHotKimK. Don’t tell Marsha.”




Nicole groaned, “Eww, you like Kim Kardashian? Gross!”




Louis defended himself, “I don’t like her, I just…”




Alex was surprised her dad came to Louis’ rescue. He said, “It’s okay. Back when I was a teenager, I had a poster up in my room. My dad teased me about it when I brought Barbara home to meet the family, even if I hadn’t had it up for a while.”




Alex knew this story, so she knew it was a poster of Raquel Welch in this little fur bikini from an old movie.




Robyn said, “At least Kim Kardashian always has clothes on. Louis could’ve picked something really skeezy.”




Louis changed the subject, “And speaking of really skeezy… Willow, can you go onto the sleazy Terawatt websites and delete their pictures and stuff?”




Willow blushed a little and said, “Umm, that would be illegal, but some black hat might have already done something like that. There were five super-sleazy ones, and none of them had top-notch security, so all the image files got corrupted and all the computers got infected and maybe their URLs got cleaned off a bunch of DNS servers so no one can find the sites anymore, and maybe their password files got corrupted so they can’t get back in without help from a system admin who knows what he’s doing. And maybe someone tracked down the system owners so they can get dealt with if they keep being sleazebags. But I wouldn’t do a thing like that.”




Alex got up and hugged Willow around the shoulders and said, “Thanks. Not for doing all that, because a reputable computer programmer like you wouldn’t do something like that, but for being you.”




Alex’s dad said, “I agree. Thank you. And if you ever decide to do security consulting, we could really use your help with the plant website and firewall.”




Willow blushed some more and said, “And I grabbed the names Terawatt and TheRealTerawatt and IAmTerawatt and a couple other ones like that on Facebook and Twitter and a dozen other social media sites so we don’t have to worry as much about impostors. And Alex can use her Terawatt phone to make tweets and stuff, because people are already trying to follow her on Twitter, so I made a couple posts in her name, and having a social media manager is probably gonna become important when more people believe Terawatt’s real.” She then changed the subject. “Okay! Who brought their Team Terawatt phones?”




Everybody did. Alex had hers, naturally, but she had her whole uniform along just in case.




Willow smiled, “Great! I’ve got a replacement chip for everybody’s phone. It’ll make sure that when we talk and text and stuff just between us, it’ll be encrypted. The NSA could decode it if they wanted to get a big enough sample from all of our messages and then run their decryption algorithms, but it’d take them a long time.”




Alex’s mom gaped, “Willow! You programmed replacement chips too? How is that possible?”




Robyn said, “You are totally my new Girl Power heroine.”




Willow blushed some more and said, “It’s not hard if you’ve got the hardware. And the training. I have an EE to go with my CE.” She looked around at the blank stares and explained, “An Electrical Engineering degree to go with my Computer Engineering degree. You know what they say. You can’t spell ‘geek’ without an ‘EE’.”




“You’re not a geek!” Robyn insisted. “You’re just… really smart.”




“I am a geek,” Willow insisted. “I’m a computer geek, and a book geek, and a sci-fi geek, and a gaming geek, and if I could get up enough nerve to wear some of the outfits I’ve made to any cons, I’d be a cosplay geek too.”




Alex smiled a little. “Maybe someday you could show me the costumes you made. I bet they’re pretty awesome.”




Alex’s mom said, “And if Alex wants to go to one of those comic book or anime conferences, I’d feel a lot better if someone older and wiser went with her.”




Willow blushed and said, “Umm, as long as she realizes that the ‘in’ costume for the next year is probably going to be Terawatt.”




“Oh crud, I didn’t think about that,” Alex groaned.




“Honey, it just means that lots of girls think you’re really amazing, and worth emulating.”




“And plenty of boys too,” Willow said. “There’s already a Terawatt Cosplay forum on several of the Terawatt websites Louis owns. With pictures. Some of the cosplayers are pretty good, even if they’re using lots of padding in places.”




Alex shrugged, “Well, so am I.”




Willow pulled her kitchen laptop over to the table and pulled up a couple of the websites. Alex had to admit some of the cosplayers really looked a lot like Terawatt. Even if one of the really good Terawatts was a cosplayer named BrianJ, so it was a guy. How could a guy look like that without Photoshop?




Louis pointed at that picture and said, “That’s got to be Photoshop. Lots and lots of Photoshop.”




Willow shrugged. “Maybe. Or lots of padding and a little Photoshop.”




Robyn said, “Or lots of hormones, like Tracy.”




Alex nodded at that, because everyone at school knew Tracy started out as a boy, but looked totally like a girl now, and a pretty girl at that, and had boobs and everything, and even dated boys.




Alex’s dad said, “You know, there’s no reason that couldn’t be a girl using a fake name.”




“Ooh, good point!”




Willow said, “I maybe cleaned up a couple of Louis’s websites and loaded up some of the network footage of Terawatt, and all the interviews off the Today show, and authorized the forums and improved the user checking so spammers and bots can’t post on the forums or the pages. And I’m working on a spam-sense detector that can read posts and see if they’re spam or advertisements or inappropriate stuff, but it’s turning into a big rule-based AI system, so it may take me at least a couple more weeks before I’m happy with it.”




Alex’s dad said, “It sounds like something you should work on until you’re really pleased with it, and then sell it to every major player on the internet. Google, YouTube, Facebook, Yahoo… All of them.”




Louis said, “If you need someone to do marketing for you, or even just to call prospective clients, I’d love to help. And anything you want to do with our Terawatt websites, you just go right ahead and give yourself admin privileges and do whatever you want.”




Willow said, “Well, part of what I did was I took the three sites with the most hits and I made them look different, with different focus and different web design and different skins and different forum emphasis. Then I took all the other sites I could find that are officially yours, and I just used them as pointer gateways so they sit there but re-direct visitors to one of the three main ones. So all we have to do is maintain those three and keep up with our ownership on the rest. And maybe buy some more sitenames.”




Louis said, “My dad said that he’s got our lawyers dealing with about a dozen lawsuits with people trying to get hold of the sitenames we already registered, but no one has a better claim, because there’s no one out there who uses the name Terawatt. Although there’s a woman in Minneapolis who says she’s named Tara Watt and she’s suing to get one of our ‘spelled the name wrong’ sites and dad says we may have to cut that one loose. But the rest are just sleazebags trying to capitalize on the name, and so dad’s countersuing, and since I’m officially the agent for A.L. Mack, we’ll probably win the countersuits, and dad thinks we could make some real money on the lawsuits. In the long run. And he’s got Walter on retainer all the time anyway, so he’s happy he’s got legal stuff for Walter to do. Plus, dad’s got a bunch of advertisers who want to pay to get their ads on our websites, so that’s looking good.”




Alex’s mom asked, “And is any of that money going to go to the real Terawatt?”




Louis said, “Well, only under the table, because we don’t have a legit way to do that. Except on the part about upholding Alex’s copyrights on her video footage and stills.”




Willow said, “I could set up a web-spider for you that would hunt all over the place for Terawatt images that are exact copies of your files, and then send a cranky letter from your site saying that they’re using copyrighted images, and they can either take them down, pay royalties, or get their little butts sued off. But it would be slow. And sites in places like Russia and Bulgaria will just ignore stuff like that, because they have no respect for copyrighted material and intellectual property. That’s one of the really annoying parts of being a shareware author.”




Then Willow started talking about the kinds of computer and phone security she wanted Team Alex to have. And while she talked, she led all of them into her dining room, which was really her ‘super computer room.’ Alex hadn’t noticed one computer desk in the corner was a fancy computer and cables and a whole stack of special ‘burners’ for all kinds of computer chips so Willow could program like a thousand different kinds of computer chips, plus a bunch of tools and things for working with chips that were all put away in trays in the desk drawers. Plus a fancy fan like a pull-out range fan for a high-end kitchen, and the fan looked like it vented into… nowhere.




Willow saw where she was looking and said, “Oh, it vents into the wall right there, and there’s a conduit up through the framing up to the attic, where the motor and fan are, and it vents out over the back yard. But some of this stuff is pretty smelly, and some of it could be toxic if you breathed it for a while. Like this stuff.”




Willow popped open Alex’s Terawatt phone and painted a solvent-smelling stuff around one little chip on the little plastic board, and the solder dissolved so Willow could lift the chip out with a special tiny chip puller and replace it with a chip that looked identical as far as Alex could tell. Then Willow put a hardener chemical around the chip and the solder got hard again. And all the stinky smells got sucked up into the pull-out range fan.




Willow said, “I even faked the lettering on the back of the chip, so someone who just takes a look will think it’s the regular chip instead of a PROM.”




Willow replaced a chip in everyone’s phone and synched them all up so they would do encryption among the Team Alex phones and not anywhere else, which Alex thought was brilliant. And the whole time, Willow lectured on what they needed to do with phone security and computer security and just plain security. Then Willow changed another chip in Alex’s phone and did something to the settings so Alex could take a photo without the phone making that ‘snapshot’ noise.




When Willow got the last Team Alex phone put back together, she left the vent fan running and led them all back to the kitchen table. She said, “Last thing. I’ve been trying to track down Danielle Atron.”




Nicole asked, “Isn’t that impossible? The whole country can’t do it.”




Willow said, “Well, I started from the other end. Where is she getting her supercrooks? The last three guys who attacked Paradise Valley had really dangerous weapons, so I wondered if they could be mercenaries or soldiers of fortune. So I went over to some of the creepy bookstores in town and bought some magazines for guys like that. And there are ads that basically say ‘come do illegal stuff for me and here is my email contact.’ So I tracked down three before I found Danielle’s site. It’s running off an anonymizer in Russia, but I got past the firewall and cracked the security. It’s a webhost for a bunch of illegal stuff like gunrunning and mercenaries and like that. So I sent a bunch of messages about it off to the CIA and the NSA and Interpol and Scotland Yard and MI6 and the Sureté, and boy were a bunch of them crabby about getting untraceable emails sent to them, and I made sure I could get back into the webhost, and I put in a datalogger so we can check once a week and see who’s trying to get super’ed up. Atron’s pretty cagy about payment and contact and all that stuff, so all I got was a cell number that goes through a special 1-976 messaging system so I can’t trace her location. But I changed the phone number on her webpage by one digit so she won’t be getting any new badguys for a while. And the page says payment goes to a bank in the Cayman Islands, and I checked that out. It turns out there are seven different banks there that don’t play nice with the feds, and people use ’em to hide illegal money and stuff.”




Alex’s mom said, “I’ve heard about those places. Even the FBI and the Justice Department can’t do anything about them.”




“So you’re stymied,” said Alex’s dad.




“We-eeeeell… sorta,” Willow admitted. “It is possible, it just takes a lot of computing power to find an electronic access to their system, and a lot of connection anonymizing so they can’t tell who you are, and then finding an exploitable hole in their security. I was able to get into one bank that’s using a big VAX running VMS, but only because they still had the FIELD account set with the default password of SERVICE, which is really dumb, and that gave me really high-level access, and I used that to find all the system managers and their passwords, and then I was able to look through all the accounts. So I’m pretty sure she doesn’t have an account at that bank, but there’s six others I have to get into to search, and this is the only one that was easy.”




Alex said, “Umm, that didn’t sound easy at all.”




Ray said, “I only understood about half of what you said, but it sounded like the entire plot of one of those Tom Clancy cyber-thrillers.”




Louis said, “I didn’t even understand half.”




Willow opened her mouth… and then froze. “Does anyone want me to explain all of what I said?”




Alex watched as her dad put his hand up and then said, “Can I get it in a white paper so I can read through it and look things up?”




Alex said, “Yeah, I’d like it that way, so I can look up stuff you know that you forgot dummies like me don’t know.”




Ray said, “I’ll pass.”




Willow looked at Alex and said, “You’re not a dummy! Just because you don’t have decades of experience in the IT biz…”




Alex’s mom said, “Willow, you don’t have decades of experience in the IT field. You’re only about twenty-four!”




Willow insisted, “I’ve been learning about computers since I was ten, so that’s one and a half decades.”




Alex said, “I need to find an on-line computer course I can take over the summer.”




Willow perked up at that. “Ooh! There’s a ton of really good ones out there, and most of ’em give you college credit too! There’s computer programming courses, and computer hardware courses, and computer building courses, and web design, and website management, and different operating systems, and app design, and just a ton of good stuff!”




Alex asked, “Well, what about a first course for someone who can do Microsoft Office and Facebook and not much more?”




Willow pursed her lips and thought. “Maybe I can find a good overview course for you. And if not, I’ll find a good intro programming course that’s an easy language to learn. Maybe Basic or HTML, even if I don’t think HTML counts as a complete programming language. Not C or C++ or Perl, because C really assumes some understanding about the hardware you’re using and some important computer science ideas, and C++ and Perl pretty much assume you know C already. I don’t know if anybody offers a starter programming course in Fortran anymore.”




Alex said, “Basic sounds pretty… basic.”




Her dad said, “Even old fogeys like me know about that one. It’s a pretty old language. Like Fortran. The plant still has Fortran on its computers, but it’s pretty useful for scientists.”




Willow said, “Some languages are just harder, and some languages are just more fun. Perl is totally fun, but it’s got pieces from maybe twenty or thirty other languages and tools, so it’s way easier to learn when you already know a lot of computer stuff.”




Louis snarked, “Computer languages can be fun? Isn’t ‘computer programming’ the exact opposite of fun?”




Willow stuck her tongue out at him. She turned her laptop and typed madly for several seconds, then clicked a couple times and turned the screen so Louis could read it.




Louis stared. He read, “Beforehand close door, each window & exit; wait until time. Open spellbook; study; read spell, scan, select; tell us; write it, print the hex while each watches…” He looked over at Willow. “Okay, it’s weird poetry, but what does it have to do with anything?”




Willow gave him a triumphant grin. “It’s Perl. It’s legal Perl code. One of the many, many super-cool things about Perl is all the functions and keywords that are words so you can read it and it makes sense. And another super-cool thing about Perl is all the amazing things you can do with it in one line of code.” She typed some more and pulled up what looked like an eighty-by-five block of random characters. She smirked, “Looks like junk, right? It’s a Perl program. It’s an amazingly powerful Perl program that all by itself does encryption so strong it violates the ITAR just the way it is.”




Nicole said, “It looks like junk.”




Alex’s dad said, “It looks like line noise.”




Willow smiled, “Perl is easy to read, or it’s impossible to read. It’s so flexible you can do it either way. And it’s really powerful, and really fast, and really clever. It’s what I’m writing my spam-sensor in, because it has so many really great tools for parsing text and matching patterns and spotting things, and it’s way faster than a lot of other languages.”




Alex’s mom said, “Sorry, but you lost me back at ‘pearl’ and ‘legal’.”




Willow said, “Sorry. I told you I’m a geek.”




Alex said, “You’re not. You’re just… passionate about the stuff you care about. If that’s all geekness is, then I’m a geek about photography, and Ray’s a geek about basketball, and Robyn’s an eco-geek, and dad’s a chem geek, and Louis… well, Louis is just a geek.”




Everyone laughed, and Louis said, “I am proud to be a business and marketing geek.”




Willow frowned, “But you see, if you obsess about stuff that’s popular, no one calls you a geek. Like basketball. Or running a business.”




Alex’s dad smiled, “That doesn’t sound fair. Speaking as a biochem geek, of course.”




Willow smiled back, but Alex could tell it wasn’t a super-happy smile. “Lots of stuff isn’t really fair. It just… is.”




Alex’s mom said, “Like it really wasn’t fair that a seventh grader got doused in dangerous chemicals and then hunted for years by a psychotic businesswoman.”




Most of the table nodded at that, but Alex had had years to think it over. Sure, there had been weirdness and humiliation and terror and angst and all that stuff. But it had made her a much better person. It had made her grow out of that stupid ‘beat Libby and Kelly at their own game’ mindset. It had made her see that being a cheerleader wasn’t an important part of life. It had led her to see that just because a guy was hot didn’t mean he was nice or that he deserved the time of day. Ultimately it had made her a lot closer with her whole family, even her aunt. It had given her the chance to meet the most awesome women in the whole multiverse, and the chance to meet her world’s Willow, who was pretty freaking amazing already. And it had given her the chance to really make a difference in a way that no one else in the world could.




Sometimes she wondered what her life would have been like without the GC-161, and sometimes she wondered what would have happened if someone else had been doused with the stuff. But she was pretty sure nobody could have coped without Annie helping them, and she was pretty sure a lot of kids would have become supervillains with her powers. She had thought about it a lot, and sometimes she wondered if it was destiny in some way, because only the younger child of George Mack could have benefited from all the biochemistry rescues she had needed, and only the little sister of Annie Mack could have been in the right place at the right time to do what she had done for Annie’s internship, and it was kind of a miracle that she didn’t get kidnapped until it was just at the right time to stop Danielle Atron with enough evidence to make her be an escaped felon. Maybe there were Powers That Be in this universe too, only they did a better job of hiding behind the scenes.




Willow had a cheesecake too, and they ate all of it. Willow smiled and said, “That was what I wanted, because otherwise I’d eat all the rest and get fatter.”




Alex said, “You’re not fat. At all! And you just need to go for a good ride on your bike every day, and you’ll stay in great shape and keep looking pretty.”




Willow started, “I’m not—”




But Alex’s mom interrupted before Alex could. “Willow, stop that. You’re a very pretty young woman. Just because you don’t believe it and you don’t dress like it, that doesn’t mean we can’t all see it.”




Alex and her mom and Nicole cleaned up in the kitchen, while Willow showed Robyn and Alex’s dad her back yard, and Louis checked news and emails on his smartphone. Alex cleared everything with her telekinesis and put stuff away like that, while her mom washed and Nicole dried. So it took only a couple minutes, and they were done before Willow came back into the house.




Louis strolled back into the kitchen when there wasn’t anymore work to be done. He said, “Good news? No supervillains today. Bad news? Dad has a ton of work for me to do tomorrow since I ‘skipped’ today.”







On the way home, after Robyn’s first potty stop, Louis finally said, “Am I the only person who’s really, really glad Willow isn’t a supervillain? Because she’d be ruling the whole planet by now, and bankrupting anybody who ticked her off.”




Everybody’s hand went up, even her dad’s and he was driving.




31. I Got Trouble in my Town



Alex woke up Monday morning when the alarm clock started playing music. It was “Trouble” by Pink. Ray had shown Alex some videos of Pink in concert, and Alex sort of wondered if maybe Pink had been exposed to some chemicals somewhere back when she was a teenager, because normal humans shouldn’t be doing some of the stuff Pink did in every concert. While still singing. Like real Cirque de Soleil stuff fifty feet in the air, over a solid stage that would kill you if you fell onto it.




Several years ago, Alex wouldn’t have listened to Pink, because that wasn’t one of the ‘in’ things. But Alex had needed to stop being one of the sheep, because she had real wolves hunting her down. Although calling Danielle Atron a wolf was an insult to every wolf Alex had ever read about, even the one that tried to eat Little Red Riding Hood. Alex had started looking for singers who were less about singing songs that people wrote for them so they could get another Number 1 Pop Hit, and more about having a great voice, and having the talent to write and perform their own songs, and having the courage to write the songs they liked, instead of what the record labels wanted. And ever since Lindsay had played “Don’t Let Me Get Me” for Alex, she had liked Pink.




She sang “Don’t Let Me Get Me” and “Stupid Girls” the whole time she was showering and drying off and styling her hair. She didn’t think anything of it, until she came downstairs and fixed herself some breakfast and started making her lunch. The cheese sandwiches with the tomato slices in a separate baggie had worked really great, so she was doing it again, only she was trying the fancy mustard her mom liked instead of the regular yellow mustard she usually used.




But then her dad asked her, “Honey? Why were you singing about Britney Spears and cursing?”




“What?” She had to stop and think before she realized what he was talking about. Oops. She explained, “It’s a song. It goes… umm…” She had to stop and think through a couple verses to get to the part her dad probably meant. She knew she couldn’t sing like Pink, but she gave it a try anyway.





L.A. told me, “You’ll be a pop star,

All you have to change is everything you are.”

Tired of being compared to damn Britney Spears

She’s so pretty, that just ain’t me.








Her mom asked, “A rock star said that in a song? Didn’t the big record companies do… something?”




Her dad asked, “And she really named Britney Spears in the song?”




She admitted, “She’s really brave, and really independent, and really stubborn. There are other singers with great voices too, but she can sing, and she can play musical instruments, and she can dance, and she does what she thinks is right.”




Her mom smiled, “I think I can see why that last part might mean more to you now. Even if she does have a potty mouth.”




Alex decided she’d better not sing out loud in the shower when she was singing some of the Pink songs that had way worse cursewords. Because Pink didn’t care if she dropped the F-word right in the middle of a song, or even used it to rhyme at the end of a line. Boy, if she sang a song that had a line that ended with ‘luck’ and then the next line called some guy a stupid something-or-other that rhymed with ‘luck,’ even her mom would know what the word had to be. That would be of the bad, as Buffy would say.




Could you ground someone who needed to go fly around the city on superhero business? Alex figured the answer had to be no, because how could you ground someone to teach them a lesson if you were also stopping a superhero from doing something important, like stopping a bank robbery or keeping criminals from killing two policemen or making sure superthugs didn’t kill everyone in sight?




Anyway, she didn’t want to be late to school after last week. She hurried to get her sandwiches and fruit done so she’d have time to eat the oatmeal her mom fixed for all of them, and also have time for making the ‘ants on a log.’ Celery sticks with peanut butter spread down the middles and raisins pressed into the peanut butter. Mmm. It was way faster making them with telekinesis, and then she put half a dozen in a baggie to snack on later. She even made two for her dad and two for her mom.




So she got to school plenty early. That gave her time to go kiss Ray and go say hi to friends and stuff. Libby still wasn’t back at school, and Alex was sort of worrying about her. What if Libby had got hurt when Terawatt was stopping Fireguy, and nobody at school knew about it? What if Libby was so upset she wasn’t going to come back to school at all?




Alex took a break outside at lunchtime, so she could call Willow and let the super phone hacker — or phreaker as Willow called it — do the phone checking. It turned out Willow was already on it. Libby and her dad and her mom had been calling the school a bunch and trying to get her ‘exempted’ from the rest of the school year on account of ‘stress.’ But Principal Wilson and Vice-Principal Wright were being really strict on that stuff, and they were saying Libby had to do all her homework and have a teacher monitor her tests, or else she’d have to do the term over again. Alex figured Libby would hate having to really take the tests and stuff with someone monitoring her, instead of just skating by like she usually did. But it would let Libby hide out until some of the school forgot about the whole ‘impersonating a superhero and identity theft and sleazy photos’ thing.




Not that Alex thought anyone would forget about the whole deal, because Kelly and Donna were going to keep bringing it up so Libby couldn’t run for Homecoming Queen in the fall, and a lot of people who didn’t like Libby would sure keep making a stink about it whenever they could. Alex didn’t really like Libby, but she was going to try not to focus on the whole thing because she had more important stuff to do.




And speaking of important stuff, Mrs. Finnegan had the papers back. And Alex had the high grade! She just sat there and grinned like a goofball every time she looked at her 98. And if she hadn’t still made a couple stupid mistakes with commas, she might have gotten a 100.




Ray whispered, “Wow, you have got to teach me how you did that.”




Louis heard and said, “She’s got a something she can teach? I’m in.”




“Me too!” said Robyn.




Nicole had an 89, and she usually had A and A- grades on the papers, so she wasn’t as wired about learning how to do what Alex did.




But at lunchtime, Alex explained the whole thing. Picking the topic. Writing down notes and then an outline. Then making yourself do the paper in one hour and stopping and putting it away for a week. Then fixing it.




Louis said, “So how long did you work on it total?”




Alex said, “Including thinking about it in class after Mrs. Finnegan assigned it?” Louis nodded. “Maybe half an hour thinking about it, one hour writing the outline and rough draft, and maybe an hour and a half editing it and looking up quotes and writing the final copy.”




Louis complained, “Three hours? I spent about eight hours on mine.”




Ray grinned, “Yeah, but seven of those hours were all the night before it was due.”




Louis didn’t say anything, because that was probably true.




That afternoon, Alex met with Mina instead of studying in study hall. All their first choices for assistant yearbook editors had said ‘yes’ to Mina, and Mr. Carson was even really happy about the ‘assistant editor for videography’ and the ‘assistant editor for computer production.’ Which really meant Jeff and his Wacky Video Gang were going to get credit for being yearbook staff, and Tommy from the Computer Club was going to be putting together the images and videos to burn onto the CDs along with some special files so there was an intro and there would be maybe a dozen different slideshows. Alex wanted a slideshow for each of the general student groups, from the jocks down past the smart kids to the goths, and Tommy thought that would be pretty easy as long as he didn’t have to try to squeeze in any pictures from the last couple weeks of school. And he was pretty sure he could use all forty student computers in the computer lab so he could burn forty CDs at a time, and if he had help he would be able to burn all the CDs for the whole yearbook in maybe one night.







So Alex was in a great mood when she got to Gloria’s store and started serving donuts to everybody. Half the booths in the shop were taken up by camera crew guys, and they were all talking about stuff Alex wanted to learn about, like working with the ‘talent’ and how a camera guy worked with a sound guy and the guy who did the on-site production and that kind of stuff. The little stations usually made do with the talent and just a camera man, or just camera and sound guys. The really big stations had someone helping the talent with makeup and lighting and wardrobe, and people helping with stuff like running a live feed via satellite back to the news station, so their crews would be a lot larger, and they might need a big truck with a satellite dish, and also an SUV.




The guys who knew who she was made sure to tell her she did great on the Today Show, and reminded her that news crews never got in front of a camera like that unless it was something special, or the camera person was especially photogenic. Alex would have blushed like crazy at that, except the guys started insulting each other with funny jokes.




So naturally, things went downhill fast. Alex felt her Terawatt phone buzz inside her waistband just about the moment that half the crew guys grabbed for their pagers and cellphones.




Alex didn’t even have to look at her phone when she saw every one of the camera guys look at their phones and jump up for the front door. There was pretty much a camera crew stampede there for a minute.




But Alex headed straight for the back room. All she said to Gloria was “Can you grab all my tips? It’s photo-taking time.”




Gloria gave her a nervous nod and whispered, “Good luck.”




Alex took a quick look at her phone, so she’d know where to go. Then she stepped to the backdoor but didn’t open it. She looked over her shoulder and made sure no one was watching except Gloria, and she went silvery.




She quickly oozed out under the security door at the back of the shop, and across the twenty feet of the back alley to where her car was parked. She looked around, and there still wasn’t anyone in sight. She puddled up into the back of the car, grabbed her superheroine outfit, and puddled back down into the grate.




She headed off toward the bank. This time, she needed to cut to the right once she was out of the storm drains, head down the creek for two blocks, and then puddle up the wall of an office building. Once she was on the roof, she went normal and checked that she had her full superhero uniform. She hadn’t bothered to grab her cameras, because she knew she was going to be swamped with camera crews this time. If she tried to take pictures with her telekinesis this time, someone was bound to get it on video, and that would blow her cover. So all she had with her was her Terawatt phone hidden in her glove.




She flew as fast as she could to the bank, because she knew Keller and Morey and Pete and Gary and all those guys were going to be zooming down the streets to get there super-fast to get their own film footage of Terawatt.




It totally wasn’t her fault that guys were drooling over a busty blonde superheroine in a skintight uniform. At least, Willow was keeping the Terawatt websites clean, and hacking the sites that were skeezy. But there was nothing she could do about the news footage except act like she was really a mature heroine, instead of a teenaged girl.




She flew over the bank, and she was surprised to see four squad cars already parked out front, with doors open and officers pointing guns into the bank. Oh crud, was this already a hostage situation?




And here came the first news crews. Great. She pretended she was ignoring them, and she flew down to the officers who looked like they were in charge of the policemen. There was a van with a couple policemen who looked like they were lieutenants or captains or something.




She knew the camera crews were already pointing cameras at her, so she posed as she landed in front of the officers. She put her hands on her hips and lifted her left leg slightly so her left foot was at the same level as her right calf. Then she floated down to the pavement.




She took one step forward and said in her best Terawatt voice, “Excuse me, officers, but do you require my assistance, or do you have this in hand?”




A hefty guy who was in a suit, but with a badge folded so it hung out of his breast pocket, said, “Terawatt? I’m Captain Collins. We have a standoff right now, but all the hostages are in danger. It looks like we have two bandits. One’s firing lightning bolts, and the other has something like a forcefield so we can’t just have our SWAT teams take them out. One of them just called us and made his demands. They want you to go in and handle the negotiations.”




She said, “I’m willing to do that, even if I’m not deputized or operating in an official police capacity.” Wow, it was a good thing that Batman guy and Selina gave her almost a page of notes on stuff to say to the police. And it was a good thing she wasn’t panicking and she was remembering most of the good lines.




Oh yeah, it was a really great thing, because there was a camera crew over there with a huge telephoto lens and a parabolic mike, just getting everything she said. She really didn’t want to come off as a crazed vigilante.




Captain Collins said, “I’m going to deputize you, which will help you in case there’s property damage or injury. It’ll make us look worse, but the mayor can cram it when we got a bank full of innocent victims we need to help.”




She said, “I intend to try to keep the injuries and damage to a minimum, if at all possible.”




He frowned, “Yeah, easier said than done when we’re talking real, live superpowers.” She managed not to wince as a blast of lightning came shooting out through the one busted bank window and exploded in a ball of sparks over the middle of the street. “See what I mean?”




He still deputized her, which was really going to make that jerk from CBS This Morning eat crow. She said, “Thank you, captain. I’ll try to justify your faith in me.” Then she lifted six feet off the ground, turned so she was pointing hands first at the bank doors, and flew over the police cars to face a hostage sitch.




She was really wishing she’d had time to talk with someone like Selina or Jaime about handling a hostage crisis, but it hadn’t come up.




She landed in front of the bank doors. She could see that the tinted windows all had stuff sprayed on them from the inside so no one could see in. That just left the huge hole in one window, and the bad guys obviously knew about police SWAT teams.




She pulled open the door and stepped through with her telekinesis ready for a trap. She was guessing that Danielle Atron had some sort of plan to shoot her or blast her with something nasty once she was concentrating on the two badguys she knew about.




As she walked in, she saw two men lift a heavy black screen to block the hole in the window, so no one outside could see anything in the bank. Inside, all the bank employees and customers were just standing around at the far end of the room, which seemed really weird.




And there were the two badguys. The one she thought had fired off the lightning blast was wearing a huge, bulky duster and standing with his back to her. The other one was wearing an oversized jacket and looking worried.




She went silvery just in case, but tried to stay as close to her normal shape as she could manage. She floated over to the two robbers, stopping ten feet away when they didn’t make any effort to stop her sooner. She knew it looked weird when she spoke while she was all silvery, but she did it. “I’m Terawatt. You asked for my help. I would recommend showing your good faith by releasing most of these hostages.”




It was a good thing she was silvery, because the doors leading back to the vault area and the special offices swung open, and four more men walked out.




She totally wasn’t expecting what happened next.





32. Excursion



One of the four men — two of the men were just insanely good-looking, and this was the taller one — said, “That’s all we needed. Stand down, soldiers.”




The two ‘bad guys’ shrugged out of their coats, revealing that both were draped in about a hundred pounds of fancy technology.




The ‘lightning blaster’ said, “Thank you, sir. This stuff is starting to heat up pretty bad. I think I’ve got some burns on my back and shoulders.”




The ‘telekinesis guy’ said, “I don’t think we could’ve faked the force field with someone this close, anyway.”




The two really handsome guys stepped toward her. The taller one, who was in an Army Ranger uniform and looked like he’d be Mister Iowa if there was a Mister America pageant, said, “Good afternoon, Terawatt. I’m really sorry for this deception, but we represent the U.S. Department of Defense and the Department of Homeland Security, and we’re hoping you would be willing to talk to us for a bit about your powers and your goals. And we’d prefer it if you would take a short trip with us so you could tell our boss in person.”




The bank guard near her said, “I’m sorry about this, Terawatt, but they’re U.S. government, and the bank officers asked us to cooperate with them.”




The still-tall-but-not-as-tall-as-Mister-Iowa one gave her a big smile. He was in an Army Ranger uniform too. She didn’t know what their ranks were, but she was pretty sure Sam was higher ranked than them, and she was a major.




Mister Iowa gave her a million dollar smile and said, “Terawatt, I’m sorry to pull this ruse to get you here, but your government needs to talk to you for a little bit. If you could come with us for a few hours, we’d really appreciate it.” He gave her the kind of smile that probably made girls swoon wherever he went. “I’m Captain Riley Finn, U.S. Army Rangers, and this is Lieutenant Graham Miller, and we’re with a classified group that could really use your help.”




Okay, he was hot. Totally hot. Hot enough for her to make a ginormous fool of herself if he was maybe six years younger. Okay, he was hot enough for her to make a ginormous fool over, period. The lieutenant, too. Lieutenant Miller had this whole ‘twinkle in the eye’ thing that was so massively sexy. Had someone turned off the air conditioning in the bank? Because she was totally feeling the heat.




Focus, girl! You’re Terawatt, not flaky little Alex! She cleared her throat and in her best Terawatt tones, she asked, “Where would we be going?”




Captain Finn smiled, “Roswell, New Mexico. We have a base there.”




Well, that didn’t sound good. But if they were doing something bad, wouldn’t they have a better line than that? She reminded herself that she was letting these guys’ sheer hotness sway her, when she needed to be playing this a lot smarter. She gave them a big smile back, but she told them, “I’m not really interested in being turned into a lab rat.”




Captain Finn said, “No ma’am. We just want an interview with you, and some idea of what you can do. We have a vehicle waiting to take us to a jet, and we can be there in no time.”




Even though the captain and the lieutenant were just smoking hot, she really didn’t want to go with them. But a lot more, she really didn’t want the U.S. Army to launch a massive assault on Paradise Valley to find her and track her down. She thought for a second and said, “I have to make a phone call and alert my support staff.”




They both gave her those sexy smiles and said, “That’s fine.”




She didn’t tell them, but she had already pushed the speed dial button when she took the phone out of her glove. Her mom had sewn a little elastic pouch into the inside of her left glove, so she didn’t have to worry about the phone ever slipping out. And she didn’t want these guys to realize it took her maybe fifteen seconds to get through all of Willow’s secret phone phreaker systems before she had a connection.




She also wasn’t going to tell them that Willow had hacked her phone so she could take photos silently. She got snapshots of Captain Finn and Lieutenant Miller and the sergeants who played the supervillains, and a couple other soldiers.




She pretended to press a button and wait a couple seconds. She said, “Terawatt here. The Defense Department wants me to go meet with them.” She forwarded all the pics. “I’ve got Captain Riley Finn and Lieutenant Graham Miller, both in Army Ranger uniforms, and they have a team of about twelve here, along with cooperation from the local police and the bank.”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice came to her ear. “And they let you make a phone call?”




She explained, “They’re asking nicely. For now. But I’m not interested in finding out what happens if I say ‘no thank you.’ They say we’re going to drive over to a fast jet and fly down to Roswell to a military base, just for a little interview and maybe see what I can do. I should be back before too long.”




Willow said, “Okay, I got everything. I’ll do a little research.”




Alex hung up and slid her phone back into its little pocket. She faced Riley Finn and said, “Do you have a way out of here past all the newspeople?”




He grinned, “We did think about it ahead of time.”




She walked with Finn and Miller through the back rooms of the bank and out the back door, which was covered by a small tent that was also hiding a dusty gray SUV with tinted windows and some stickers that made it look like it was a ‘soccer mom’ car and the mom had kids who went to Paradise Valley schools. She wondered if they had borrowed it from someone local, or if maybe it was the driver’s car and he was one of the soldiers at Camp Atron. She let Miller open the side door for her, and she floated up into the middle left seat. Miller took the middle right seat, while Finn took the shotgun seat.




The driver slipped out through a couple alleys and drove down east out of town. Once he got on the state roads it didn’t take any time to drive east out to Camp Atron, the military base on the east side of the valley. The base was unfortunately named for the Atron family too. Well, she was just lucky she wasn’t living in a town called Atron Valley, since the Atron family had once owned most of the area before they lost most of their money, starting with bad stuff in the Great Depression and then continuing over the years, with some of the big problems happening in the last several decades. Alex wondered if that was where Danielle Atron got her self-centered nature and her greed and her sense of entitlement.




They drove straight to a gate into the military base. The driver lowered his window, showed the guard his passes, and the guard let them through without even checking on anyone else. That had to mean these guys had majorly high-level clearances. They drove right out onto the tarmac, where there was a little Cessna jet waiting for them. Okay, she only knew it was a Cessna because it said ‘CESSNA’ on the side.




She flew out of the SUV and followed Finn and Miller up the little ramp into the plane. And it was small. She’d seen tiny private planes that held two, but this thing wasn’t a ton bigger. Besides the pilot and co-pilot up front, the thing sat six.




Captain Finn saw her looking around, and he said, “It’s a Cessna Citation X with some small mods for us. It flies at Mach 0.97, or about 725 miles an hour. It’s a little under 900 miles to this base, so with takeoff and landing protocols, figure just a hair over an hour and half to get there or get you back here.”




She said, “I would have been willing to meet your people at the base here.”




He nodded, “And we would have gone with that, if we had any way to contact you and arrange it in advance. But we didn’t have complete confidence that you’d show up, and we didn’t have any reason to believe you would willingly go with us.”




Her phone buzzed, so she answered it, even though the jet was moving to a runway. “Terawatt here.”




Willow said, “Okay, they are who they say they are, unless they’re shapeshifters like we haven’t seen anyone do, or some Mission Impossible level disguises. Army Rangers… Both have some impressive medals… Ooh, combat training and marksman medals. Don’t let them attack you or shoot you.”




She caught Captain Finn giving a look to the co-pilot, so she checked, “Can they trace this call?”




She could hear Willow’s amusement even through the AutoTune. “Oh no, I’ve got it re-routed seven ways to Sunday.” Willow pulled up some more info and carefully said, “Okay… Current assignment… All I got is a TLA.”




“What?”




Willow explained, “Three letter acronym. They’re assigned to the SRI, whatever that is. It’s under Homeland Security, so I’ll have to go through some heavy-duty firewalls to find out more. But leave the phone on so I can track your GPS unit, and if anything goes wrong, we’ll make with the rescue-age.”




“Roger that.” She hung up and tucked the phone away.




Captain Finn asked, “Who’s that?”




She said, “Oh, just one of my support personnel. I call her Acid Burn.”




Graham Miller laughed so hard he might have fallen out of his seat if he wasn’t buckled in. When Riley Finn clearly didn’t get the joke, Miller explained, “Acid Burn. The hot teen hacker girl in the movie ‘Hackers’? Played by Angelina Jolie?” He grinned at Alex. “If you have support staff who are as hot as Angelina Jolie, feel free to introduce us. Well, not to the Captain, he’s married.”




Alex looked at Captain Finn and said, “Doesn’t your wife worry? Or miss you when you’re on these missions for months?”




Captain Finn gave her a smile. “She’s a doctor in the Peace Corps. Right now, she’s helping at a hospital in the middle of nowhere in central Africa. So we miss each other and we both worry.”




Wow, he really was Mister Iowa.




Then it dawned on her why she was thinking of him as being from Iowa. He had to be this world’s version of Buffy’s second boyfriend. The one who was with the… umm… the DRI. And the DRI was the Demon Research Initiative, so the SRI would be this world’s equivalent, which…




Oh crud. The SRI could be the Superhero Research Initiative. Considering what Buffy and other-Willow told her about the DRI, this could be bad. It could be really ultra-mega-bad.




Okay, now she really needed to go with these guys. And she really needed to think about how to get away if they pulled anything sneaky. So if they tried to hit her with weapons or gases, she needed to go silvery and get the heck out of dodge. And if they tried anything on this jet, she was going to… umm… Oh! She could zap the jet’s electrical systems and make everyone go for the parachutes! Then she could just jump out of the jet and fly away. And once they got to Roswell, if that was where they were really going, she was just not going to go underground anywhere they could trap her.




And maybe she needed to think about being ready to fly away if they pulled anything. If she flew away at her top speed, they could follow her easy with a jet or even a helicopter, because she just wasn’t that fast, so she needed to think about her options. A lot.




The flight was short. Once they were at cruising altitude, Riley and Graham made smalltalk. They asked her to call them Riley and Graham instead of Captain Finn and Lieutenant Miller, and then they asked what to call her, so she told them ‘Tera.’ That was safe. But they did the chat thing with her, and they were soooo hot. She tried really hard not to give anything away, even if they were both ‘Hollywood actor’ hunky. And it turned out this Riley Finn really was from off a farm in a small town in Iowa, which not only sounded amazingly like Buffy’s Riley Finn, but also sounded weirdly like that guy Selina knew who was a top-level superhero.




There had to be a reason all these universes had such freaky similarities. Maybe Willow could come up with a theory. Or maybe Willow could find a physicist who could come up with a theory.




After a while, she had another problem. The Terawatt uniform really wasn’t designed to be in for more than a little while, and it was getting uncomfortable. And if she started sweating a lot in it, things would get gross, because the whole top and the gloves were now waterproof stuff that didn’t breathe. She said she needed to use the tiny bathroom in the jet, and when she got inside, she went silvery for a few seconds to handle the sweatiness building up inside her top. Yuck. She even remembered to flush the tiny potty to make them think she really used it. She wondered what the superheroes in Selina’s universe used for uniforms, because Selina’s Catwoman outfit looked like it was made out of leather, and the Batman’s outfit looked like it was made from plastics and metals and some latex. And what the heck was Wonder Woman’s maillot made out of?




So they buckled up for a fast landing that was way faster than in a regular jet, and then there was a jeep waiting outside the jet. She just flew above the jeep, and followed them to a simple two story building right over by some other buildings, not too far from the main airport stuff they had near the tarmac.




There was no way of telling how many levels were underground, or if they were going to try to take her underground, or even if it would be safe for her to let them take her underground.




She would have expected a fancy military project to have tons of security. Big electrified fences, guard dogs, military guys patrolling the place, you name it. Maybe they were trying to be really subtle and sneaky, so no one would guess this was a top-secret government project. Or maybe they had already realized that none of those things would do any good to keep her out, or keep her in.




Or maybe they were in the middle of a great big military area so the fences and patrols were a couple miles away, all around her.




Miller and Finn walked to the front door, which looked like a normal glass door into a normal, glass-fronted office building. But the door needed a keycard to unlock, and it opened into a little airlock like in lots of offices in hot places.




Except, when Miller opened the door for her, she could see the glass was maybe an inch thick, and probably wasn’t ordinary glass. She wasn’t so sure she could get out of that building even if she was just in the lobby.




She floated in after him, anyway. The completely clear inside door opened to the side, with a little Star Trek kind of whoosh. But it looked like it was an inch thick too.




And there was an elevator. Did you need an elevator for a two-story building? She was glad they didn’t try to get her in there. No, they led her past the elevator and into a nicely carpeted hallway. They escorted her back to one of the corner offices. She noticed the office just had a room number, and no name on it.




Finn knocked. Then, without even waiting for someone inside to say anything, he opened the door and ushered her in.




She stepped in, and she gaped in shock.




33. Meeting



He stood up from behind his big desk, and he gave her a snarky grin. “Never seen an Air Force colonel before?”




She forced down her surprise. “Umm, actually, I have. I’ve seen you before… Jack.”




Colonel Jack O’Neill gave her a raised eyebrow and a little quirk of the mouth. “Kind of getting informal pretty quick, aren’t we? Tera?”




Wow. He was maybe as big a smart-aleck as the Jack O’Neill she had met.




Captain Finn kept a straight face, but Lieutenant Miller had to do a fake cough to hide his laugh.




He waved her to take a seat in a nice, comfy armchair in front of his desk, so she floated over and took a seat. Once he sat down too, he said, “Now before we find out how you’ve seen me before and you know my first name, can we get you something to drink? Water? Coffee? Tea? Trust me, the tea around here tastes like Finn strained it through his socks. Go with the water or the coffee.”




She asked, “Can I get a can of diet coke? Unopened?”




He smirked, “Ooh, not very trusting, are we? Smart.” He shifted his glance to behind her. “Miller, hit the soda machine. If there isn’t any diet Coke, get a diet Pepsi.”




“Yes sir,” Lieutenant Miller said, and he took off down the hall.




Colonel O’Neill said, “We’re not gonna record this meeting electronically, but I’m gonna ask my adjutant to sit in with us and Captain Finn, and take a few notes. Is that okay?”




“Sure,” she nodded.




O’Neill pressed a button on his desk phone and said, “Walter? Come on in. And bring your pad and pen instead of a tape recorder.” He looked at her and said, “Given what you’re dealing with, and what we’re dealing with, I’d just as soon keep some of this stuff out of any electronic files. That way, we never have to deal with some creepy Senator who can’t keep his hands to himself and wants you as his personal bodyguard.”




She asked, “Has that really come up before?”




He smirked, “Need To Know, Tera. Need To Know.”




A short, balding guy in a sergeant’s uniform came in and sat in a schooldesk off to her right, and started writing away.




O’Neill said, “We’re not gonna ask you to reveal your secret identity, or anything like that. What I’d like is for you to tell me what you can do, and who you’ve been fighting, and then I’ll tell you some stuff in turn, and we’ll see how things go from there. And we’d like to try a couple tests outside with some gear we’ve got, just to see how impressive you are. How’s that sound?”




She said, “Not too bad.”




He leaned back in his chair and said, “So tell me how you know my name.”




She fibbed just a bit, “You already know I’ve been fighting superpowered crime in Paradise Valley and the surrounding area for a while. I was planning on keeping it as low-key as I could, but that girl caught me on camera at a ridiculously close range. So I didn’t have any choice but to put a good spin on things. And I’d heard that the local news stations were trying to put together a story on me, and were calling me ‘ultra-chick.’ Ugh.”




He snorted in amusement. “I see why you wanted people to know the name you picked out.”




She said, “But a couple weeks before that, something impossible happened. A woman came from another dimension and asked for my help. It turns out there are other universes like ours, only with slightly different physical laws, so matter and energy work a little differently in each universe. In our universe, certain chemicals can cause weird effects in our biochemistry, so some people can wield superpowers. In another universe, some people can wield magic through wands.” Jack’s eyebrows rose suspiciously. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t gone there and seen it. And there are lots of really unpleasant universes and dimensions. There’s a world much like ours that has constant worldwide threats from vampires and demons and other nasty magical things. And there’s a world much like ours that has space travel through wormholes, and the U.S. government has a secret project called the SGC, the Stargate Command, that uses Earth’s wormhole to go to other planets to fight some really unpleasant aliens. Their top team is led by one Colonel Jack O’Neill. The other you. Who looks exactly like you do. His second in command is an astrophysicist named Samantha Carter.”




“Wait, Captain Samantha Carter? The astronaut? She’s my 2IC?”




She nodded, “Yes sir, and in that world she’s been promoted to major already, and she’s apparently the only woman in combat situations in the Air Force, even if she does it on other planets. Sam was one of the seven people on our team, and at our final battle, she brought in help. You, a tactical nuclear weapon, and an alien who’s on your team as well.”




“And why would we trust an alien on our team, if these aliens are bad guys?”




She said, “Because you picked him yourself. You recruited him, you brought him back to Earth, and you talked the SGC into trusting him. He’s turned out to be a huge help, and he’s apparently one of your best friends now. There’s also an archaeologist and linguist on your team, and his name is Danny, but I don’t know any more than that.”




“And why would we need an archaeologist and linguist? I can see how a physicist could be key if we’re messing with wormholes and space-time.”




She said, “In their world, the Earth has been visited multiple times by aliens. The ancient Egyptian gods were really these creepy aliens that are like snakes that burrow into your body and take you over.”




“How… Heinlein.”




“So a lot of ancient Earth languages are spoken all over the galaxy, because thousands of years ago, these guys stole thousands and thousands of Earthlings for slave labor on other planets. Having someone who speaks and reads ancient Egyptian, Greek, Latin, and a couple dozen other languages is apparently a must for your missions.”




Ooh! She realized something important! “I also have information from that universe on the lat/long of each of the known alien threats left behind on Earth, as found by the SGC. I can get that to you. The U.S. government is going to be a better group for checking those sites out than me. I also have information on contacting the British Ministry of Magic, in case it exists in our universe, and information on checking for the existence of vampires and demons and what’s called the Vampire Slayer based on quotes from ancient texts. I’ll get all of that to you, so you can turn it over to whoever is the right person to do the research.”




He asked, “And these really came from different universes?”




“Yes sir. Well, it’s weird. They’re drastically different in really important ways, like whether magic works and whether demons exist and whether we were once invaded by aliens and whether people with superpowers are running around. But in other ways, they’re incredibly similar. Like Samantha Carter looks the same, and is an Air Force officer and physicist in our world too. And Star Wars apparently exists in everybody’s world, and an old tv show called ‘Rawhide’ which you sang with… another guy.”




He hummed it for her just to show he knew it.




She glanced behind her at Riley Finn, who was standing stiffly near the door. Just then, Graham Miller walked in with an unopened can of diet coke for her. He said, “Sorry it took so long, but I had to go over to the mess to find some.”




She took the can and said, “And in the world with vampires and demons, Riley Finn was an Army Ranger too, and he was in a top secret program called the DRI, with Graham Miller too. And a guy named Forrest. His last name starts with G but it’s not Gump. I don’t remember.”




Finn and Miller looked at each other and laughed out loud. “Forrest Gump! Oh, please sir, can we be the ones who hit him with this one?”




O’Neill smirked and sarcastically said, “Ya, sure, you betcha.”




She didn’t think she should mention any of her other teammates, just because she wasn’t sure what a secret government organization might do with the information. Sam? She was already in the Air Force. And she was a famous astronaut, so it wasn’t like they could make her ‘disappear’ or anything.




O’Neill said, “So you met another me. What can you tell me about me that you shouldn’t know?”




She said, “I don’t know. You like blue jello and the Simpsons.”




He grinned, “Who doesn’t?”




She went on, “And hockey. And The Wizard of Oz. Sam thought that was a little weird for a guy as het as you are.”




She spotted that Riley Finn and Graham Miller suddenly had to step out of the room to not laugh in front of their boss. Jack O’Neill waved it off and whispered, “That’s okay, I’ll get them back later.”




She added, “And there was some kind of chemistry going on between you and Sam that both of you were pretending wasn’t there because you’re her commanding officer. And you had the authority to take a nuclear bomb or something into another dimension and blow up stuff, because that’s what you and Sam did to make sure the threat was really done.”




He smirked, “Wow, all these superpowers, and it comes down to U.S. military strategic assets? I don’t know whether that’s impressive or discouraging.”




She told him, “Well, Sam was the only person on our team who didn’t have superpowers of one kind or another, and I thought she was awesomely impressive.”




He said, “Come on. Try for something really good.”




So she tried, “The other Jack had this thing about guns, because his son Charlie got into his gunsafe and shot himself and died, and Jack’s wife Sarah divorced him. Sam said when Jack first came to the SGC, he was pretty much looking for a ‘suicide by cop’.”




She looked up and saw that Jack O’Neill looked like he was so angry he was going to explode. Jack snapped, “Who told you!?”




She suddenly felt like throwing up. “Y-your son too?”




Jack leapt to his feet and stomped over to a window and stared out, seeing nothing. “My son’s named Charlie too. And my wife was named Sarah. My Charlie got into my gunsafe.” He didn’t say anything else.




“Ohmygosh, I’m so sorry,” she gasped. She just barely remembered to keep up her Terawatt voice. “I didn’t know. I mean, how could I? And why would a totally different universe have something so exactly alike?” But she should have known it was possible, especially after finding out about the ‘yellow crayon’ incident with Willow. Oh, this was all her fault.




Jack whispered, “Sarah walked in, just in time to catch him taking it out of the gunsafe. I made her go through a gun safety course before we were married, but she just walked right over and tried to yank it out of his hand. His finger was inside the trigger guard, and the gun went off. The bullet went right through her hip and shattered it. The bone fragments and bullet fragments went through everything in her abdomen. She died in the OR five hours later. It was six and a half years ago, and Charlie still hasn’t gotten over it. Maybe I haven’t either.”




Riley Finn came over and said to her, “Maybe now would be a good time to go outside and show us what you can do. Okay?”




She just wanted to apologize for like a week, or run and hide, but this was as good as she could manage. She nodded and followed Riley out of the building.




Once they were outside, she said, “I’m really sorry. I should’ve known something that bad would’ve happened here, because all the universes have these weird connections so things just fit together way too tight. I mean, did you know that in all the universes I know about, Jar Jar Binks exists, and everyone in all the universes hates him? Why would the character even have the same name across who knows how many universes?”




Riley patted her on the shoulder. “It’s not your fault. The colonel does a good job of holding it together just about all the time, but some days are worse than others.”




“It is my fault I brought it up. I should’ve stuck with Jello and movies and stuff,” she muttered.




At least the testing they wanted was really simple. They had her fly back and forth a couple times while they pointed a radar gun at her and got her speed. She found out that when she was flying in an arrow formation with her body horizontal and her hands pointed fingertips-forward — which was Riley Finn’s idea to try — she was slightly faster, and she could get up to 86 miles an hour. Okay, that meant she could be outrun by most cars on the highway, but it was faster than she had thought she could go.




They had a big electrical meter hooked up to a huge steel cable, and they had her hit it with one of her biggest bursts of electricity, so they could get some idea of her power levels. She didn’t give it everything she had, but she didn’t tell them that. She still managed to blow out some of their electronics. And she didn’t show them the tricky electrical stuff she could do.




She showed them her silver shapeshift, which she was calling a ‘morph’ now because Willow said it and it sounded cool. She didn’t show them all the tricks she could do with that, either. But she did puddle all around Riley Finn and up the side of the building, and talk to them while she was still morphing, which usually freaked people out since she had no mouth while she was morphing. She still had no idea how that worked.




Then she did some telekinetic lifting of some weights they had. She picked up six weights that together were 207 pounds, which was pretty much her best lift ever by several pounds. At least, as far as she knew. She wondered privately if she could get stronger if she did weightlifting every day like this.




Riley asked, “Do you want to call your support staff so you can let them know you’re okay? After you talk a little more with the colonel, we’ll fly you home.”




“Thanks,” she said, even if she was pretty sure they might try to trace her call. Not that she thought they had a chance against Super-Hacker Willow. She pressed the speed dial button, stalled for a few seconds, then pretended to press a few keys. She held the phone to her ear, and when Willow answered, she said, “Hi, Burn. It’s me. I just did a few tests for them so they could see what I can do. I’m gonna go have some more chats with their boss, Colonel Jack O’Neill. Then they’ll fly me home. Or I’ll fly home on my own, which would take a lot longer.”




“Roger that, Terawatt. I got your GPS, and you’re where they said. So fly mostly west and a little north till you hit I-5, and you won’t have any trouble.”




Then they went back inside. The first thing she did when she got into Jack O’Neill’s office was apologize more.




He finally got her to stop, and he said, “It’s okay. I… over-reacted.”




She said, “I don’t think so. I think you just… reacted. Like any good family man would do.”




He said, “I’d like to stop talking about that. We brought you here because we’re a recently-formed ‘black’ sub-division of Homeland Security. The SRI.”




She said, “The Superhero Research Initiative.”




He blinked, but said, “Good guess. The Superpower Research Initiative. How’d you know? Psychic powers? Guessing powers?”




She said, “Riley and Graham mentioned the SRI on the way here, so I had time to think about it. And in the other-Riley’s world, he was part of the DRI. The Demon Research Initiative.”




“Demons?” O’Neill asked suspiciously.




“Demons,” she insisted. “Studying demons and vampires. In that universe, the DRI set up shop over a Hellmouth, but one scientist, a woman named Walsh, Maggie or Marti or Molly or something like that, went whacko. She built a Frankenstein’s monster out of demon parts and robot parts and even parts of some of her own soldiers, and it killed her and went on a rampage and nearly wiped out an entire covert base. And the town it was in. And it nearly killed Riley, and maybe it killed Forrest and Graham, because I don’t remember my teammates mentioning them as being alive after the big rampage thing.”




O’Neill glanced at Walter, but didn’t say what he was thinking. Then he said to her, “We’re starting to see superpowered crooks and threats popping up. Siberia, Bulgaria, over near Chernobyl, Ukraine, and one on the East Coast. Plus these problems we’ve been having all up and down the West Coast with powers mainly like some of yours. But you’re the first superhero we’ve found. And you already have your own supervillain ‘rogues gallery’.”




She nodded, “Really, my supervillain is Danielle Atron. Paradise Valley Chemical made a lot of GC-161 before it was revealed as a health hazard. That’s what Danielle Atron is synthesizing and using on crooks.”




He said, “Right. We know about that. We captured a couple of her ‘clients’ as she apparently calls them. We can’t turn them over to the routine police forces, because they don’t have the wherewithal to hold any of these guys.”




She said, “Talk to the Paradise Valley Chemical plant CEO and get some of the GC-161 antidote their chemists have been making for the local police.”




He said, “We’ve been monitoring the GC-161 criminals we’ve caught, and they’re all having either biochemical or emotional side effects, or unstable powers. Or some of the above. So Angleman figured you might go loopy too.”




Great. She didn’t want to tell them she got doused when she was a tween, and she didn’t want to tell them that she had needed years for her powers to fully stabilize and evolve, and she didn’t want to admit that she had been wielding her powers for years. But she needed to say something. She told them, “Well, it did take me a while before my powers stabilized. Fortunately, the first few times I did that silver morph I was in my own apartment, because it took me weeks before I could do it and have my clothes go silvery with me. I had to consciously practice. And I had to go find isolated places where I could practice with my lightning blasts, so I didn’t hurt anyone or do any damage to anything anyone would care about.”




She wasn’t too worried about going bonkers. They could always shoot her with a dart full of the antidote if they needed to. And she knew her dad had said that more stable biochemistries had a harder time handling the changes, so the younger you were on exposure the more likely you could handle it better, because your body could adapt as you grew. But she wasn’t going to reveal that. The last thing she wanted on her conscience was finding out some crazy Dr. Walsh type person was experimenting on kids with GC-161.




There was a knock at the door, and Jack said, “Come!”




In walked a tall, handsome black guy. He said, “I’ve got our people’s reports, colonel.”




Jack glanced over at her and asked, “Okay Gates, who did she call?”




34. Meeting II



Gates! It was Forrest Gates. That was the name. But Jack had already figured that one out. And Gates was pausing before giving his report, because she was in the room. So Jack wanted her to hear the whole deal, and maybe give stuff away by how she reacted. She would have to remember that he was smarter than he acted, and pretty sneaky when he wanted to be.




She would also have to remember that just because her Sam’s Jack O’Neill was a good guy, that didn’t mean this Jack O’Neill was. ‘Friendly’ didn’t automatically mean ‘good guy.’ Danielle Atron did a pretty good job of pretending to be smiling and friendly to a lot of people, right up until the end. Alex was going to have to watch out for that.




Lieutenant Gates glanced at his clipboard and said, “We couldn’t trace the call, sir. Whoever it was either has NSA-level connections or is a serious threat as a phreaker, and the NSA is disavowing all knowledge, for what that’s worth. The call routed through a comm satellite, the White House switchboard — and we have no idea how that was managed, but it was a bitch to trace through — a European comm satellite, the University of Arizona computer center’s switchyard, a Japanese private comm satellite, a phone anonymizer in Finland that we had to burn an NSC favor to squeeze through, and a Skype multi-user switching system in Virginia, which is where we lost it. We don’t know how many more drops they ran through.”




“Trick-y!” Jack said.




Gates went on, “And from what Finn heard in the jet, the person at the other end — presumably female, but that’s easy to fake with a voice modifier — was able to get into a DoD computer and read Finn and Miller’s jackets without much trouble. So our IT people think Terawatt has managed somehow to enlist one of the major crackers, like S4l1x680 or possibly P$ychon4ut, on her support team. They don’t know who, because S4l1x680 has been gone for almost a decade, and P$ychon4ut vanished two years ago. Also, he has always been adamant about being a white atheist male in all his interactions. Which may also mean there’s a new cracker out there who perhaps has enhanced computer abilities through some sort of chemical exposure.”




Jack frowned, but said, “Tell the guys I said ‘good work’.” He looked at her and said, “I don’t suppose you wanna tell me about your computer support…”




She said, “I have some. I think we both know that it would be better if I didn’t reveal who they are. At least until we find out whether we can really trust each other a hundred percent.”




He nodded. He looked back at Gates and said, “What about the second report?”




Gates said, “I’ve got it, sir. You want me to read it out loud? Here? Now?” O’Neill just made a ‘hurry up’ gesture with his hand. “Okay. Is Terawatt stable? Dr. Fraiser says yes. In fact she said quote ‘she is at least as stable as the colonel’ unquote. Dr. Angleman said ‘maybe’.”




Alex interrupted, “Dr. Fraiser? Dr. Janet Fraiser? Red hair? About so tall? You — I mean, other-you — said she really liked jabbing people with huge needles, and Sam thought you were kind of, umm, needle-phobic.”




O’Neill’s eyebrow went up. “You met Dr. Fraiser too?”




She shook her head no. “I didn’t. But H- umm, someone did and talked about her with Sam while I was around. Sam really likes her and thinks she’s a great doctor.”




O’Neill nodded, “Well that just shows your Sam has great taste. Do you know the name Dr. Angleman too?”




She admitted, “No. But I only have a few names from stories some of my teammates told me, and I was only in the other universe for five days.”




O’Neill looked at his adjutant and said, “List Terawatt as ‘stable.’ I’ll take Janet’s professional opinion over that bozo’s any day.”




Walter said, “Yes sir. Shall I put that exact wording in the files?”




“Stop smirking, Walter.”




Gates said, “I have Finn’s report on her powers too. Top flight speed of 86 mph, even if we don’t have details on maneuverability or maximum distance. Her best electrical burst burned out our meters, so we don’t really have a measure on her voltage or amperage.”




“Sorry,” she said.




Gates smiled at her, “Don’t worry about it. We know what the meters are rated, so at least we have a number we know you can top.” He looked back at the colonel and said, “Shapeshifting seems like what we’ve seen before in some of those California perps, only a lot more control. She can turn into a semi-liquid silver substance. It looks like we have conservation of mass, but we’d need detailed measurements to tell. She has sight and hearing, and can even speak while she’s shifted, and she can go uphill, downhill, even up walls. But we didn’t see anything except a silver ‘blob’ form. And her best telekinetic lift was 207 pounds.”




Jack snarked, “So we just put a weight belt on Walter and you can’t move him? Sweet.”




She said, “My powers aren’t that impressive compared to, say, a fully-armed Army Ranger squadron. But I’m not the only one out there now, because of Danielle Atron. If this chemical can do this to me, what’s happening at toxic waste dumps and chemical spills all over the world? It would be great if you guys would team up with me on this. We need to track down people and make sure they get the help they need. Maybe they want to be superheroes too. Maybe they want to be supervillains and they need to be locked up somewhere safe. Maybe they just want to be cured, or not die of cancer or poisoning or whatever. I want to help people, and this sounds like your job.”




Jack smiled at her, “It’s pretty much our mission statement. Particularly since we know the Russians and the Eastern Europeans have a few toxic waste spills and radioactive waste spills that make our worst problems look like a knocked-over ice chest at a picnic.”




She lied, “Well, I don’t know any of the chemists and such at Paradise Valley Chemical, but you ought to set up a grant with the researchers there. I do know that their new CEO is a former bigshot with the FDA and a really big name in the pharmaceutical business.”




He nodded, and glanced over to make sure Walter was writing this stuff down. He said, “Okay. So I want to have some more chats, maybe on your turf instead of mine. You know, get to know each other better, maybe learn to trust each other. I want to make sure we can help you in case of emergency, and I’d like you to think about helping us in case of our emergencies.”




She grimaced, “It would sort of depend on what kinds of emergencies you’re talking about.”




He said, “Naturally. But the next time we have a flying invulnerable guy who throws fire around, blazing up I-5, I’d like to think you’d help us out before he dove into your town and tried to incinerate some teenager in a bikini. Which sounds eerily like a bad 1950’s B-movie.”




She agreed, “Definitely. I do want to help you with things like that. But you’d have to tell me what you were facing, and how are you going to get clearance for something like that? You don’t even know my real name.”




He smirked, “Well, we have Walter. And what he can’t work out with rules and protocols isn’t worth messing with. And I’m going to give you three phone numbers and an email address. All three numbers are secure, but not the email, which is what we call a ‘blind drop’ in the biz.”




As he wrote stuff down on a notecard, she gave Walter her Terawatt phone number. Then O’Neill said, “Next, we’re going to work with Camp Atron — seriously, is everything in your area named Atron? — and arrange a little office or conference room we can use when we need to, so we can fly in and meet with you once in a while, when it works for both of us. And if there’s something we can do for you, just ask.”




Well, she had been thinking about this stuff for a while. She said, “If you could arrange for someone at Camp Atron to give me serious martial arts training, that would be great. Maybe a couple times a week? I’ve been faking it for the most part, and the little bit I know has come in really handy already.”




O’Neill nodded, “We can set up something. If it’s at that base up there, it would be with someone not in the SRI, so you couldn’t reveal your secret identity.”




She said, “That’s just what I had in mind. Terawatt learns martial arts, the real me doesn’t.”




“Anything else?”




She thought about dealing with her sweat on the way down here. “Umm, do you guys have any special super-fabrics or super-armor? I’d like to upgrade my uniform, because right now it’s a leotard with a special spray over it.”




He said, “We don’t have anything that isn’t heavy armor. The tac teams wear armored vests that have steel plates over a ceramet lining over Kevlar, and those things weigh about twenty pounds, and they’re over an inch thick. Plus, you can do that silver shapeshift and get a lot more bulletproof than even a guy in bomb disposal armor. I saw that footage of you fighting the guys with the machine pistol and the grenade launcher and the powers. When you talked to the newsie afterward, there wasn’t a mark on your costume, and you didn’t have a hair out of place.”




Jack O’Neill walked her out to the tarmac again, and the Cessna was sitting there waiting for her. Just her. No Army Ranger company on the way back. He said, “So, Tera, don’t be a stranger.”




She smiled and shook his hand, then she flew into the Cessna and used her telekinesis to pull the door shut after her. The plane was taxiing onto the runway while she was still getting a seat and buckling up. It took off at an even sharper angle, with even more acceleration this time, so they were at cruising altitude and cruising speed even sooner. The pilot said, “Hope you don’t mind, ma’am, but we have to hurry on this round-trip.”




She said, “I can help even more. When you get near Paradise Valley, how slow do you have to get to let someone crack open the exit door for, say, a parachutist?”




“Down to about three hundred.”




She replied, “Good. If you go down to five or ten thousand feet and three hundred miles an hour, I can jump from there.”




The pilot said, “We can work with that. It’ll save us a good half hour, what with landing and takeoff protocols.”







Jack sat down in his office and said, “So… What do you think of our superheroine?”




Walter thought it over for a couple seconds and then said, “She sounds serious. And we don’t have any evidence that she’s done anything criminal or even suspicious.”




Graham Miller said, “She seems too good to be true, sir.”




Riley Finn said, “I don’t think that’s her normal voice. She slipped once or twice when she was upset over making you upset.”




Jack said, “So that would make her concern genuine, so she’s a nice kid. Or else she’s an Academy Award-winning actress too. Anything else?”




Finn said, “I’d like to know where she picked up her support staff. And especially her computer hacker. Her phone messages were heavily routed, and highly encrypted, which you shouldn’t be able to do on a civilian phone.”




Jack said, “There aren’t many computer crackers or phreakers out there who can do all of this, and we know there are only a few of them, none of them easy to find, much less enlist. So let’s assume her hacker is legit. Come up with a list of the top hundred computer gurus in the country who have this kind of expertise. Computers and telephones, along with networks and telco connectivity, and someone who can program chips like in a phone. Someone who can play with communications satellites and international telecommunications has to have learned that much somewhere. Then weed through the list until you have just the people who are good enough to pull this off. Then check and see if any of them could have had interactions with Terawatt, or even interactions with something weird, over the last two years.”




Miller said, “One thing we can’t check is a meet using her powers. Someone like, say, Bill Gates, is too well known and too highly tracked to run into someone new without a hundred newsies noticing, but Terawatt could have flown up to his house in the middle of the night, oozed under his door in that semi-liquid form, and surprised him without anyone knowing.”




Jack waved his hand, “Fine, fine, keep little Billy Gates on your list if you want. Now here’s what I noticed. She’s trying to look and sound older than she is. She’s aiming for mid-twenties or late twenties, but she slips up and drops in younger-sounding phrases once in a while. So we have to consider that she’s maybe sixteen to twenty, instead of twenty-three to twenty-eight.”




Walter said, “I don’t know any sixteen year olds who are built like that.”




Finn said, “Implants. Or falsies. The hair could be a wig, or a dye job too. She’s wearing five inch heels to look taller.”




Jack said, “So we could be looking at a high school or college-age girl, 5’6” to 5’8”, unknown hair color, slender but not underweight, probably athletic, possibly a normal cup size. And she’s a student in Paradise Valley. Walter, put together a list of all the possibles there. Don’t forget to include former high schoolers who didn’t go to college.”




Walter said, “I don’t think a high school kid would be this responsible. Maybe not even a college kid.”




Finn said, “We have to consider whether that story about going to another dimension could really be true. She did have some disturbingly accurate details on all of us.”




Jack said, “Which reminds me. I want a full psych eval on Maggie Walsh before she sets foot in any of our bases. I told you she gave me the creeps, and you laughed me off.”




Walter said, “I’ll ask Dr. Mackenzie. He’s no-nonsense, and he won’t be fooled. She has a psych background to go with her other degrees, so it would be trivial for her to fake it on the psych tests she took.”




Jack said, “Good. Because there is no freaking way Terawatt could have known we were about to hire Walsh, and if that story was true, there was a Walsh in another universe who makes Dr. Frankenstein look pretty rational.”




Miller said, “That ‘superheroes in another dimension’ story could explain a lot, if you think about it. She could be a normal teenager who found out what she could do, and maybe she saw what happens to supervillains and she decided to straighten up and fly right. Literally. And maybe she got some coaching from the other heroes.”




Jack clapped his hands together. “Okay kiddies, some of us have families to get to, and some of us have big, icky assignments to work on. Time to get going.”







It was about an hour and a quarter after takeoff that they started to descend, and only about ten minutes after that when the co-pilot stepped over to open the door for her. He said, “Good luck, ma’am.”




She said, “Thank you.” Then she went silvery and slid out as soon as he had the door cracked open about four inches.




She just pulled herself into a round blob and let herself fall through the air for a bit. It was really pretty cool. She was dropping fast, but moving forward even faster, so it was a while before she even bothered to use her telekinesis to do any flying. She mainly just lifted herself up a little bit so she wasn’t falling all that fast, and let the air pressing on her front side gradually slow her down. Since she started at three hundred miles an hour going forward, it took a while for the drag of the air in front of her to slow her down a lot, even if she was in a round ball shape instead of a person-lying-on-their-stomach shape.




When she reached the outskirts of Paradise Valley, she changed her shape some. She went from being pretty much round like a ball, to more of a thick disk, with the flattened side facing where she was going. That really upped the wind resistance and slowed her down a lot more. Not that she was in a big hurry to slow down totally, because flying super-fast like this was just plain awesome. It would probably kill her or at least damage her skin if she tried doing it without being silvery, but it was just exciting like this.




She zoomed into Paradise Valley at maybe a hundred fifty miles an hour, although that was a huge guess based on the cars zooming up and down the interstate, since she was going about twice as fast as the cars heading her direction. It was close to nine-thirty, and she was starting to worry about whether Willow or Gloria had called her parents. She was worrying about whether Willow had called Gloria and Ray. She hoped everyone wasn’t worrying about her.




She flew down into one of the dry creekbeds and zipped over to a storm drain she could use. She was flying faster than she was used to, so she had to use her telekinesis to brake pretty hard, and she still jetted past the drainpipe she wanted and had to turn around and come back. Then it didn’t take long to fly up the pipes and follow the route to the storm drain in front of her house.




She puddled up from there, puddled up the driveway, and went under the front door. Then she called out, “I’m home!”




Her mom came running out of the home office and hugged her. “Oh honey, we were so worried!”




Her dad came out of the garage and hugged her too. “Willow called us, but we still didn’t know what happened to you, and the evening news made it looked like you just vanished inside the bank.”




Her mom said, “And you probably haven’t had a chance to eat or anything.”




Alex admitted, “I am pretty hungry.”




Her mom asked, “Do you want to change out of your uniform first?”




And that was when Alex realized how stupid she was. “I left my bag and my car at Gloria’s! Anybody could come along and steal my cameras out of there!”




Her dad checked, “They’re in your bag, under the spare tire, right?”




“Yeah…”




He said, “I’m pretty sure no one’s going to check inside your spare tire compartment, honey.”




“Unless they steal the whole car,” she worried.




Her mom led her into the kitchen, where there was still one place setting on the table, and the salad was still sitting out in the salad bowl. Her mom said, “And we kept a casserole dish warm for you, with some slices of the pork roast and I made your favorite gravy, and I fixed the peas with little pearl onions the way you like.”




Oh boy, it sounded like her folks were really worried about her. That made her feel great, but it also made her feel really bad that she was putting them through all this stuff. She said, “I’m really sorry I couldn’t call, but I could only call Willow because they were trying to monitor the calls I made. And they flew me in a super-fast jet out to their secret base in New Mexico and back. They wanted their boss to talk to me in person, and they wanted to see what I could do, and they want to work with me, or at least get me to work with them.”




“Is there a difference?” her mom asked.




She frowned and wiggled her hand from side to side. “Maybe, maybe not. It kinda depends on what they’re doing, and if they’re good guys or not, and what they want to do with people they catch.”




While she ate, her folks called all of Team Terawatt on the team phones and let everyone know Alex was home and safe after a trip to the SRI. She even made sure Willow could send Jack O’Neill the information from the SGC and the British Ministry of Magic and the Vampire Slayer. Willow already had copies of the files from Alex, and she fired them off using some fancy computer trickery so it would look like they came from Jack O’Neill’s home computer. Alex grinned as she imagined the look on Jack’s face when he saw where the files supposedly came from.




Then after dinner, she puddled back out to the storm drain and flew back to Gloria’s shop and switched back into her regular clothes before driving home again.




And she still had homework to do. Great.




She was in the middle of Spanish homework when her Terawatt phone buzzed. It was Willow again.




“Terawatt here.”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice said, “I may have found a hit. It’s a high school in Normal, Illinois. It happens to be not too far from a big chemical plant with a research division. And people are saying it has poltergeists, which may mean someone with telekinesis. And at least one teenager is now missing. Maybe two.”




Alex gulped. “That doesn’t sound so normal.”




35. Conversations



Alex was still a little tired when she got up the next morning, because she had ended up staying up late to get all her homework and studying done. That, and watching the eleven o’clock news and the eleven-thirty news with her folks to see what people said about Terawatt.




And watching some of the late-night cable news programs to see what they were saying. Some of the really right-wing guys Alex didn’t like were saying that superheroes helping the police was good, just like letting people carry concealed weapons or letting citizens do bounty hunting. And some of the left-wing guys Alex did like were saying that letting masked vigilantes run around beating up people in violation of their rights was the next step to a police state. Ugh. She’d never thought she’d be agreeing with Rush Limbaugh and disagreeing with National Public Radio. Why did things have to be so complicated?




It had turned out a bunch of news teams got her whole conversation with Captain Collins, so he was on the hook for deputizing a masked citizen who really could be anybody, maybe even a wanted criminal or something. The mayor’s office and the governor were already worrying about the legality of deputizing a masked superhero who might really turn out to be a supervillain, or just a bad guy, or at least someone with a criminal record. She knew Captain Collins would get away with it without getting in trouble as soon as he explained to his bosses about the whole Homeland Security thing.




And then every cameraman had gotten film of her flying to the front doors and floating in, and then a couple minutes later the ‘criminals’ surrendered and came out with their hands up, and calmly walked right into the police van with the super-secure cells in it. And there were no deaths or injuries or damaged buildings. But Ray had texted her that there were already bloggers complaining that there wasn’t a giant superbattle out in the street where people could film it. Some people were totally whiners. And weasels.




And then Louis had texted her that some of the sleazy Terawatt sites were complaining because there wasn’t lots of sexy shots of her punching guys and stuff. So along with the whiners and weasels, there were sleazoids. What was going to happen when a fat, unattractive girl got superpowers and started superheroing? People would probably be spectacularly nasty to her, and make fun of her.




Terawatt would probably need to step in and do something about that, before the girl decided to be a supervillain instead. Alex decided she needed to call Willow and keep an eye out for problems like that. And maybe Willow could make the sleazy Terawatt websites crash a couple times a day.







Alex did all the usual morning stuff, and made sure her uniform was in her car, and also brought her wig inside so she could brush and comb it for the day. She made a mental note to wash her uniform too. What did superheroes in apartments do? Drive hundreds of miles away so they could use a laundromat where no one knew them? Alex knew from Selina that Batman had a huge mansion with a butler, so he could get his uniforms cleaned any time he wanted, but what about normal superheroes?




Before she drove in to school, she called Captain Collins on her Terawatt phone. It took several minutes to get through to him, because apparently he was getting tons of phone calls from reporters and cranks and loonies. And naturally, he didn’t believe she was Terawatt.




She made sure her voice was right, and she said, “Captain, we both know that you were operating under direct orders from Homeland Security, and that Captain Riley Finn gave you those orders. Does anyone else know that?”




“Okay, so maybe you’re really Terawatt. Or a really good prankster.”




She said, “Meet me on top of police headquarters at exactly 11:50. Bring anyone you need to convince that you really were following national security directives. I’ll meet you there. I need to have you or someone higher up than you tell me that I really have been formally deputized by the city of Paradise Valley, and that it has not been rescinded. And I’ll be flying in, so you’ll know it’s really me.”




“Anything else?”




She said, “Yes. I know that you’re not seeing my cell phone number. But if I am deputized, then you or someone else in the police department should have my number. Perhaps the head of the city’s SWAT group. I’ll provide a number for you when we meet.”




“I still don’t believe you.”




She said, “It will only take two minutes of your time to find out. If I’m not flying onto the roof of your building at exactly 11:50 today, you’ll know this was a ruse.”




She hung up and got moving off to school. Only, as she drove, she started worrying. What if there was a police call about supervillains committing a crime right at 11:50? She’d have to skip the meeting, and Captain Collins would never believe her again!




School was… school. Pete and Paul were mad at her, Eakin wasn’t speaking to her, Jack wouldn’t stop complaining to her, and Libby was still not back in classes. She had two of the good photographers going off to cover intermural baseball and track, and she was crossing her fingers that the school teams would do better this year than last year.




And she had Ray meeting her for lunch out by the tennis court so he could be her alibi. She grabbed her bag out of her car, and went out with him near the big rocks. Then the two of them ate for a few minutes before it was time for her to leave. They looked around to make sure no one was watching, and she morphed. She puddled into the bag, grabbed her superhero uniform, and headed down the nearest storm drain. Then she worked her way down the pipes to a really big pipe, and came out about a mile away from the school. She flew up into the air and stayed silvery all the way to police headquarters. It was about three miles away, but at her top speed it only took her a couple minutes.




She timed it just right, and she went normal just before she landed in front of Captain Collins, who was standing there with an older guy she didn’t know, and an old guy she did know: the mayor, who she’d seen in plenty of pictures.




Collins said, “Terawatt. Glad to see you.”




She made sure she was using her Terawatt voice and she said, “Captain Collins. Thank you for meeting with me. After what the news was saying, I thought it was important to find out if my deputization has been revoked.”




He said, “This is Chief of Police Wallace, and Mayor Baker.”




She nodded at each of them and said, “Pleased to meet you, gentlemen.”




The mayor said, “Terawatt, we’re very grateful to you for all that you’ve done, but we’re not sure the state or the feds will let us deputize you.”




She nodded, like that was what she was expecting to hear. She’d really been hoping they’d say she was deputized and they were proud of her. She said, “I understand. Just as long as you understand that Captain Collins was given very little choice when the Defense Department and the Department of Homeland Security ordered him to pretend that it was a real bank robbery. They also pressed the bank officers to cooperate. Unfortunately, they had no other way of contacting me at the time.”




Captain Collins tugged on his collar, which wasn’t straight and had a dirty smudge on the inside, and said, “Thanks, Terawatt.”




She then pulled out the small piece of cardstock and handed it to the chief of police. “This has my secret phone number. Don’t let anyone else see it. But if you ever need me, you can call on me, whether I’m deputized or not. Stopping Danielle Atron’s supercrooks is more important than the recognition or the details.”




As she turned to fly away, the mayor said, “I’m glad you’re not mad at us. I would really rather have you deputized, but the state attorney general hit us with enough legal statutes to bury us, and the governor told us we’ll lose all state-supported insurance and access to disaster compensation if we deputize a superhero who can level buildings and injure hundreds of people at a time. They think we’re lucky we haven’t been sued yet. They don’t understand.”




The police chief said, “I’m still trying to get you covered under the Good Samaritan laws, even if they’re only supposed to cover medical assistance, but the state attorney general’s fighting us on this. He thinks that future lawsuits are going to sink the state, and he’s trying to get some laws drafted and put through the state legislature to protect us. But that may have to go to public vote, so this could take over a year.”




She nodded. “And Danielle Atron will be willing to spend millions of her stolen money to keep a law like that from happening.”




The mayor smirked, “Right. We can portray every opponent of the law as supporting superpowered criminals, and if we can show even one of the supporters is really a front for criminals, we’d win in a landslide.”




She lied, “Thank you for your time. I appreciate your honesty.” Then she flew back toward the creek before diving down and going silvery so she could dive into the stormwater runoff system again.




She flew up out of the right grate, puddled over to her bag, and slid back out dressed for school. She went normal and picked up one of her sandwiches. “Anything happen while I was gone?”




He shrugged. “Jack came by to bitch and moan at you some more. I told him you went to the bathroom. Doesn’t that guy have a life?”




She sighed, “You should see him in a meeting. He can’t let anyone else get anything done. He has to stand up and complain until it’s time to go home. You put him and Greta in the same room, and it’s impossible to get anything done. It takes like four meetings in a row just to make an announcement.”







The news that night was more of the same, as people were debating whether a superhero should get deputized, and whether a city could afford to deputize someone who might wreck a city block and kill a bunch of innocent bystanders by accident. People were talking about the problems with lawsuits just from police high speed pursuits and stuff. She wasn’t happy about how things looked.




So she was surprised when she was working on homework in her room and her Terawatt phone rang. She made sure her voice was right. “Terawatt here.”




“Jack O’Neill. I know I said I wanted us to do meets and greets and get used to each other first, but I think this is right up your alley. And I’m sure you know what’s going on with the deputizing problem and the lawsuit threats, so you’ll be happy to know that I won’t have that problem if you help us out. We have a possible supervillain situation in Normal, Illinois. And it may be linked to the JBH Chemical plant there.”




Oh crud. Suddenly two completely different conversations crashed head-on into this one. She said, “I think my support people have flagged this one. A high school not far from the chemical plant? With complaints about a poltergeist?”




Jack said, “Bingo. Only our computers just upgraded this one, because the wacky poltergeist hijinks moved things up to two counts of murder one this evening.”




She said, “It may or may not be connected with the death of a Dr. Dunn, one of the chemists at the plant.”




Jack said, “Whoa, that’s something we didn’t have in our files. We’ll get on it. Where’d you hear about it?”




She fibbed a little, “We’ve been monitoring a new website. ‘Raising the Whistle.’ It’s for scientists who think maybe they need to blow the whistle on their bosses or their company, and don’t know if they’re doing the right thing. Dunn’s name came up in their forums, and our software scavenged it.”




Jack said, “Roger that. I look forward to tell our hotshot IT people they missed this one. Now… can you go with us? We can pick you up Thursday morning early, and we’ll be in Normal, Illinois in no time. Then we start investigating. We’d all be working undercover, so no wearing the superheroine costume, at least for starters. I know that’s asking a lot of you, but I wouldn’t do it if I wasn’t worried this is going to escalate pretty fast.”




She gulped and said, “But I want to keep my secret identity secret.”




He said, “That’s okay. We’ll keep it between you and me and Riley and Graham. What do you say… Alex?”




36. Poltergeist



Selina had been very clear on this one. Don’t flub it when someone calls you by your real name. Don’t drop the ball when someone accuses you of being your other identity. Be prepared for when — not if — it happens. And she had practiced this one.




She said as smoothly as she could, “Who? Did you just call me Alice?”




“Nicely done!” he cheered. “I’m gonna get Finn to practice like that. He’s pretty lame at the secret identity bit when he has to work undercover.” Then he said, “You do go by Alex, right? Even though your copyright is A.L. Mack.”




She insisted, “I know who that photographer is, but I’m not her.”




He said, “Terawatt has to be female, white, age sixteen to twenty-two, about 5’7”, fit and trim, athletic, a connection to the PVC plant and Danielle Atron, and educated. She has to fit a psych profile we put together: serious, conscientious, family values, responsible. She has to have had her powers for long enough that they’re stable and reliable now. She had to be missing from school for at least three straight days, not that long ago. She has direct connections to chemists or biochemists or doctors with chem backgrounds, so she didn’t freak out and go screaming to the hospital as soon as she started showing crazy symptoms from that GC-161, like glowing funny colors or shooting lightning out of her hands or turning into a silvery blob. Put all those together, and we get… Alex Mack, whose dad has been a big researcher at the plant and whose sister is a chem genius too. Alex, whose family was kidnapped for undisclosed reasons by Atron just before GC-161 was going to be released. Alex, who was ‘home sick’ for most of a week not too long ago, even though according to the plant’s HMO’s records she never went to a doctor. We came up with only seven possibles in all of Paradise Valley, and really only two of them were likely, but you were the only one with the right facial features and body shape. So… tell me, what was it like suddenly having superpowers you couldn’t control when you were… what? Fifteen? Must have been scary as hell.”




Crud, crud, and double crud. It looked like she didn’t have a choice on trusting Jack O’Neill anymore. He had her pegged, and she wasn’t going to talk her way out of this one. So it was time to use some of Selina’s other lessons. Get them on your side and then find ways to keep them from blabbing.




She said, “I was just turned thirteen. It was the first day of seventh grade. It was terrifying. In the short run, it was the worst thing I could have thought of. In the long run, it was probably a blessing. It forced me to grow up, and stop slacking off just because there was no way I could be another Annie, and take responsibility, not just for me, but for others too. I learned to stop being so self-absorbed and so desperate to fit in with the cool kids. I learned my family is the greatest anywhere, and I learned that my best friend was the kind of guy who would be a great boyfriend. But I don’t know what I would have done if Annie hadn’t been there for me.”




He said, “We’ll get some ugly glasses and a wig for you to wear, so no one will recognize you. You’ll have to figure out your own makeup for the role. You’ll be… my dorky twenty-something photographer who I’m stuck with because I’m an annoying reporter and you’re the boss’s daughter. I’ll have an ID and background for you. What’s a name you can stick to?”




“Annie.”




He said, “Works for me. Do you have some ugly business outfits, or do I need to procure some?”




She admitted, “I’m not really set up for the whole undercover thing.”




So he got her to give him her sizes in blouses and dresses and pants and skirts and shoes and even hats. And just like that, she had agreed to fly off to Illinois with secret government agents and try to be an investigator, and her secret identity was already trashed if Jack wasn’t trustworthy.




He said, “I’ll see you at the Camp Atron tarmac Thursday morning at 0600. You know what that means?”




“Yes, Jack. Six in the morning. I’ll be there.”




“So you’ll need your supersuit just in case, four changes of underwear, and four days of toiletries. We’ll supply the shoes and outerwear for ‘Annie’ along with the ID and background. If this takes longer, we’ll buy you more stuff.”




As soon as he hung up, she called Willow, who instantly went into panic mode and started backtracking Alex’s records to change minor details so no one else would make the connections that Jack’s team had. Then Alex had to talk Willow down from tracking down every one of Jack’s people and downloading files onto their computers so she could get them arrested as a child pornography ring. Then Alex had to talk Willow into getting some sleep instead of staying up all night hunting down the mysterious supervillain in Normal, Illinois.




She just knew her folks would hit the roof when she told them in the morning.







Wednesday morning, she got up and hurried through her morning routine so she could give her parents the bad news. Big surprise, they both went bananas. Completely mega-bananas. It took like ten minutes to calm them down enough that they could talk normally, and then her mom suddenly had a great idea. Alex would be out of school, going off to visit an important college for photojournalism now that she was a famous news photographer, even though she was still a junior. So Alex spent the day telling her teachers she would be out of school the rest of the week doing a college tour of Kent State University and its journalism school and its photojournalism program.




Thursday morning, she got up at five. As soon as she showered and ate breakfast and packed a big lunch, she grabbed her uniform gymbag and tucked into it everything she needed: her lunch, her toiletries and hair dryer, the makeup she’d decided on, her pajamas and five days’ worth of undies, one small purse, and one spare change of outerwear that was just a top, a windbreaker, capri pants, and a soft baseball cap. She checked that her camera bag had everything she needed for a week, and she went downstairs.




Her mom and dad were both up. Her mom looked really worried. Her dad gave her an envelope with ten one-hundred dollar bills and a debit card, just in case. She hugged both of them hard, and left the Terawatt way. She held her gymbag in her arms, puddled out under the back door, went straight up about five hundred feet, and then stayed silvery as she flew east to Camp Atron.




She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to stop and report to the gate guards, but she just flew straight to the tarmac. That Cessna Citation X was waiting for her, with Jack walking about outside it. She flew down and landed in front of him before she went normal.




He looked her over and gasped, “My God, you look young. Are you sure you’re not still in junior high? Or maybe elementary school?”




She asked, “Am I supposed to make ‘old person’ cracks at your expense?”




He grinned, “When we get there? Around our targets, absolutely. Every chance you get.”




She got on board, and saw Riley Finn, a big, blocky-looking guy who could be a sergeant, and two really nerdy-looking guys who looked like the nerdiest chemists at her dad’s plant. Riley nodded at her and pointed out her seat. Well, the Cessna only had six passenger seats, so it wasn’t like there was a lot of choice.




Once the plane took off and rapidly got to cruising altitude, Jack said, “This is ‘Annie Farrell.’ In my award-winning role as annoying journalist John J. Jacobson, I have pissed off my boss back at our tv station KNBC Los Angeles, and so I am saddled with his daughter as my photographer.” He pointed at Riley Finn and the blocky guy. “These are our arch-enemies, up-and-coming CBS field reporter Rich Frank and his cameraman Stewie. Rich doesn’t care enough to learn Stewie’s last name, but it’s ‘Scott’ in case you need to talk to him. And over here are Dr. Something and Dr. Someotherthing, two dorky parapsychologists supposedly from a local university who are hoping to find a real poltergeist or ghost at the high school. We may even interview them at some point because viewers love that crap, but I’m too arrogant to bother learning their names ahead of time.”




Jack handed out IDs and credit cards to everyone, and he gave her a sheet with her ‘story’ on it. Annie Farrell’s name and history and family and skillset, along with her strengths and weaknesses. He had a wig and wardrobe for Annie, along with a shoulder-mounted camera for her to use. It was way smaller than the massive things a lot of the news crewmen hauled around, and it only weighed about twenty pounds, but it didn’t have the full steadicam system and all the other features of the usual systems like ‘Stewie’ would be using. She practiced with it when she wasn’t reviewing Annie’s story.




About halfway through the flight, she changed clothes. She took the wig and one dress and the matching shoes into the toilet and changed there. There was no way she was changing out in the aisle, and she wasn’t going to do her silvery clothes-change where the rest of the team could see her. She was going to assume Jack and Riley were keeping her secret, because she didn’t have any other choice. She went silvery, pulled the new clothes in, and changed into the dress and pantyhose and flats before she went normal again. Then she pulled on a wig cap and the mousy brown pageboy wig. She went with too much foundation, and the kind of makeup a middle-aged woman would wear. She topped all that off with the glasses. Heavy black frames in an unattractive square shape. And she looked nothing like Alex Mack or Terawatt, or really anyone you’d want to date.




She moved some stuff from her purse into the ugly brown purse Jack had for her persona, and she moved a couple small things into the side pockets of the dress, like her phone and her fake taser. She stepped stiffly out of the bathroom and cleared her throat. “Ahem.” She put a little nasal whine into her voice so she sounded sort of like Bob Berdue from the A/V club. “John, I assume you have separate rooms for us, and that there will be none of the sort of hanky-panky daddy has told me about.”




Jack laughed so hard he fell back into his chair. “Sweet! This is great.”




Riley did his best to stand up in the cramped jet. He gave her a really slimy smile and put out his hand. In an oily voice, he said, “Rich Frank, CBS News. I don’t think we’ve been introduced, honey.”




She almost laughed out loud too, because that was so not like Riley Finn. She pretended to blink at him and flutter her eyes. She gushed, “Annie. Annie Farrell. But you can call me anything you want.”




Jack rubbed his hands together and said to her, “Eggggcellent. Now that we’re done with the performances from the Actors Playhouse, here’s what we’re going to do. I will go interview school officials and see if we can find out what’s been going on around the school before the deaths. Rich Frank, CBS News, will go interview distraught families and distraught witnesses, and try to find a common link between the dead kids and the ones who have been victims of the ‘poltergeist.’ Our two favorite nerds will go pester the school and walk the halls with their equipment, trying to find spoooooooky ghosty stuff. We land at a military base that’s only an hour or two away from Normal. You and I will have a new, high-end SUV for our gear and luggage and junk. I’ll have you running annoying errands and like that, so feel free to gripe about it to everyone you meet. Rich Frank is too important to ride with his cameraman, so he’ll have a hot sports car that will just happen to be the fastest vehicle in the county including police cars, just in case we need the speed at some point. Stewie will have a news van with a satellite dish on top — the dish and equipment are real, in case we need sat comms at a moment’s notice. And our two parapsychologists, Bill and Ed, will have a ten-year-old panel truck for all their ghost detection gear. As soon as we’re on site, we assume we’re under surveillance, since we have no way of knowing what kinds of powers our supervillains have. Maybe even psychic abilities or remote viewing. So we’re in character 24x7 until I say so.”




Riley asked, “How do we debrief? Email ‘reports’ back to the drop?”




Jack said, “No, not even that. Rich Frank and Johnny Jacobson are on different floors at the Hilton in the Normal-Bloomington area, but we don’t talk to each other when we’re ‘away from work.’ And our two parapsychologists are at a Days Inn over near one of the universities. At midnight tonight we all meet at Location N in Peoria. It’s less than an hour’s drive up I-74, so we can all leave around eleven pm. If our supervillains can track us that far and monitor us from that far away, we’ve lost the element of surprise already.”




She glanced over at the two scientists, who were going to be playing sort-of-scientists. “Do you want me to help with their gear?”




He smiled, “Nah. We’ll have a couple airmen lugging everything over to the vehicles, and then we’ll split up so it looks like we don’t know each other.”




Between the fast takeoff, and the flight at just below Mach 1, and the steep landing, the flight only took a little over three hours from the time she stepped onboard. So it was only a little after 11 am local time when they were unloading the Cessna into the cars. She saw that she had a big folding suitcase on roller wheels, and a case of gear for the videocamera, and a big plastic case to protect the camera when she wasn’t using it. Jack had a similar suitcase and a leather guitar case.




He saw her looking at the guitar case, and he said, “Weaponry. Two Tasers, a couple automatics, a tranq dart gun, a combat knife and five throwing knives, a P-90, and enough spare ammo to hold us against anything up to a pack of werewolves.”




She stared at him. “Have you seen real werewolves?”




“Nope.” He popped the ‘p’ just to be silly. “But now that we’ve seen some of the stuff out there, I don’t feel like taking a lot of chances.”




As they loaded the back of the SUV, she asked, “What about C-4? Or a claymore mine?”




He scowled, “I wasn’t gonna mention the C-4. How’d you know?”




She said, “The other Sam used both when we were in that hell dimension, and she said you guys routinely carried C-4 on off-world missions to blow up alien equipment.”




He smirked, “Well then, I’ll let you guess what else I’ve got in there.”




They got into the SUV, and she drove, following the directions from the OnStar system. Jack waited until they were maybe ten minutes off the base before he started talking. “Look, ‘Annie,’ I know you’re scared, but you’re doing great. I’m sorry I squeezed you into taking this assignment, but you’re never going to trust us fully until you see what we actually do in the field. Riley and Graham and I are not gonna blow your secret ID, and your computer hacker who went wild over your records yesterday isn’t gonna get in trouble for protecting you. In fact, I’m hoping you can go Terawatt on these guys so we can push for the whole deputization deal that your state governor is peeing himself over.”




She asked, “Have you thought about how much I need to eat?”




He said, “No, I didn’t know it was a problem. Your family food bills looked kind of high, but we figured that might be your boyfriend eating at your house a lot, or you inviting friends over. If you need more food, we’ll fake it. You eat normal amounts when we’re out, and then we’ll drive through fast food places so you can get the rest of your recommended daily allowance of cholesterol and artificial cheese food.”




She managed not to laugh. It occurred to her that Jack would be a pretty fun guy to work with if she wasn’t being pressured into this and worried about being outed as Terawatt and everything.




She asked, “Do you need to know about my cover for my real identity? Because a certain teenaged photographer has her parents telling the school she’s going to look at the Kent State photojournalism program for the rest of the week, even though she’s only a junior.”




He nodded. “Good plan. We can help with that, in a lot of ways. Okay, any more questions?” She shook her head no. “Any answers?” She shook her head again. “Then from here on out, we’re Johnny and Annie, two colleagues who don’t like each other and don’t want to work together. Johnny is always tasking Annie with crap jobs like getting him coffee. Half-caff tall mochaccino with a shot of vanilla. He thinks she’s a lead weight his boss stuck him with. They eat together because of work. They don’t socialize, they don’t have rooms near each other — he got a nice suite on an upper floor at the Hilton and gave her a regular room a lot further down in the hotel. He hits on chicks and drinks on the job. She scowls at his behavior. He’s a jerk. She’s a dork. Just remember: when Johnny’s being a prick to Annie, it’s all acting. Okay?”




“Okay.”




He grinned, “Then, my little peon, drive us to the school so we can go pester Principal Roy Baxter and his staff.”




As she drove, he spent about ten minutes looking in the visor mirror, styling his hair with some hairwax and practicing looking smarmy. Then, once they got to Bloomington, ‘Johnny’ insisted on a nice lunch where he could get a couple martinis. Her ‘Annie’ ID said she was 23, so Alex wasn’t worried, but she hoped he wouldn’t really get loaded. She watched carefully, and he managed to pour most of his martinis into his water glass. He was really a lot sneakier than he looked. So she played her part. She had the lo-cal fettuccine and vegetables and a cup of coffee, which definitely wasn’t what she would have ordered normally. Then they drove through a Burger King and got her three burgers.




They got to the high school before one pm. Johnny had Annie park in one of the visitor spots close to the front doors, and he waited impatiently while she got the big camera out and prepped. Then he marched into the administrative offices and insisted on talking to the principal right away.




Principal Baxter looked like a caricature of grumpy principals from bad sitcoms. He reluctantly shook hands with Jack.




Jack was deep into his role as a slimy newsguy. “John J. Jacobson. KNBC, Los Angeles. You can call me Johnny.” He pointedly didn’t introduce his camera operator.




The principal didn’t want to talk to any reporters. It sounded like the school board or the school superintendent had come down hard on him already. She wasn’t surprised. After all, the report Jack’s people had pulled said two cheerleaders were found dead in an empty locker room only seconds after they raced ahead of the rest of the cheer squad and two teachers. That sounded like a lot more than a ‘poltergeist’ or someone just having fun with telekinesis.




In fact, after ‘Johnny’ got the principal riled up enough, the guy said, “There was no suspicious event, and there were no suspicious incidents beforehand!”




‘Johnny’ smoothly said, “Well, that’s not what we heard from some of your staff.”




Principal Baxter fumed, “Carl’s an idiot! You can’t believe what some idiot janitor says!”




Johnny smirked, “It wasn’t the janitor.”




Principal Baxter looked like he was going to rip out his hair, if only he had enough to get a grip on some of it. “It was that stupid Hoskins, wasn’t it?”




Johnny smiled knowingly. “Nope.” He even popped his ‘p’ just to irritate Baxter more. Alex was beginning to wonder if ‘Johnny’ was going to irritate the principal into a heart attack.




“When I find out…”




Johnny looked out the window at the two scientists from the plane, and pretended he didn’t know them. “And what’s the deal with those guys? Your school putting on a production of ‘Ghostbusters, the Musical’? Don’t tell me you’re bringing in parapsychologists. What next? An exorcism?”




Principal Baxter growled, “I am not commenting on those guys, and I have no control over them coming onto my school grounds.”




Johnny smirked, “Ohh, so the school board pulled the rug out from under you. Well, I can give you some play on that. Make you look good and make them look like wackos.”




Principal Baxter looked like he desperately wanted to say ‘yes’ to that, but gritted his teeth and said, “No comment.”




Johnny patted him on the shoulder and said, “No problemo. I know how it works. You can’t say what you want. Don’t worry. Guys like you and me have to stick together.” Then he turned to Alex and said, “Come on, Farrell. Get your camera turned off and get your ass in gear.”




She whined, “If you weren’t too decrepit to carry anything, I could move a lot faster.”




Johnny gave the principal a ‘what can you do’ shrug and walked out with her following. He glanced at a sheet with room numbers that was posted on the wall. “Janitorial staff… Okay… And Hoskins… There we go.”




She had watched Jack as ‘smarmy Johnny Jacobson’ and she knew she couldn’t have done what he did. Because in between fifteen minutes of angry ‘no comments,’ Jack had gotten two excellent leads: Carl the janitor, and science teacher Harold Hoskins.




They watched as the two ‘parapsychologists’ pushed a cart full of gadgets and meters off toward the girls’ locker room, and then they headed down a different hall to see if Mr. Hoskins was in and willing to speak. But his classroom was empty and the door was locked.




As they walked back to see if they could find Carl the janitor, Jack suddenly froze. Had there been a crash down the hall? She wasn’t sure. But Jack was. The silly act vanished, and he moved stealthily down the hall. She moved as silently as she could, although she had to use her telekinesis so she was hardly touching the floor anymore. There were more sounds, too. It sounded like steel repeatedly hitting steel and plastic. She hoped it wasn’t steel repeatedly hitting people.




He moved to the doorway of the girls’ locker room, and he stopped. He held up a hand, and she froze too, hoping that was what he wanted. He pointed at himself and made a motion indicating that he was going to duck into the locker room and dash over to the far side of the door. Then he pointed at her and indicated with his hands that he wanted her to move in and toward this side of the doorway.




At least, that was what she thought he wanted. She totally needed more military hand signals than the few things Sam had taught everyone.




Jack moved. He was pretty spry for an old guy. She darted after him, and while he ducked to the far side of the doorway, she used her telekinesis to help her cut back to the near side. She hoped she made it look like she was just agile. And she hung onto her videocamera.




There was no one moving in the room. The two scientists were on the floor, both unconscious. The cart was knocked over and the gear looked like it was smashed.




A heavy pipe floated in the air over the electronic gear. It turned and pointed directly at them.





37. Ghost Story



Jack slid easily into his ‘Johnny’ voice. “Hey Farrell! Get your ass in gear and videotape this crap!”




Alex pulled up the camera and pointed it at the moving pipe.




A threatening male voice howled, “Get oooouuuuut!”




Jack smirked, “Y’know, that didn’t really work for me when I saw it in a horror movie, either. Got anything better?”




While she held the camera on her right shoulder, she fished her fake taser out of her pocket with her left hand and pointed it at the pipe. She carefully said, “This is a taser. It doesn’t shoot little darts and send current through a wire. It fires an ultraviolet laser that ionizes the air so the electrical blast goes in the direction I point it. I have no idea what you are, but I’m willing to bet the electricity will really want to hit that steel pipe you’ve got. And whether you’re a real ghost or not, I figure eighty thousand volts will either fry you or disrupt whatever electromagnetics are holding you together.”




The pipe dropped, and even over the sharp ringing of the pipe hitting the concrete floor, she could hear feet running away for just a second or two. Then there was dead silence.




Jack reached into his suit coat and pulled out a real Taser. Then he made sure the doors behind them were shut and locked. He said, “Stay right here and don’t let anyone or any thing out.” She nodded sharply and moved so she was right in front of the doors.




He held the Taser in one hand and pulled out his phone with another. Then he dialed 9-1-1. “911? This is Johnny Jacobson, the famous reporter. I’m at the girls’ locker room of your high school… Yeah, that girls’ locker room in that high school… Two parapsychologists came in here to look for stuff, and someone just beat the crap out of them with a steel pipe. We need EMTs and policemen, because the attacker may still be in here, and I’m guarding the door so he can’t get out.”




Then he dropped the phone to his side and casually pressed a button. Alex was pretty sure he’d just speed-dialed Riley. “Boy, I hope that jerkwad Rich Frank doesn’t hear about this and come over here to the girls’ locker room with his cameraman before the paramedics get here to help these parapsychologist dudes. That would be all we need.”




She watched as he casually pressed the ‘end’ button to end the second call, and then slipped the phone back into his pocket.




Then they stopped making any noise, and they waited for the sound of those footsteps to come back. If whatever it was didn’t have to make those footstep sounds, they were in big trouble. If this was someone with telekinetic powers, he or she would have to be able to see something in order to know where to attack them… unless whoever it was also had psychic powers and could sense them.




Or else there were cameras in the room so the telekinetic could watch them and see where to attack. Cameras in the girls’ locker room? Eww.




Okay, she definitely heard something moving over near the shower room. It sounded like another slap of a foot. That didn’t mean it was safe to move over and check out the injured scientists, though.




Jack muttered for her benefit, “I wonder how many of ’em might be in here?” Ooh, good point. Just because they had seen a pipe and heard one thing didn’t mean there weren’t other threats, most of which might be impossible to see as well.




Then he looked up at the ceiling and asked, “Hey Farrell, ya think your fancy taser thingie would bust a sprinkler system?”




Ooh, Jack, you’re so much smarter than you look. She said, “I think it’s worth a try.” She cracked open the door just enough to slide the camera out into the hallway to keep it safe in case everything in the room got wet, and then she pointed her ‘taser’ tube at the far sprinkler head. She pointed her finger along the length of the tube, and she hurled a lightning blast. It hit dead on, and water started dribbling out of the sprinkler head for a second before it turned into a fine spray of water. She blasted the sprinkler over by the entry into the shower room, too. The water wasn’t raining down on them, but it was spraying over maybe a quarter of the locker room and slowly spreading all over the floor. A lot of it was going down the floor drains, but a lot was running all over the concrete floor.




Jack waited until the water had puddled all around the unconscious scientists before he moved over there to check them out. He very carefully didn’t move their heads or necks, but he checked the pulse in each guy’s neck. “They’re alive. Pulses okay in both, a little weak but not thready, and they’ve both got nasty head wounds. Lots of blood, and probably serious concussions. I have no idea about any other injuries they might have, but getting hit in the head with a pipe can’t be a load of fun.”




She whined in Annie’s voice, “Johnny, I’m surprised you don’t know that from personal experience.” But she kept an eye on the water as it sheeted across the concrete and down the floor drains.




Jack joked, “Well, I just don’t remember it clearly. Either time.”




She noticed that the clowning-around voice didn’t match the hard eyes or the dangerous posture. This Jack had probably survived years of really dangerous special ops and black ops work. Most people — even most highly trained soldiers — couldn’t make it through the kinds of training that Army Rangers and Navy SEALs went through, and Jack was probably just as dangerous as any of those guys. She really needed to keep that in mind.




Jack pointed across the room, and she saw what he had spotted. Moving carefully from near the shower area was a footprint in the water. A left foot. A left foot with no shoe or anything on it. Then another invisible foot came down into the water, forming a clear outline of a right foot.




Jack said, “Y’know, I was thinking ghosts at first. Or poltergeists. Or maybe something exciting, like telekinesis and psychic powers. But now I’m thinkin’… an invisible guy. A naked, invisible guy who’s so stupid he attacked some guys with something visible. I’ve seen ‘The Invisible Man’ and ‘The Invisible Woman’ but I don’t remember a movie called ‘The Invisible Moron’.”




A furious male voice bellowed, “Shut the fuck up!” and charged across the wet floor at Jack. She had no trouble aiming based on the splashing footsteps, and she fired off an electrical blast at chest level.




“Aagh!” The invisible moron fell hard onto the concrete floor, and she could see the imprint of a naked guy lying in the water on the floor. That was all she wanted to see, too. Yuck. Okay, it was already more than she wanted to see.




Jack made a sharp ‘stay put’ gesture at her, and she stayed still. He said, “We don’t know if he’s the only guy in here.”




She said, “Or in the shower room.”




“Right.”




The doors rattled behind her, and Jack swiveled to point his Taser well over her head. A key clicked in the lock. A scruffy old guy in coveralls stuck his head in and looked at the body imprint in the water. He muttered, “Not another goddamn invisible kid!”




Well, it looked like they weren’t going to have to go hunt down Carl the janitor. He had found them instead.




Jack slid smoothly into ‘Johnny the reporter.’ He said, “Farrell. Take the nice man out in the hall and get an interview before the cops get here. Use the damn camera this time. That’s what it’s for. Then make sure we get his address and phone number, and get him out of here before CBS News gets here and sees him.”




She wasn’t sure if Jack was going to do something drastic to Mister Invisible Pipewhacker, but if he did, she’d know what she needed to know about him And maybe he figured she really didn’t have the expertise he had on dealing with dangerous enemies, even if she did have superpowers.




She stepped into the hallway and shut the door behind her. Then she hefted the videocamera up onto her shoulder and smiled in her ‘Annie’ voice, “Now let’s start with your name and address and phone number. If we use this on the national news, you’ll want to tell your friends, right?”




“Oh! Yeah!” So he told her all about himself, starting with his name so she knew it really was the janitor Carl guy the principal had griped about. Then she managed to get him focused on the issue. “Oh yeah, it started weeks ago. Nobody believed me when I told ’em what I saw, I mean, what I didn’t see, but I know there was an invisible man running around the school. Maybe two of ’em. Not that they hurt anybody. Just a few pranks, y’know. And if you ask me, the folks who got it? Deserved it. So then I thought it stopped. I wasn’t seeing any signs of any funny business going on. Principal Baxter was pretty upset when a couple of the science nerds just stopped coming to school or something, because we’re not the best high school in the Bloomington-Normal area, and we pretty much need all the high scores we can get on the state scholastic tests. But then Monday, it all started up, only worse. Stuff going on in the girls’ locker room. The school nerds getting knocked down with no one there. I got slammed into closets maybe four times in two days, and there was no one there, but I’m sure I heard at least two boys laughing. And then the cheerleaders. Lemme tell you, that puts the wind up you when you know there’s invisible murderers running around loose in your school and you can’t see ’em and no one will believe you when you tell ’em!”




She assured Carl the janitor that she did believe him, because one of the invisible guys was out cold on the floor in the locker room after beating two scientists over the head with a pipe.




Carl fumed, “A pipe? I bet they stole that stuff outta my storage areas. Everything’s vanishing outta there. My toolbox, my donuts, my electrical and plumbing supplies, my candy, my… umm… medicine, you name it.”




She thanked Carl and told him how much she appreciated him helping her out, and she let him leave before the police arrived. Then she played her part and pretended to film as the paramedics rushed in with two gurneys and several boxes of medical gear.




She stepped into the locker room after the paramedics, and found Jack crouching over the scientists. He waved the paramedics over and moved back so they could work. Then she saw what he had done to the invisible guy.




Jack had taken a fancy ball point pen out of his blazer and drawn on the guy’s back. It was even creepier now, because now there was ink floating a few inches above the floor, and moving up and down as the guy breathed.




Jack stepped out of the locker room and faced the policemen. He pulled out an ID and showed it to them. “Department of Homeland Security. You’re going to call the number on there and verify this, and then you’re going to let my people handle this case. You have no way of dealing with what’s going on here.”




The younger of the two policemen looked impressed, but the older one looked surly and untrusting. Alex kept the videocamera on her shoulder so the policemen wouldn’t get a good look at her head.




Jack looked at the surly one. “Yeah, I know, nobody likes it when some jerk comes in and steals your case out from under you. Especially not a federal jerk. But this is one case you do not want to be trying to write up and explain to your captain and the mayor. Come on in, and I’ll show you.”




Jack escorted Mister Surly into the locker room. About ten seconds later, there was a loud “HOLY CRAP!” About three seconds after that, Mister Surly almost leapt out of the locker room. He grabbed his partner by the shoulder and said, “C’mon Jeff, we’re off to the squad car to call this one in, and then we’re gettin’ back on the street.” They hurried down the hall, walking about as fast as they could without actually admitting they were running away.




Jack grinned wickedly. She glared at him. “What did you do?”




He smirked, “I might’ve let him put a hand on Naked Invisible Guy. And just maybe I steered him a bit so he put his hand right in an invisible naked buttcrack.”




Oh gross! Jack was utterly… umm… Well, he was way too naughty to be a colonel leading a top secret Men In Black group! In fact, he was… really an awful lot like Sam’s colonel.




She carefully asked, “Is that all you did? Because you don’t seem real worried about The Invisible Creep waking up and attacking the paramedics and then escaping.”




He grinned, “Maybe I used my other pen too.” He took a thick ballpoint pen out of his pocket and twisted it. A pen tip didn’t come out. A hypodermic needle did. She gasped a little. He said, “And you know, the pen is mightier than the sword.” He gave her a grin. “Knocks ’em out for four to eight hours, depending. He’s not goin’ anywhere on his own.”




Then he made a phone call. “Delta, this is Alpha. Authorization six baker seven one tango niner. I need a truck with one of our containment cells at the high school, and one of our possibles is out cold in the girls’ locker room. Warn our guys that the possible is invisible and naked. Have the truck in close-support position, and I’ll call you when it’s time for the pick-up.”




Once the paramedics wheeled the two scientists off to the hospital, Jack called ‘Rich Frank’ again. Riley and ‘Stewie’ showed up in under five minutes, so Alex knew Jack had called them earlier while she was interviewing Carl. And Riley had something Alex hadn’t seen him carrying earlier, so she was pretty sure Jack told him to go buy it.




Riley had a couple cans of spray paint. Ordinary fleshtone spraypaint. Jack gave Invisible Pipewhacker a good coat all over his backside, which was so gross Alex couldn’t watch, and then let Stewie flip the guy over.




Jack called Principal Baxter to come down to the girls’ locker room. The principal showed up looking flustered. But that was nothing compared to how he looked after Jack showed his official Homeland Security ID. After that, Baxter was way past flustered, and pretty close to ‘I think I just peed myself in terror’.




Jack ruthlessly said, “Okay Baxter, we tried to make nice, keep a low profile, but then we have one of your problems try to kill our science boys and smash all our gear. The U.S. government doesn’t take kindly to that.”




“They’re not mine! I mean, they might be my students, but I don’t own them or anything!”




Jack pressed a little harder. “So… who’s been missing from school since…” He glanced at Alex.




She said, “Starting this Monday morning.”




Principal Baxter winced, “Well, we always have children out sick… And we have children who have been gone for weeks, like that Grover Dunn and his friend Milton McClane!”




Alex suddenly understood the connection. She said, “That would be Grover Dunn, Junior, would it not?” The principal nodded miserably.




Jack snapped, “You’re a little too sweaty for someone strictly aboveboard. Call your office. I want the attendance records for every day this week. And if there’s anyone who’s not on that absentee sheet who turns out to be involved, I think the words ‘accessory after the fact to two brutal murders’ would look just excellent on your resume.”




Alex was amazed. Jack was breaking Principal Baxter apart just like the cool police officers did to perps on police shows, like ‘Law and Order.’ And Jack could be a lot scarier than you’d think if you just met him in an office or something. She hadn’t realized that before.




The principal pulled out his cellphone and shakily asked someone named ‘Ellen’ to bring down the absentee sheets for today back to Monday. When a chubby, middle-aged lady in a frumpy dress showed up, Jack had Alex escort her in and stick with her.




Jack looked over the lists. “Hmm. Dunn and McClane are still marked unexcused. Who are these other guys?”




Alex stopped Ellen from leaving. She said, “Ellen, why don’t you tell us who’s on that list?”




Ellen nervously glanced at Baxter, then went down the list. There were ten kids who were on all three lists. Only Dunn and McClane and someone named Michael Taylor were listed as unexcused. Jack looked over the lists, and then Riley did. She noticed that Riley reacted a little when he looked at the names.




Jack smiled unpleasantly. “Now let’s see if our problem child is one of your unexcused absences…” He leaned over the still unconscious guy and spray-painted the guy’s front with more of the spray paint.




Principal Baxter choked and stammered as he realized that an invisible guy had been lying on the floor not fifteen feet away. Jack started at the guy’s hair and stopped at the guy’s navel, so Alex didn’t have to look at a naked guy’s junk.




Ellen whimpered, “That’s Donny Thomas!”




Jack glared at the principal. “And that would be one of the excused absences? Or do we need to check with his parents and find out?”




Ellen burst into tears. “He made me mark all three of ’em ‘excused’! I didn’t want to! It’s not right!”




“Shut up!” Principal Baxter hissed. Then he turned to Jack. “Three upstanding student athletes, that’s all. You know how it is. We’re under a lot of pressure to have better sports teams after the last couple years, and we just didn’t want them in undue trouble just because their parents hadn’t gotten around to letting us know they were out sick…”




Jack said to Riley, “Get a picture of this guy and see if we can get it into the dictionary next to the word ‘slimy’.”




Alex asked Ellen, “Who else on that list is a sports star?”




Ellen sobbed, “Pete Rosetti and Mike Howard.”




Riley added, “Add Cindy Moore, the cheerleader, who was one of the people who found the bodies. She wasn’t absent earlier in the week, but she was marked as out ‘excused’ today and yesterday.”




Jack said to ‘Stewie,’ “Sergeant, take these two back to the admin offices and see if they want to give you a different story now that we have reason to mark one of their ‘sports stars’ as the prime suspect in a grisly double homicide.”




Jack waited until Alex couldn’t hear the sounds of the sergeant hustling the two administrators away. Then he said, “Okay Finn, what is it?”




Riley said, “The assorted distraught cheerleaders knew Cindy Moore was dating one of the ‘unexcused’ kids on that list. Grover Dunn, Junior. Cindy wasn’t home, but her parents told me where to find her. At her boyfriend’s house.”




Jack looked at Alex, who added, “And Grover Dunn, Senior is the dead chemist my people noted.”




Jack nodded, “So… we have a link from chemistry research at the plant to one student here, who was probably the first kid to go invisible. Now, if Donny the Jock hadn’t busted our infrared systems when he trashed Bill and Ed’s excellent adventure…”




It did kind of look like everything on that cart was wrecked.




Jack said, “So we scrap our plans for dealing with a major psychic threat. We just have to find two to four more naked invisible high school boys.” He smirked at Alex. “And I have a pretty good idea where to find one of them.”




Riley said, “Sir? It’s just that the kid’s going to win in a game of hide and seek.”





38. Invisible Trouble



Alex got to drive the SUV, while Jack drove the beat-up panel van that the scientists had arrived in. Jack led the four-vehicle caravan to the Hilton so they could all check in. But they took a detour. Through a carwash. Jack asked for the steam-cleaning on the interiors too, and even in the trunks. Then they stood and watched each of the four vehicles go through the wash.




Jack grinned as the workers used the wands that jetted steam to clean the insides of the cars. “Okay campers, no naked invisible stowaways inside or outside to worry about. Let’s get checked in…” He tilted his head toward Alex. “…feed the bottomless pit here, and meet in my room for a conference.”




She managed not to stick her tongue out at him. But she had to admit she was getting hungry again.




Since they weren’t playing ‘news reporter’ all the time now, Jack and Riley and ‘Stewie’ (whose real name really was Stewart) carried her stuff for her, although she carried her gymbag since it had her uniform in it. Once they got keycards for their rooms, Jack reminded everyone to move into their rooms in pairs, so no invisible people got a chance to sneak in. She helped Stewart haul his stuff into his room, and then he helped her get her stuff into her room. Since he just dumped his stuff inside the door, that wasn’t a lot of extra work.




When they got up to Jack’s room, they found him using a CO2 fire extinguisher to blast all over the room. She realized it was a really simple way to spot an invisible someone, since the CO2 ‘fog’ would show up anything invisible or transparent in the room.




Riley asked, “Can we get a fog machine or a large-scale steamer so we can work room by room and clear the school?”




Alex said, “I wanna know why they aren’t freezing to death if they have to run around naked all the time.”




Riley and Jack looked at each other, and then Jack smiled, “Good work, padawan. Maybe the place to be looking for these guys, if they’re not at their homes, is the school’s boiler room. And I think I know just the thing to handle our more… difficult cases.”




Stewart said, “Sir, I can take a vehicle and see if I can acquire any infrared cameras locally. If not, I’ll see if I can pick up some infrared detectors from any of the local military bases.”




Jack grinned, “Good thinking. You get on that ASAP, and remember our invisible dorks may be targeting anyone who shows up with infrareds for that very reason. Watch your back.”




Riley said, “Sir, I could go with him and provide backup. I’d rather not risk having another soldier down.”




Jack said, “Okay. You two get a move on. My cameragirl and I are gonna go have a little chat with Grover Dunn’s mommy and honey. First thing we need to find out is… Grover? Seriously? Did they hate the baby that much?”




“Sir, he is named for his father.”




Jack said, “That’s really not an excuse. It just means Grandpa Dunn was a dork too.”




Alex bit the inside of her cheek to keep from giggling. She just said, “Do you really want me to bring the camera?”




He said, “Not unless you can get infrared readings off it.”




She said, “I don’t think so, but I can get some infrared off my personal camera. Which I brought along, because it’s in my… umm… special bag.”




Jack nodded and said, “Fine, just don’t show Stewie and Ri any of your top secret Double Oh gadgetry. I mean, a laser watch? Whoever said ‘you know, I might need to tell the time and also cut through a steel pipe at the same time’?”




Riley smiled, because he knew what was probably in the ‘special’ bag, but Stewart looked puzzled. And resigned. He probably already knew there was a bunch of stuff he wasn’t going to get told about, and he probably already knew his commanding officer would make weird jokes about it.




Jack looked at Alex. “I’ll drive this time. There’s a McDonald’s two blocks back the way we came. If you’re a good girl, I’ll buy you a couple Big Macs.”




She asked, “Could I get the twenty-piece Chicken McNugget box instead? With some sweet and sour sauce? And honey mustard sauce too?”




Jack gave her a big grin and checked, “Are you sure you don’t want two all beef patties, special sauce, lettuce, cheese, pickles, onions on a sesame seed bun?”




She just shook her head no. But she had a feeling he could sing the jingle too.




He said, “Okay, we all meet in here for dinner at seven. Room service is on me. Call in your orders by six. And I’m picking up one of those big room steamers and we’ll keep it plugged in over by the door so we can spot sneaky guys creeping in when the door gets opened.”




Alex said, “They have a whole range of ’em at Bed, Bath, and Beyond. We went past one on the way here.”




Jack nodded, “Okay. You’re in charge of buying one on our way to chat with Grover’s fam.”




Jack was as good as his word. He dropped her off at the store, while he circled back to get her some Chicken McNuggets. He even got her some extra sauce packets, and a diet coke! She bought the biggest room mister they had, because they had this display of about eight different misters, and that one was way better at putting out a big blast of steamy air big enough to fog up a whole doorway. She didn’t bother with buying any distilled water, because she doubted Jack would care if it was still working perfectly in two months.




She had all the McNuggets devoured before they got to Grover’s house. Jack teased her, “Like I said, bottomless pit.”




She admitted, “It’s the GC-161. It’s a great diet supplement… if you don’t mind all the side effects.”




“Like superpowers?”




“And glowing weird colors, and uncontrollably burping bubbles, and a dozen other freaky things that happened to me over the years. And all the side effects your prisoners are showing.”




He grimaced. “Yeah, if it wasn’t for the whole ‘complete lack of control over some powers’ thing and the ‘going whacko’ problem, one of our scientists would probably already be testing it on some of our volunteers. Having even one person handling it well just makes ’em think they could get a success once in a while. But I’m not about to let certain psychos test stuff like that on my people. One success in a thousand means nine hundred and ninety-nine soldiers having way too many dangerous side effects. And as long as we’ve got you to help us out here and there, I can tell ’em where to stick their experimental designs.”




“It’s really that bad?” she wondered.




He frowned more. “Do you have any idea how many soldiers would volunteer if you told ’em the truth? That they might be risking their lives for their country, but they might get superpowers that would make them an unstoppable asset for their country? Everyone who enlists knows they may someday be risking their life for their country. That’s why most of ’em sign on the dotted line. That’s one reason why I did. And how many of ’em would try that GC-whatever? Way too many.”




She said, “If Dave Watt hadn’t gotten the FDA to stop the plant just in the nick of time, millions of people would’ve been experimented on without their permission. It could’ve been bad. Totally mega-bad.”




He grinned, “If you’re gonna be undercover as an adult, you need to stop saying stuff like…” He switched to a silly Valley Girl imitation. “Totally mega-bad.”




She asked, “Does that include phrases like ‘going whacko’? Or ‘Grover? Seriously?’ Because I wouldn’t want people to think you’re not an adult either.”




He just grinned. “Just spray a little gray in your hair and complain about your knees, and presto! Old guy.”




They drove up to a not very impressive house. Jack studied it. “Not exactly upscale for around here. You think they had to sell the old house and move here when dad passed away?” She shrugged, even if it was what she was thinking. He looked over the yard. “I wish I had four men with IR viewers in position ahead of us. But we’ll just have to make do. And another thing? I’d rather you got spotted as a superhero than you got hurt. Okay?”




“Okay.”




He said, “One other thing. Your camera’s the only IR detector we’ve got right now. So turn it on, set it to pick up IR, and have it ready just in case.”




“Yes sir.”




They walked up to the door, and Jack knocked. Hard. A middle-aged lady who used to be really pretty but now was wearing too much makeup for her age answered the door, not letting it off the chain. “Who is it?”




Jack pulled out his ID. “Homeland Security, ma’am. We’d like to talk to you. And your son’s girlfriend.”




“Umm, what? Why?”




Jack insisted, “Just open the door, ma’am, and let us in. We’ll explain then.”




“I don’t know… You’re awfully cute, but…”




Jack sternly said, “Ma’am, you can let us in now, or we’ll have a SWAT team bust this door down and you can go with us to a military base in Rock Island and answer questions there. I don’t think you or Cindy would like it there.”




“For a hot guy, you’re not real nice. Wanna drink? It’d mellow you out.”




Alex wondered if the ‘crazy goofball’ thing was all an act, or if she was like this all the time.




A pretty blonde who was seventeen or eighteen walked into the room. “Deborah? I think you’d better let them in.”




Jack said, “Thanks for being reasonable, Cindy.”




Jack stuck one heavy shoe out and didn’t let ‘Deborah’ close the door enough to lock it when she undid the chain.




But as soon as Deborah opened the door, she walked off into the kitchen and called out, “Does anybody wanna drink?”




Jack carefully said, “No thank you.”




Deborah came back with a glass full of liquid and ice, and Alex was pretty sure it had a lot of alcohol in there. Deborah sat next to Cindy on a big couch, while Alex and Jack took armchairs over by the front window. She noticed that Jack carefully sat so he wasn’t a target if someone wanted to shoot at him from outside through the big window.




He insisted, “We’re more interested in talking to the two of you. In particular, we’d like to talk to Cindy about what she knows of the cheerleader murders, and we’d like to talk to both of you about Grover’s experiments based on research done by his late father.” The two women looked at each other nervously. Jack pressed, “You know. The experiments that produced that invisibility formula?”




There was a quick, frantic “Shit!” from the back of the house, and the slam of maybe a sliding door or something.




Alex leapt out of her chair and went for the back of the house. She didn’t have time to dodge all the way around the big couch and the big end tables on either side of it, so she leapt like she was clearing a hurdle, only she used her telekinesis to fly high enough to clear the couch and the women sitting on it.




She ignored the yelps from the couch, and she landed in a sprint. She got to a sliding glass door into the back yard just in time to see a bathrobe being tossed into the air, apparently by no one. A branch of a tree at the back of the yard suddenly bent down.




She yanked open the door as she pulled out her camera. She snapped off two shots as the branch snapped back up and the fence at the back of the yard shook.




She checked her viewfinder and looked at the images. Yep.




Alex walked back into the front room, where Deborah was cleaning up her spilled drink and Cindy was staring at her in shock. She held up her camera and said, “Definitely Grover Dunn. I got one shot of him most of the way over the fence and looking back toward me.”




Cindy finally blurted out, “Who ARE you?”




Jack smirked, “What? You never heard of ‘be all that you can be’?”




Cindy insisted, “I see track and field guys. I cheer at all the meets. That’s not track and field. That’s… that’s…”




“Use the Force, Luke?” Jack snarked again.




Alex bit the inside of her mouth so she wouldn’t laugh.




“That’s impossible!” Cindy insisted.




Jack smiled, “Yep, completely impossible. Like a teenager using his father’s research to make a working invisibility formula.”




“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Cindy insisted.




But at the same time, Deborah fussed, “I told him to throw all that garbage out!” Cindy winced at her words.




Jack said, “Let me tell you what we think happened. Feel free to chime in whenever you want. Grover experiments with his late father’s research. Since there wasn’t anything like invisible test animals from Dr. Dunn’s research, I’m guessing no one saw anything like this before. So Grover tried some absolutely ridiculous additives and got lucky. He and his buddy Milton tried out the formula and had tons of fun with pranks and things… until they couldn’t turn back to normal anymore.” Both women cringed.




Jack took that as a sign he was on the right track. “So then after a few weeks of increasingly desperate labwork, they give up and go dose the school bullies. Only said bullies don’t go for cute little pranks. They go for murder and blunt force trauma. And why would they try to kill cheerleaders instead of just watching them in the showers, or something even creepier?”




And that was when Alex got it.




Cindy whimpered, “They were probably after me. Grover was trying to come up with an antidote. He was trying hard! But Milton was coming apart, and his dad was freaking out and wanted to call the cops on him, or maybe the FBI. Pete figured it out, he’s always been the smart one of the three jerks, and he got his dad and Mike’s dad to get some attack dogs and shotguns and stuff to handle any invisible invaders, and they left this really mean note at Milton’s house about how they were gonna get back at Milton and Grover for the pranks. Milton I guess panicked, and he swiped the invisibility stuff off of Grover’s research table, and he knocked out Donny and Pete and Mike when they busted into Milton’s house to beat him up. He called Grover, and I heard it too. He had ’em tied in chairs and he was dosing them over and over. The first dose? Half an hour of invisibility. After that, the time goes down by about five minutes with every dose, like your body’s getting used to it. And then after six or eight doses, it bings back up to half an hour. But a couple more times after that… it’s permanent. Grover ran over to Milton’s and got there too late. The jocks got loose, but not until after Milton made ’em permanently invisible. And… and… they hacked him apart and dumped his body in the river behind his house. Grover got there in time to see ’em throwing his legs in after the body. They spotted Grover and chased him for like an hour until he lost ’em. He’s been hiding out here, afraid to go outside in case they’re waiting for him. So they probably tried to kill me the other night… and so it’s my fault Terri and Linda are dead.”




Jack firmly said, “It’s not your fault. It’s the fault of three high school psychopaths who were asshole bullies before they turned invisible, and now they’re psychos with a superpower.”




Alex asked, “Are you sure Milton is dead?”




Cindy nodded miserably. “Grover said they didn’t just beat him up, they chopped off his arms and legs and head with axes.”




Jack leaned back in his chair. “So the invisibles can see each other? In infrared?”




Cindy nodded again. “You can’t see normal light when you go invisible. You just see in black and white. Grover says it’s a medium infrared wavelength, whatever that means.”




Jack said, “If you could see normally while you were invisible, your eyeballs would have to be visible to pick up the incoming light.”




Alex noticed something weird about the way Cindy had phrased that last bit. She said, “So when you tried the invisibility formula, you had trouble seeing too?”




Cindy flinched. “How did you know?”




Alex said, “The way you talked about it.”




Jack asked, “How many times did you try it?”




Cindy cringed, “Just twice. But now I have these nightmares where I wake up and I’m invisible and I can’t get anyone to see me anymore. And Grover…” She burst into tears.




Jack gave her a look in Cindy’s direction, and she gave him a tiny nod. So, while Alex talked with Cindy and got her to stop crying, Jack slipped off to check out the house. He came back in ten minutes and went into the kitchen to get himself a drink. He came back with a glass of water for himself and a diet coke for Alex.




He sat down and said, “Cindy? Deborah? We’re going to check out your story, and if it pans out, we’re going to try to help Grover. We already caught Donny, and we’re going to catch Pete and Mike. They’re looking at a couple counts of murder one, on top of everything else, so they’ll get put away until they need invisible Depends.”




Deborah asked, “How can you help my boy? He can’t go back to school like this. He can’t lead a normal life.”




Alex said, “He’s not the only person out there with superpowers now. He’s just the most recent one.”




Jack said, “We have a base. He can live there, and do normal things like finish high school and take online college courses. He can learn to deal with being ‘different’ in a way that’s pretty useful.”




Cindy said, “You mean you’ll lock him up and turn him into a secret government spy or something?”




Alex said, “We won’t do that. And we won’t let anyone else do that. And Terawatt, the west coast superheroine, knows about us, and she won’t let anyone else do that.”




Cindy pointed at Alex. “What about you? You have superpowers, and they have you doing this kind of stuff.”




Alex said, “I got to make a choice. I chose to help other people and do the right thing. Grover’s going to get that kind of choice too. He doesn’t have to be a superhero. As long as he doesn’t try to be a supervillain, he can just be… a guy. A guy who looks different. But if he’s like me, sooner or later he’ll want to make a difference.”




Cindy whined, “He’s just a high school guy!”




Jack laughed rudely. “Try telling that to a woman who had to make that call when she was a lot younger than you and Grover.”




Cindy looked nervously at Alex, who admitted, “I got my powers the first day of seventh grade. And I wasn’t trying to get any abilities, like Grover did. It took a while, but I realized that I needed to use my powers for good, so other people couldn’t use them for evil.”




Cindy tried, “Well… you didn’t have three jocks after you!”




Jack smirked, “Nah, she just had a supervillain… with a small army of mercenaries.”




Cindy opened her mouth, thought a bit, and finally said, “Okay, I can’t top that. That sounds really bad.”




Alex said, “It had its moments. But that’s why I’ll support Grover. And it’s why I’ll support Terawatt. And it’s why I’m on this project, so I can help other people who get exposed to biochemicals and get a lot more than a rash.”




Cindy looked at Deborah and then asked, “If you take Grover away, can I go with him?”




Alex looked over at Jack. He asked, “Are you eighteen yet?”




Cindy nodded and added, “So is Grover.”




Jack said, “We’ll see. I’m going to want Deborah to agree to us helping Grover, and I’m going to want your parents to agree to you going along.”




Cindy pursed her lips and stubbornly said, “If I have to, I can take more of the formula until I stay invisible all the time too. Then you’ll have to take me.”




Jack said, “Don’t do anything rash, okay? We still have to deal with two more invisible jocks, and the repercussions from that.”




Deborah asked, “But you will deal with them, right? I mean, they’re trying to kill my Grover!”




Jack nodded. “Yep. But we really need to get Grover to somewhere safe, so they can’t get their see-through hands on him. Where’s he likely to go?”




Cindy and Deborah looked at each other. Cindy lied, “I dunno.”




Jack said, “Fine. If we have to blanket this town with helicopters carrying infrared detectors, it won’t look good for Grover. Or you two.” He handed both of them little business cards for the Hilton hotel, and told them his room number. “Have him call me or get in touch, because right now the people most likely to find him first are the people he doesn’t want to see. Or not see. Or see through.”




Alex followed Jack out to the SUV. She buckled in and said, “They know where he’d hide out.”




He agreed, “Yeah. Let’s drive around the neighborhood for a bit. You use your IR setting and take pictures. Maybe we’ll get ridiculously lucky and spot him. Or one of the bullies.”




They started by driving around Grover’s block a couple times. Nothing. Jack slowly expanded the search until they were maybe twelve blocks out from Grover’s house and it was time to order dinner from room service. Still nothing. She was glad Jack had a copy of the room service menu along. And she was glad he didn’t mind that she ordered the biggest steak on the menu with all the trimmings, plus a huge salad, plus two pieces of cake for dessert.




While they searched, Jack told her what he’d found when he peeked through the house. “Grover’s bedroom’s being used regularly. By a guy and a girl. The dirty clothes hamper has fresh dirty clothes, including Cindy’s cheer uniform, so she probably came straight here after the police finished talking to her about the locker room murders. Two pillows on the bed. The desk has been cleaned up, so it can be used for girl stuff too, but it has chemical stains all over it, so it used to be Grover’s chem lab. Cindy’s got clothes in the dresser and in the closet. Deborah may be pretty ditzy, but she has to know what’s going on in Grover’s room.”




“So where’s his chem lab now? Cindy said he’s still trying to design an antidote.”




Jack said, “Good question. I didn’t have the chance to check the laundry room or the garage, and he may have a storage unit he’s using as a hiding place slash laboratory.” He called Stewart up on the phone and asked him to check on storage unit rentals, only this time Jack called him ‘Sergeant Scott’.




When they got back to the hotel, they took the room mister up to Jack’s suite and set it up where it would blast a big fountain of steamy air right at the door into the suite. Jack unlocked and opened the sliding door out onto his balcony and checked that it was completely inaccessible unless you had climbing gear and you were willing to rappel down from the roof. He said, “It’s gonna be dark soon. I don’t think the Invisible Jerks have had a chance to learn Army rappelling techniques, but I don’t want to find out the hard way.”




She kind of figured rappelling down a wall naked would be really painful, with all kinds of icky ropeburns.




Then he shrugged out of the coat and tie, and fixed himself a drink. Alex wasn’t all that surprised that it was a coke with lots of ice and no liquor. She figured a guy like Jack might have a few beers or a bourbon and coke at home, but there was no way Jack was going to drink on duty unless it was part of his role. And with invisible guys creeping around town, they could be on duty at any second.




Riley and Stewart showed up a few minutes after seven. Jack managed to open the door just enough for them to get blasted with steamy air as they came in. She was pretty sure he did it on purpose, just to be mischievous. Then he got them sodas and asked them for reports.




Stewart held up a big paper shopping bag and said, “Four IR viewers, sir. We need to get them set up and charge all of them overnight, so they’re ready to go tomorrow.” He took the packages out of the bag. Then he started opening up boxes, assembling viewers, and getting them plugged into wall outlets to charge their batteries. Alex thought they looked really cool: each one looked like a big camera on a thick pistol grip, with a 2”x2” viewscreen on the user’s end of the thing.




Riley said, “All three of our jocks vanished Sunday afternoon, sir. The Thomases reported a break-in to the police Sunday night. The police think that’s linked to an animal cruelty case that happened roughly the same time in the back yard of the house behind them. Someone beat the neighbor’s Doberman to death with a shovel.”




“That Thomas kid is a real piece of work,” Jack muttered.




Stewart said, “Yes sir. Our people back at the base report that Thomas came around less than an hour ago, and has been screaming and cursing and pounding on the walls of his cell since then.”




Jack said, “Steroids. Just say no.”




Alex said, “I don’t know if this matters here, but we found out that some of these chemicals that cause superpowers have really weird reactions to other unusual chemicals. So maybe he was using steroids or something, and this is having an extra side effect on him.”




Jack frowned, “Terrific. I love an insanity plea.”




Stewart said, “And no luck on the storage units. Half the ones around here will take cash up front and no ID if you offer them a little extra off the books.”




Not too long after they finished with stuff, someone knocked on the door and called out, “Room service!”




Jack gestured for Riley to move into the bedroom and have a weapon ready. Then he gestured for Alex to move toward the window so she’d be out of the line of fire, and he gestured for Stewart to move to where he could shoot at anything coming in the door without getting in Jack or Riley’s way.




Jack checked his Taser and tucked it in the back of his pants. He peeked through the peephole and moved hastily away, like he was worried someone might try shooting him right through the peephole. Then he carefully opened the door about two feet and stood in the doorway. “Hey, yeah, you got four dinner orders?”




“Yes sir,” the guy said. Alex could see the guy had a three-level cart that had food and drinks and trays and things on all three levels, so there was no place for an invisible guy to be hiding.




Jack moved just barely enough for the guy to push the cart through. The guy tried to pretend he wasn’t bothered by getting a faceful of steam. He rolled the cart into the room.




And Alex saw the shape of an invisible guy’s arm and shoulder as he moved into the steam in an effort to slip into the room.




“Bandit!” yelled Jack.




Stewart leaned out and tried to take a shot with a Taser at the invisible guy.




The hotel bellman covered his head in terror and ducked right into Stewart’s way.




The invisible guy sprinted down the hall as fast as he could. Stewart moved after him, even though the bellman got in his way. Riley ran from the other room, a Taser in one hand and a can of spray paint in the other, and pushed past the terrified bellman to run after the invisible guy and Stewart.




Jack pushed the bellman out into the hall and slammed the door. He turned to Alex and said, “Take the window!”




Alex looked at her purse on the other side of the room. She used her telekinesis to grab her camera and yank it over to her. Then she slid open the glass door and dove off the balcony.




39. Invisible Teenagers



Alex went straight up. Up as far as the roof, and another forty feet above that just in case there were invisible guys lurking on the roof too. Then she flew in the direction the invisible intruder went. She had no way of finding him unless she got a hint. If he could get out of the hotel without making any noise or moving anything she could see, then she was stuck. But if he made some noise or caused a ruckus, she’d at least have a starting point. She flew around the edge of the roof, about forty feet higher and about forty feet out from the building, looking for places the guy might come out.




There was a large, fenced-in pool area in back, but the guy would have to climb a ten-foot steel fence naked to get out that way. There were exit doors at the two back corners so people could walk out to their parked cars in the back parking lot. There was a wide lobby area in the center of the front, with a covered valet and shuttle area, but every exit door down there was an airlock and the guy would have to get two sliding doors to open for him. Would they even open if he was invisible? She had no idea. And there was a large service entrance on one side with a steel garage door that was down. The guy would give away his position big-time if he opened that noisy steel door and went out that way.




The guy had run toward the east side of the building, but the back-side west door swung open. It was open, and no one came out. She took an infrared picture in the gathering gloom.




Bingo. Naked guy was making a break for it out the southwest exit. She couldn’t see him when she wasn’t snapping pictures on the IR setting, but he hadn’t spotted her either. Not a lot of people checked for someone following them and flying a couple hundred feet above the ground. And the darker it got, the less chance there was of anyone being able to see her.




She pulled her phone out of her pocket and speed-dialed Jack. Even though she was about two hundred fifty feet up, she whispered when she said, “It’s me.”




“Any luck?”




She whispered, “Southwest exit. Heading across the lawn toward the strip mall. Can someone drive my special bag over there and wait for me?”




“We’ll see what we can do.”




She slid the phone back in her pocket and took more snapshots. He wasn’t moving fast, but he was moving. She wondered how cold he was, and how hungry. Could he even eat and not have everyone be able to see the food getting digested in his stomach?




And where was he headed? If it was her, she would be heading back to somewhere safe, like someone’s house where she could get some food and water, and then get some sleep in some warm blankets. But did Grover have anywhere safe like that? Milton was supposed to be dead. The jocks knew about Grover’s house and Cindy’s house. Did that leave him with any options, other than maybe a storage unit?




She flew a little higher and ahead of him, and she peeked at the fronts of the stores in the strip mall. None of them looked like good choices, unless he was willing to eat dog food and curl up with some dog blankets in a big doghouse in that PetCo store. So what was he up to?




She moved back behind him, still taking a snapshot every thirty seconds or so to keep track of him. He detoured around a little pond. She wouldn’t want to fall in a cold pond and then walk around outside naked for hours, either.




Her phone buzzed. “Here.”




It was Jack. “I’m driving the SUV and pulling into the strip mall. I’m parking between the Denny’s and the laundromat.”




“Gotcha. Give me several minutes. I’m following him, and I don’t know where he’s going. I figure five or ten minutes for him to get over near you, if he stays in a mostly straight line. But I have no idea what he’s up to.”




Jack said, “The IR viewers aren’t charged yet, so they’re a big ‘no.’ It’s up to you. And I tossed a can of spray paint in the bag, just in case.”




“Thanks.”




“I’ll sit tight and wait on you. Over and out.”




She followed the invisible guy for another five minutes, until he made it onto the asphalt parking lot of the strip mall. She couldn’t be sure, since she was taking IR-filtered snapshots instead of video, but it looked like he was sort of walking gingerly across the parking lot. Well, that had to be hard on the bare feet, even if there weren’t rocks and broken bottles and other stuff that would be bad if you stepped on it.




And he made a beeline, not for any of the stores, but for the bus stop on the far side of the parking lot. “Oh.” That sort of made sense. If he knew the buses were running in the right direction, and not crowded, he could sneak onto one and sit in an empty seat and be warmer for a while. And he could get across town pretty easy without paying for it.




She kept taking snapshots every thirty seconds. He was moving a lot slower over the parking lot than over the grass. So it took him a long time to get over to the bus stop and huddle inside the flimsy clear-plastic bus stop shelter.




She zoomed over to Jack’s SUV. Jack had the shotgun seat’s window open about three inches, so she went silvery, flew through the opening, and puddled in the shotgun seat before going normal.




Jack grinned, “Man, that never gets old. Undercover meets are never this simple in real life. So… sitrep? I mean, what’s the situation?”




She said, “Jack, I don’t know a ton of military stuff, but I know what a sitrep is. Your 2IC taught me.”




He just gave her a smirk. “She must’ve had a really awesome teacher.”




She said, “Since the other Jack O’Neill has destroyed stuff all the way up to enemy Deathstars, I’d say yeah. And Sam once blew up an entire solar system to take out a fleet of enemy motherships.”




Jack grinned, “Sweet. How do I get that into my resume?”




She said, “It’s got to be Grover.”




“Yep, I figured that one out already. He’s the one with the contacts who knew I was here.”




She said, “He’s huddled in that bus stop shelter near that fat old lady with the half dozen bags. I figure he’ll go on whatever bus stops for her, whether it’s the one he wants or not, because he’s got to be really cold by now. And his feet probably hurt a ton after walking across this parking lot.”




He said, “Well, change into your fighting togs, and make sure he gets on the bus. Then…” He looked across the parking lot at the dollar store that was still open. “…Here’s what we’ll do…”







She flew over the bus, occasionally dipping down lower to check with her camera and see whether Grover got off when the bus stopped. It took about twenty minutes, but finally it was just Grover at the back of the bus, and the driver at the front. She pulled out her phone and called Jack. “Going in… now.”




She swooped forward and came to a halt directly in front of the bus, about five feet off the ground. The bus driver gaped at her and slammed on his brakes. She could see the bus driver’s controls Jack told her about, so she used her telekinesis to grab the big handle by the driver and make the front door of the bus open. Then she flew in and closed the door after her.




She gave it her best Terawatt voice. “Good evening, citizen. I am sorry to interrupt you in your rounds, but you have someone hiding in the back of your bus. It’s imperative for his safety that I keep him from returning to his home, where felons await his return.”




Wow, that was pretty mega-pompous. She really needed to work on her dialogue.




On the other hand, it seemed to work. The bus driver worked his mouth for a couple seconds before words started coming out. “You’re… you’re that superheroine all over the news! Tear-something.”




“That’s right. I am Terawatt. And now, if you would remain in your seat for a few seconds…”




She pulled her camera out of her fanny pack and took another snapshot. Crud. Grover had ducked down and was out of sight, even in infrared. So she went with Jack’s idea. Cans of Silly String™. Only Jack would think of trapping an invisible enemy with Silly String.




She took a can in each hand and shook them, then sprayed them around the seats of the bus as she floated back toward the rear seats. She just hoped she didn’t run out, because Jack only bought four cans at that dollar store.




She said, “Grover Dunn? I know it’s you. I’m here to rescue you and take you to somewhere safe. You have two dangerous felons after you. Your current actions are endangering you, and your girlfriend, and your mother. You need to reconsider your course of action.”




She got all the way to the rear seats, and… nothing. He must have ducked underneath one of the seats to avoid getting sprayed. She whirled around and held her breath.




Something moved a strand of the Silly String as it tried to sneak out from under a seat five rows closer to the front. She flew right over and blasted all over the place there, especially under the seat.




Grover struggled out from under the seat and wiped frantically at all the Silly String, trying to get it all off of him so he could be invisible again.




She firmly said, “Grover, cease and desist, or I will be forced to use the spray paint I brought.”




He didn’t stop. She hadn’t ever tried to grab something invisible with her telekinesis, but she had grabbed plenty of things she couldn’t see, even if it was just because they were in a purse or a backpack. She reached out and grabbed his wrists with her telekinesis. She floated down to the bus floor so she could use all two hundred pounds of force, so he couldn’t pull loose. Then she gave him a good blast from both cans of Silly String, right in the face and hair and upper chest. Because she was not about to spray him down near the boyparts, because who wanted to see that? Yick.




She insisted in her Terawatt voice, “Grover Dunn, please accompany me to a place of safety, so you can meet up with your mother and your girlfriend.” Then she pulled hard with her telekinesis and dragged him down the aisle of the bus and out the door.




As she walked out, the bus driver finally said, “Hey! What about my bus! There’s crap all over it!”




She firmly said, “Citizen, please drive your bus on its normal route and then return to your base station. An official of the U.S. Government will brief your supervisor and explain how you were cooperative under a ‘superpowers’ situation. Also, this is only Silly String, and will clean up with a vacuum cleaner or a dustcloth.”




She kept hold of Grover’s wrists and marched him over to Jack’s SUV. She used a little telekinesis to open one of the rear doors, and she gave Grover a push to get him moving into the car. Then she used her telekinesis to flip the switches on the rear doors so the child locks were engaged and Grover couldn’t open the rear doors from the inside. She floated her gymbag out to her hand, and she said, “Colonel O’Neill, please take good care of Mister Dunn. I expect to find him in good shape when I look in on him later.”




Then she slung the gymbag over her back and lifted off into the air. She took IR snapshots of the area for three minutes after Jack pulled out, but there was no sign that she could see that the two invisible psychos were anywhere around. Not that she thought they could have followed Grover to the Hilton, or that they could have kept from attacking him if they did. But you never knew. And Jack had been right about the room steamer and the Silly String and a lot of stuff.




She would really feel a lot better about a bunch of things if she could really trust Jack and Riley.




Then she flew straight back to Jack’s room with the gymbag. It only took a few seconds to go silvery, duck into the bag, and change back to frumpy ‘Annie.’ Then she closed the sliding glass doors and hid her gymbag in a cabinet.




She checked her food. The salad was still cold. The steak and mashed potatoes and green beans and rolls were, well, lukewarm. Okay, the green beans were room temperature. She still ate them. She was hungry, after all. She managed to finish the main course and get started on her salad before anyone else got back to the room.




Stewart got back and sat down and started eating. She was kind of surprised he wasn’t a ‘steak and baked potato’ kind of guy, because he sure looked like it. No, he had fish and veggies and a salad. Maybe he was on a diet.




She was just finishing her salad when Riley got back. He had needed to go off to the bus depot and square everything with the bus driver’s bosses, which sounded like a really un-fun job. He didn’t look like it was any fun. His dinner was no-longer-hot steak and baked potato, and two glasses of milk, which weren’t cold anymore. He told her that anything was better than eating MREs in the field, so he wasn’t going to complain. And he’d had plenty of warm, unpasteurized milk back on the farm, because they had dairy cows and beef cows and cornfields and soybean fields.




She was in the middle of her first dessert when Jack called her on her phone. “Hey, can you run surveillance on our route? I’m on my way back to the hotel with Grover and Cindy and Deborah.”




She chewed really fast and then swallowed the mouthful of cake. “Yes sir.”




He gave her the information about which roads he was coming in on, and she told him she would be checking things in about two minutes. She could have puddled into her gymbag and flown away, but Stewart wasn’t in the know. And she was already pretty unhappy about having to trust Jack and Riley and Graham. So she grabbed her bag and ran down to her room.




She didn’t have a fancy suite with a nice dining room table and stuff, and a separate bedroom. She didn’t have a private balcony. But she didn’t need any of that stuff. She just needed a window she could open an inch or two.




She dropped the gymbag in front of her window and opened the window as far as it would go, which was about three inches. That was going to have to do. It was on the third floor, so it wasn’t like burglars were likely to sneak in. She was probably lucky it opened at all.




It occurred to her that Jack might have made sure she got one of the rooms that did have a window that could open. He did seem to think about stuff more than you’d think from talking to him.




She went silvery, dove into the bag, changed into Terawatt, and headed out the window while she was still silvery. She went up the side of the building between the room windows, so no one was going to see her, and she flew well up above the roof before she went from silvery to normal. Then she headed up the road Jack told her to take, until she spotted him.




She never would have been able to spot him from three hundred feet up if he hadn’t draped something like blue cellophane over his right headlight. He was the only car for a long way around that had mismatched white and blue headlights, and it made it a snap to spot him. Man, was he sneaky.




She dove down and started checking every car behind Jack’s SUV, both looking and using her camera on its IR setting. No invisible drivers, and no invisible passengers or outside riders. Jack did a tricky bit where he turned right, went all the way around a couple blocks, and went back on his route. With her watching to spot anyone tailing him, or anybody trying to do a ‘front tail,’ it worked great.




She flew up another two hundred feet and called him. “It’s me. No tails. No invisible trouble.”




“Roger that. We’ll be there directly.”




So she flew right back to the hotel, ducked into her room, changed clothes back to ‘Annie,’ and rushed back up to Jack’s suite. It was a good thing the elevators were fast.




She knocked, and took IR snapshots of the hallway, just in case, while she waited for Riley to let her in. Then she went straight over and started wolfing down her desserts. “We need to hurry. He’ll be back with guests in a couple minutes.”




Stewart was already done, but Riley was working on a brownie with a scoop of vanilla ice cream on top, even if the ice cream had melted before he got back to the room. From the way they acted, she had to figure that getting interrupted in the middle of meals was the least of the things they had to deal with.




She moved all the emptied plates and stuff to the cart the bellman had left, and she cleaned off the table except where Riley was working on his dessert. Then she called Jack again. “Do we need to order food for your guests?”




“Nope. Got that covered. Pulling into the covered entry just about… now. So we’ll be up in a couple.”




She looked over at Riley and Stewart and said, “Jack has guests. They’ll be coming up any second now. Do we need to hide anything?”




Stewart looked at the infrared viewers charging away, and shrugged. Riley stuffed his face with the last of his dessert and shoved his bowl and spoon onto the cart.




When the knock came, Alex peeked through the peephole and then opened the door a crack. It was the guests she was expecting, so she said, “Make sure Grover checks the hall before you guys come in.”




“Already done,” Jack said cheerfully.




So she opened the door wide and let Jack and his three guests traipse in. Cindy was wearing the same t-shirt and tight jeans she’d had on a couple hours earlier. Deborah was in a frilly dress that was about twenty years too young for her. And heels. Grover was in a dark blue hoodie pulled far enough forward that it wasn’t too obvious he had no face. He was wearing baggy jeans, and socks and sneakers, and gloves, so none of him showed except his invisible face, which most people would probably think was just in shadow.




Jack seated everyone on the couches and chairs. Then he did the introductions, still calling her ‘Annie’ for security reasons. Jack looked at her and said, “Deborah and Cindy already ate, but Grover’s starving. We’ve got tomato soup, pureed potatoes, and a strawberry milkshake on their way up.”




Riley asked, “Is that to speed up digestion?”




Grover nodded inside his hoodie. “If I eat a normal meal, it shows inside me for about four or five hours. If I have a liquid and pureed meal, it only shows inside me for about an hour and a half. If I stick with a couple canned diet drinks, it’s even less than that. And trust me, you don’t want to see my food getting digested inside me.”




Jack casually said, “Oh, I’ve seen worse.”




Deborah asked, “If you’re putting us up at the Hilton, are we gonna get our own keys for the little bottles of liquor and the snacks and stuff?”




“Mom!” Grover protested.




Jack grinned, “Nope, but we’ve got a bunch of energy bars and MREs if you get hungry. Having to eat an MRE will take care of your appetite. For about a week.”




Riley said, “Sir, we should get some unflavored Pedialyte™ for Grover. It’s clear, it’s loaded with sugars and electrolytes, and it digests really fast. We can probably buy several bottles at any pharmacy.”




“Good idea,” Jack said. Then he asked, “So tell me, Mister Dunn. Where do you think your invisible opponents are hiding out these days?”




Grover shrugged inside his hoodie. “I have no idea. They robbed all of their parents’ houses, which is kind of crazy. I don’t know what the heck they were thinking. I mean, if they just went home and talked to their folks, they’d probably have places to hide out, and free food, and beds and stuff.”




Riley said, “We only saw one report of a break-in.”




Grover nodded, “Yeah, only the Thomases reported it to the cops, probably because of what else Donny did. I don’t know what, but his mom was freaked. They have dogs, so I couldn’t get close enough to find out. But I’m pretty sure they robbed the Crosettis’ house and Mike’s stepdad’s place too, but those didn’t get reported ’cause they knew it was their kids.”




Jack asked, “And what do you think they stole?”




Grover shrugged again. “No idea. They might tell you guys, but maybe not.”




Riley asked, “Would there have been camping equipment? Sleeping bags, cooking gear, things like that?”




Grover said, “Oh sure, Mike’s stepdad is huge on that.”




Stewart asked, “What about weapons? Knives, guns, those kinds of things?”




Grover said, “Pete’s family has a shitload of stuff like that.”




Jack sarcastically said, “Great. Nothing like invisible psychos sneaking around with firearms.”




Alex said, “At least the guns would be visible.”




When the bellman — a completely different guy, this time — brought Grover’s dinner, Jack got the door but had Grover watching the hallway just in case. Grover wolfed all the food down. It was weird watching the food basically get sucked into a clear mouth and get swallowed. Alex wondered if scientists would be interested in watching food get swallowed and digested from the outside of the body.




Jack got another room in his name, and Alex knew it was for Deborah and Cindy, because Jack made sure the keys to the mini-bar weren’t handed over. Then Stewart got stuck with Grover in his room, which at least had two separate beds, because she was pretty sure guys were all weird about sharing rooms and stuff.




But with the chatting with Grover and Cindy and Deborah — which Alex was pretty sure counted as ‘debriefing’ for the military guys — Alex didn’t get to go down to her room until nearly eleven. And she was exhausted. It had been a really long day. She washed the heavy makeup off her face, hopped into her pajamas, and hit the hay. Which was a really weird expression when you thought about it.




And they still had two more invisible psychos to round up.




40. Interlude V



She looked up when the guard stopped in front of her cell.




He snapped, “Baker! You got a visitor!”




Jo Baker got up. She had no idea who would be coming to see her. The only relatives she still had were her dad and his brothers. But both of her uncles were doing hard time. Her dad wasn’t speaking to her because the cops rousted him and trashed his place when they were looking for her, and she knew he wasn’t gonna come see her. That left… what? The court-appointed lawyer already came this week.




Still, she had nothing else to do, and lying on her bunk was pretty uncomfortable, what with all the bruises she had from her last fight with her cellmate, and her last fight in the shower room, and…




Hell, being the ‘new meat’ sucked. Bad. And she was too old to be in juvey, so she was in with the hardcore cons. At least she wasn’t like Belinda, who was new meat, and slender, and pretty, and getting abused by every lez in the joint. Jo really wasn’t looking forward to getting slapped into the state prison once she got convicted of everything the cops could dump on her.




Maybe if she’d gotten to stab that little bitch Alex Mack, it would’ve been worth it. Just stab her twenty or thirty times and listen to her scream.




She got up, refusing to groan at the pain. That fucking bitch Mack had been right about getting caught and doing hard time. Not that somebody didn’t need to put a shiv in Alex’s ribs.




She was already thinking about who would be getting out soon, and what she could do as a big enough favor to get whoever got released to go cut Alex Mack up. Maybe some slashes across the face, so the bitch wouldn’t be so fucking pretty anymore.




She followed the guard through the prison doors, down the bleak halls, past the prison guard posts, and all the way to the visitor area. The guard there gave her the usual bullshit about don’t-do-this and don’t-do-that. Then she got taken to one of the private rooms for meeting with lawyers.




The woman in there wasn’t her regular lawyer, who was a scrawny dorky guy who was just out of law school and still thought everybody was innocent and deserved to get back out on the street. This woman was hard. Jo could see that from the doorway.




The woman was sitting there in an expensive suit, with gray hair and thick glasses and too much makeup. But that woman was sitting there like she owned the fucking joint and didn’t care who she killed to make sure everyone knew it. After seeing who the real tough chicks were in this hole, Jo could recognize someone who was a fucking predator. She just didn’t know how come the guards couldn’t see it.




She sat down and let the guard handcuff her to the table. The woman looked like she couldn’t care less whether Jo was loose or not. That was not reassuring. Her regular lawyer was so easy to spook it was hardly worth bothering with.




The guard stepped out, saying to the woman, “You’re on camera. If you have any trouble with her, just stand up and we’ll have guards coming in seconds. But we won’t listen in. Lawyer-client privilege, and all that.”




The woman nodded flatly, and waited until the guards shut the door and locked it from the outside. She said, “I’m not really your new lawyer. I just waved some papers and told them that.”




“So why are you here?”




The woman gave her a cruel smile that sent a shiver down her back. The woman said, “I’m here to give you a way out.”




“What? Are you gonna arrange a jailbreak for me? ’Cause I don’t see me beatin’ these charges unless you just happened to kill all the witnesses, which would mean Alex Mack and three or four teachers and half a dozen cops and maybe a dozen other students.”




The woman grinned cruelly. “No, I’m going to give you a way to get out of here all on your own. How’d you like to have superpowers?”




Jo looked again at the woman. Okay, the hair was probably a wig. Forget the glasses. Look past the heavy makeup…




Jo’s heart lurched a little as she realized she was sitting in a small, locked room with Danielle Fucking Atron. Who was wanted on a list of charges so long it made Jo’s entire cellblock look like a bunch of schoolgirls. And since one of those charges was planning on poisoning maybe a quarter of the entire United States just so she could walk off with some more bucks…




And if what they were saying was really true, then Danielle Atron was giving people superpowers. After they paid her enormous amounts of cash. Everyone in the state knew about the superpowered robbers that had hit banks and jewelry stores and armored cars and shit. Everyone knew there was a frigging superhero chick flying around Paradise Valley. Everybody in the joint talked about the superpowered people who had committed major robberies in the Bay Area and down in Los Angeles.




She just said, “I don’t have the kind of money you ask for… Ms. Atron.”




The woman smiled. “Smart girl. I’m here because you don’t have any money. Just a big grudge.”




She said, “The only person I got a grudge against is a high school girl, and…” She froze for a second as something crazy popped into her head. “You want me to bust out and go after Alex Mack?”




“Bingo.” The woman gave her a shark-like smile that would have had half the women in her cellblock pissing themselves. And Jo felt a plastic bottle sliding under her shirt, then upward, and then lodging itself in her bra. Which was impossible, unless…




This was Danielle Atron. She was giving other people superpowers. Sure she had some of her own. She probably had superpowers so dangerous she didn’t have to be worried about the whole damn prison finding out who she really was.




The woman pretended to show her some papers, which she didn’t bother to look at. The woman finally said, “Go back to your cell. Drink the bottle. There’s a phone number written on the bottle in washable ink. Memorize the number, then wash it off. Crush the plastic bottle and hide it somewhere. Then wait until you know what your new powers are. Once you know what you can do, figure out how to use your powers to get out of this shithole. Once you’re out, call that number. All you’ll owe me is one kidnapped girl. Feel free to rough her up a bit, so she’s… tenderized for me. If she’s missing… you know, an eye, or a hand, or maybe most of a leg when you bring her to me, no problem. Just as long as she still can hear me, and she can still talk, and she won’t die… before I’m done with her.”




This was almost a fucking miracle, like in those Christmas stories her mom used to read to her when she was little, back before her mom got shot to death trying to be the wheelman for Uncle Ralph’s bank robbery screw-up that got half the family shot or thrown in prison forever. She was gonna get out of this hole. She was gonna get real superpowers. She was gonna get to get even with that little bitch Alex Mack, and she might even get to watch this psycho torture Mack to death. Was there anything that could be bad about this deal?




The woman said, “Oh, and this stuff is a diet drug. Expect that you’re gonna start losing all that weight you’ve got on you, and replacing it with lean muscle mass. So you’ll want to steal yourself some new clothes before too long.”




There was no ‘almost’ here. She was getting a real fucking miracle! Jo smiled, “Whatever you say, Ms. Atron. Whatever you say.”




41. Invisible Dangers



The phone was ringing. It wasn’t her phone, and it was loud. And it was right by the bed. She managed to roll over and grab it. “Huh?”




Jack’s voice blared through the line. “Hey Annie, up and at ’em! I would’ve sounded reveille, but the hotel guys took away my trumpet. So get a move on. Breakfast in my suite in thirty.” He pretended to sound worried, “Please! Please get here before Grover’s mom shows up! I need chaperones!”




She managed not to giggle, even if he was pretty funny. On the other hand, she could see Deborah showing up at Jack’s room in the middle of the night in a raincoat and heels, and nothing else. She shuddered briefly. That was so icky she needed a shower. And a brain rinse.




She showered as fast as she could, not bothering to wash her hair since it was going to be under a wig cap all day anyway. She dried off and put her hair up. She put on another dumpy ‘Annie’ outfit, this one a blouse and skirt and suit jacket in blah earth tones that didn’t quite go together so the whole thing just looked a little off. She did her makeup like yesterday, added the ugly wig and mega-ugly glasses, and she was ready.




She pocketed her phone and ‘taser,’ and made sure her gymbag was ready to go. Then she hurried up to Jack’s suite.




Jack had all kinds of breakfast stuff all over the ‘kitchenette’ counter. Riley and Stewart were already eating at the big table, while Jack was sitting with a cup of coffee like he had already eaten. Oh, a dirty plate in the sink. So he had already eaten.




She grabbed some eggs, some bacon, some hash browns, and a cinnamon roll. Then she sat down and ate up.




While she ate, Jack spoke, “Okay team, let’s get this out of the way before Grover and his girls get up here. I want to clear the school today. My best guess is they’ve been camping out in the boiler room or something like that. We have four IR viewers, one for each of us, and we have Grover. I’d like to try and get him to help out, just for recon, not for anything seriously hazardous. But we need to go in armed and armored. Tac vests, Tasers, automatics, and my special surprises…”




Jack opened up a green metal box. Inside were five canisters, each a little bigger than a soda can. Riley grinned.




Jack said, “Yep, tear gas. Nasty under normal circumstances. Should be extra fun if you’re starkers.” He opened another metal box, and she saw three gasmasks with hoods.




“Three?” she checked.




He looked at her. “Three. If we run into trouble, you take Grover out of the way, and get back to the SUV.”




Oh, right. Because her Terawatt bag was going to be sitting in the back of the SUV.




She quietly said, “Yes sir.”




Riley asked, “Sir, what if they have heavier weaponry? Shotguns, rifles, semi-automatics, maybe some illegal gear?”




Jack frowned, “Then we get out the P-90’s and things get… unpleasant.”




She had a feeling that meant ‘guys get dead.’ She knew that if the creeps had heavy weapons and were in some place hard to get to, like a basement boiler room, it would be up to Terawatt to save the day, or else a lot of people could get really badly hurt, or even killed. And she didn’t want anyone to get killed, not even psychos who beat two cheerleaders to death probably because they came in and caught the guys holding pipes or clubs in the air, or maybe they ran into the naked invisible guys by accident.




Those guys were creeps, but that didn’t mean she was in favor of killing them.




She was nearly done with her second plate of food when Grover and Cindy and Deborah showed up. Grover and Cindy were necking pretty seriously when Jack opened the door. Alex would have been a little concerned about Grover not looking out for invisible intruders, except Stewart had the IR viewers up and running, and he took a quick peek down the hall.




Jack made sure Cindy and Deborah ate a good breakfast, and he had a big vanilla milkshake and a glass of orange juice for Grover. Then he explained that the high school was closed for the day, and there would be policemen and the school superintendent waiting for them outside the school at eight. It took him almost twenty minutes to talk Deborah into letting Grover go with them.




Stewart, Riley, and Jack changed into what looked to her like the soldier fighting outfits Sam liked. Jack called them BDUs, which Alex was pretty sure was the same thing Sam called them. The guys strapped on web belts and sidearms and tac vests, then loaded up with guns and ammo and Tasers and tear gas and stuff. She and Grover got tac vests and orders to stay behind the trained soldiers.




They drove over in the SUV and the panel truck that the ‘parapsychologists’ would have been using if they weren’t in the hospital. Cindy and Deborah were stuck in their hotel room with Deborah complaining about not being able to get into that mini-bar.




They pulled up in a small parking area behind the school. It looked like the place where a truck would unload food for the cafeteria. There were three police cars, a police SWAT van, and two ordinary cars: one for Principal Baxter, and one for someone who was growling at Principal Baxter like a boss would. So maybe it was the superintendent of schools.




Jack flashed his Homeland Security ID and told the SWAT guys that Captain Finn and Sergeant Scott were Army Rangers with experience in dealing with superpowered opponents. That impressed them. Then Jack used a blueprint of the school and laid out the plan. “All right. We’re going to move in five armed teams. Miss Farrell and Mister Dunn have experience in spotting these invisibles, and Mister Dunn is the only one of us who can see them without special gear. That is why they will be on teams Alpha and Bravo. These targets may have heavy weaponry, so if you see a weapon floating in mid-air, treat it as a life-threatening situation. We will move through the cafeteria and eating area with bounding overwatch, and once we have cleared them, we’ll have teams Alpha and Bravo stand guard to prevent infiltration, while we move east to clear the gym and locker rooms. After that, teams Charlie through Echo will move north to clear the admin offices and classroom block B, while Alpha and Bravo move to watch access down the west hallway. Once we’ve cleared this block, we move west down the main hall, checking every classroom and the library as we go, with Team Bravo having the overwatch position at all times. Once we have cleared the aboveground school areas, we’ll concentrate on the underground areas. We will barricade the outside access doors to the underground areas, and move through the primary access point here.” He pointed at the door down to the boiler room and the HVAC systems and the other stuff.




He said, “They have to move about naked to stay invisible, which means they may want to stay in warm conditions as much as they can. We expect they have an encampment in the boiler room, which may be difficult to enter without making ourselves vulnerable. If that happens, we will go with teargas in any high-danger space. Naked plus teargas generally equals ‘oww’.” Several policemen laughed. “Are there any questions?”




Well, there were some questions, mainly about chain of command and having to take orders from ‘Miss Farrell’ and ‘Mister Dunn.’ But then they grouped up and prepared to move out.




She had one SWAT guy and two regular policemen. Both regular guys also had armored vests and riot shotguns. She told them, “Don’t let the dumpy outfit and undercover look fool you. I’ve been trained by the best.” She just didn’t tell them it was only five days of training. Still, telling them she was trained but just undercover made them look at her with a lot more respect. She went on, “Our team’s job is simple. If our targets approach with weapons, we’ll be able to see the weapons, even if we can’t see the people. And you can aim for the weapon, which they’ll be holding. If our targets approach without a weapon, I’ll be able to see them coming using the IR viewer, and we’ll only have to deal with one or two unarmed naked teenagers. Got it?”




They moved out, team by team. She even knew what bounding overwatch was, thanks to Sam, so she knew when to go and when to stop. She let Team Echo with Riley clear the doorway, and Team Bravo with Grover do the long-range checking, since he could see invisible guys a lot better than the little IR viewers. Since they had five teams, she even checked under the tables and in the freezer and pantry, while other teams watched ahead of them.




They moved fast, since there was nothing to spot. Her team and Grover’s team took up positions watching the west hallway and the area going to the admin offices and some other classrooms. It only took the other three teams about twelve minutes to run through the gym and the storage areas and the locker rooms, and make sure they were all clear too.




Then she moved her team up to their next position, while Grover’s team watched down the west hall and the other teams moved quickly through the admin areas. After that, her team moved forward and watched the south hallway, while Grover’s team kept an eye on the doors to the underground rooms, and the other teams cleared all the classrooms down the hallway. Then the other teams cleared the south hallway rooms.




After that, it was time for the downstairs. Grover’s team went right behind Team Echo, and Teams Charlie and Delta went next, with her team watching everyone’s backs. There were lots of pipes and ducts, but no invisible threats. And when they got to the boiler room, Grover’s team had to move back because the room was so warm Grover had trouble seeing people clearly.




But there was no one in the boiler room, either. Just a nest. Jack told her, “Nothing interesting. Sleeping bags, camping equipment, Carl the janitor’s stolen hotplate and coffeepot, some grocery bags of food that are probably swiped too, that kind of stuff. However, there are boxes of shotgun shells, and boxes of ammo, but no weapons.”




She frowned. Did that mean those jerks were running around town naked but with shotguns and rifles?




They moved back to the post behind the school and made sure every entrance to the school was securely locked. She didn’t say anything, but she was wondering what they would do next. Were they going to check out the houses of the invisible jerks? Were they going to blanket the area around the school? Were they going to go check out the supermarket those grocery bags came from? She figured Jack had a plan, and if she asked out loud, it would just make her look unprofessional. Which, frankly, she was, but she didn’t want any of the policemen to know that.




The SWAT team leader stepped over to Jack. “Colonel, we’ve got a situation we need to move to, if you can cut us loose now. It’s a hostage crisis in a bank robbery just six blocks west of here. The officers on site report that the bank robbers have a minimum of eighteen hostages that they can see from the windows, and an unknown number more. But the robbers are… Hang on.” He listened to a report coming over his earjack before he winced. “Officers on site report that the robbers are wearing high-tech stealth suits or something, because they’ve spotted the weapons but…” He sighed, “The robbers themselves appear to be invisible.”




“Great,” Jack muttered out loud.




The SWAT leader touched his earpiece again and groaned, “The bank robbers are demanding a billion dollars, a helicopter to O’Hare Airport, and a jet plane to Brazil.” He looked at Jack and asked, “Are these guys nuts?”




Jack said, “Actually, they may be.” He looked at Alex and said, “Care to fill in the nice officers, Farrell?”




She stepped forward. “These aren’t the first people to get dosed with a mutagenic biochemical, so we know that sometimes someone exposed to one of these problem chemicals gets hit with something else mutagenic or at least reactive with the original chemical, and they have peculiar drug interactions. So they may have been taking something like anabolic steroids before they got dosed, and they may literally be insane right now.”




One of the SWAT members groaned and said, “Man, where’s a superhero when you need one?”




Jack grinned, “You mean, like that superheroine in California?”




“Yeah.”




Jack smirked, “It’s a good thing we’re here, then. Because we can help on that issue too.”




The SWAT member pointed at Riley and asked, “So you brought your own superhero to fight supervillains?”




Alex managed not to giggle. Jack just gave the guy a huge grin but said, “Captain Finn is an Army Ranger. That makes him a superhero automatically. Now how about you get going to that hostage situation, and we’ll provide some assistance in our usual, subtle manner.”




They walked over to the SUV and the truck. Grover nervously asked, “You’re not expecting me to be a superhero on this, are you? Because these guys will be able to see me coming.”




Jack said, “Nope.” He even popped his ‘p’ just to bug Grover. “I expect you to sit in that truck and not move your butt out of there unless Stewart sets the thing on fire. Got me?”




Grover looked around and quietly asked, “You’ve got that Terawatt woman on speed-dial or something, don’t you?”




Jack gave him a big grin. “Or something.”




Alex hopped in the back seat of the SUV and waited until Jack started it up before she asked, “How do you want to do this? Because I’d rather not have everyone know it’s me.”




Jack said, “Go ahead and change. Then I’ll be the last car out of this lot, so you can ooze out a rear window and follow overhead. I’ll pretend you’re in the SUV doing C & C with our bosses.”




Alex just said, “Okay.” Because it sounded like he had a good plan, and she knew from Sam what ‘C & C’ was. She puddled into the gymbag in the back, changed into her Terawatt uniform, and waited until Jack moved the car. True to his word, he was behind all the police cars, so when he opened a rear window about two inches, she puddled out of it and flew down to the ground.




As soon as all the cars moved around the corner, she flew up to the roof of the school and watched as the police cars hurried over to the hostage sitch. She flew up to about six hundred feet in the air and followed. Then, when the police cars pulled up in a big blockade around the bank, along with the five police cars already there, she flew in a fast semicircle so she came in from the other direction.




She dropped down in front of the SWAT leader and Jack. Then she stayed about a foot off the ground and moved into her superheroine pose, with her fists on her hips. In her Terawatt voice she said, “I understand that you’re in need of superpowered assistance, officer.”




All the policemen turned and stared at Jack, who just gave them a big, cat-that-ate-the-canary grin.




42. Invisible Robbers



The SWAT guys walked her over to a grumpy-looking policeman in an ugly suit with his badge on a lanyard around his neck. The SWAT team leader said, “This is Captain Sarter. He’s in charge of this situation.”




She said, “Good day, Captain. I’m Terawatt. I believe you have a situation that your hostage negotiators and SWAT teams will not be able to resolve without loss of life.”




The guy just stared at her. Okay, he was staring at her boobs, the jerk. He finally said, “I saw it on the news, and… I had no idea.”




She said, “I know, it’s difficult to believe in superheroes and supervillains until you’ve had to deal with it in person. But you have two supervillains in there, and I have reason to believe they are not stable. In fact, I have reason to believe that they have already committed at least three murders and two attempted murders since Sunday. And that doesn’t touch on a host of other charges including robbery, grand theft, home invasion, and animal cruelty. They may also be clinically insane, in which case your hostage negotiator has a serious problem on his hands.”




Another policeman in a suit stepped over. This guy wasn’t as old, and looked like he was still in good shape, and his suit fit. “I’m Lieutenant Hanley. I take it you’re Terawatt?”




“In person.”




He said, “Can you give me any details on the ‘insane’ part? If either of these guys is a psychopath or a sociopath, knowing that will change the entire dynamic of the negotiation.”




She gave him her best imitation of her sister, but with the Terawatt voice. “I only have inferences based on the information my people and these Homeland Security officers have gathered. A mutagenic chemical has been used on a small number of people in your town. It causes — and I know you’re not going to believe this — invisibility. Not the clothes or the food they eat, but just their bodies. Three athletes at the nearby high school were dosed on Sunday. They may have been using anabolic steroids or other illegal performance-enhancing drugs, so a drug interaction may be making them even less stable and empathetic than they were before, when they were merely the worst bullies in their school. The third member of their group was captured yesterday afternoon, just after he beat two men unconscious with a steel pipe. As such, we can’t know if they are having a psychotic break, or having hallucinations, or losing impulse control, or any of a hundred other things. We do know this much: they can’t see in normal light anymore, and they see only in infrared. As such, if they do go to a place like Brazil, then when it gets over ninety outside, they might be blind. As the outside temperature matches human body temperature, they certainly wouldn’t be able to see people easily. The fact that they have not considered that suggests that they are less than stable.”




“Or less than smart.” Jack stepped forward. “Terawatt. Colonel Jack O’Neill, Homeland Security. If they can’t deputize you, I have the authority to temporarily deputize you as an agent of the DHS, and under specific circumstances, to make that deputization permanent.”




She acted like she didn’t know who he was. “Thank you, colonel. Given my experiences in California, I think it unlikely that their superiors will allow them to deputize me.”




The captain said, “Look, I don’t want you just to go busting in through the window or something. I don’t want any hostages hurt.”




She insisted, “These people are not stable. If you delay, people will get hurt. And worse.”




Jack asked, “Do you have a plan?”




She said, “I’m willing to let the police negotiate a surrender. I’d rather not put any hostages in danger.”




So they waited while Lieutenant Hanley called into the bank and tried to talk some sense into the invisible guys’ heads. Alex didn’t think there was much chance of it working, but she was still crossing her fingers. And she pretended to ignore all the news crews back behind the police barriers who were photographing her.




When Lieutenant Hanley walked over to talk to Captain Sarter and the SWAT leader, she followed Jack, who was obviously going to stick his nose in, whether the locals liked it or not. And she made sure to float a couple inches above the ground, so she’d look taller.




Lieutenant Hanley said, “Sir, they’re not being rational. And they’re not worried about our snipers.”




The SWAT guy said, “We’ve got two snipers with views into the bank, and neither one can see a perp. They’ve seen a shotgun, a semiautomatic, and a grenade floating around in mid-air, and some hostages secured with duct tape, but if they can’t see a target, they can’t take a shot.”




Jack cut in, “Like Terawatt said. Invisible bank robbers. They can walk out those doors, walk right up to your people, grab someone’s weapon, kill half a dozen officers, then just drop the weapon and walk away. They can move around and not expose themselves to sniper fire, unless you’ve got infrared scopes that can work in bright daylight.”




Captain Sarter said, “Look colonel, you got any useful suggestions?”




Jack just smiled. “I’ve got a dozen. One, let Terawatt do her thing. Two, if you don’t like letting a superheroine save your bacon, have half a dozen guys go grab as many IR viewers and infrared sensors as they can, so you can at least see the perps if they leave the bank. Three, I’ve already got two of my people monitoring the front and side doors with our IR viewers, but we’re going to run out of battery power before a lot longer, and a hostage crisis like this could go for a long time. Four, blanket the area in front of every door with a thin layer of fire extinguisher foam or tactical foam, so you can see when an invisible perp steps onto the foam. Five, for real fun, scatter a lot of broken glass in front of the doors before you layer the foam, because these invisible perps are barefoot. Six—”




“Barefoot? How can you know that?” asked the captain.




Jack said, “Weren’t you listening? They’re invisible. Their weapons aren’t. Their clothes aren’t. Their shoes aren’t. The food they eat isn’t. These guys are hungry and thirsty and naked and cold and scared, and just generally ready to explode. And when that happens, you’re gonna start losing hostages fast. They beat two parapsychologists half to death just for showing up with a cart of instruments. They hacked Milton McClane to pieces with axes. They beat two cheerleaders to death in the girls’ locker room in the high school down the street when the girls weren’t even their targets, and they beat a dog to death with a shovel just because they could. And they weren’t under this kind of stress then. I figure you’ve got less than an hour before one of them goes postal on as many hostages as are within range. And since they have a grenade, it’s only gonna take one irrational moment to take out most of the people in the bank.”




Alex said in her best Terawatt tones, “I believe I might be able to end this stand-off, if you’ll let me go in.”




Captain Sarter sneered, “And what are you gonna do when they start shootin’ at you?”




She calmly said, “Let them shoot, as long as they’re aiming at me, rather than an innocent bystander.”




Jack said, “You seem to be forgetting. She has this thing called superpowers.”




She said, “If you can show me a blueprint of the building with the HVAC ductwork on it, I can get in without the perps knowing it. I should be able to disarm at least one of them before they know they’re under attack, and I should be able to disarm the second one before anyone gets hurt.”




Captain Sarter said, “That’s a lotta ‘shoulds’ and it’s my ass that’s on the line if you screw up.”




Jack said, “Fine. Play ‘CYA’ and ‘jurisdictional dispute’ while two psychos get ready to explode all over your civilians.” He pulled out a phone and pressed a speed-dial number. “Sir, it’s Colonel O’Neill. I need to take jurisdiction out of the hands of some locals who are about to get a bank full of hostages killed.”




“You can’t do that!” growled Sarter.




“I’m doing it right now,” Jack said ruthlessly. He glanced at her, and she realized he was giving her a chance. He wanted her to play ‘good cop, bad cop’ with him! On real policemen! Oh man, this could go so bad…




She tried, “Colonel, I would prefer to work with the local law enforcement personnel, if at all possible.”




Jack frowned, “Me too, but some people can’t deal when they’re up against stuff outside their box. Somebody moved his cheese, and now he’s paralyzed.”




She said, “Be fair. No police agency has ever had to deal with invisible criminals before. There’s only one city in the country that has superhero protocols, and no one else has figured out how to cope with supervillains without calling out the National Guard. Or calling your people.”




Jack said, “Doesn’t matter. I make a phone call to the Pentagon, Department of Homeland Security calls the Illinois state governor and the mayor of Bloomington, they call the chief of police, and then it’s my case to handle.”




Sarter turned to the SWAT leader. “Can you drop those guys in the bank?”




“No sir.”




He turned to Lieutenant Hanley. “Can you talk those guys down?”




The lieutenant sighed, “I doubt it. Standard negotiation protocols don’t work when you’re dealing with a psychopath. In fact, they can make things go real bad, real fast. The FBI’s put out official guidelines on this.”




Sarter gritted his teeth and cursed a few times. After he got a few f-words and d-words and b-words out of his system, he said, “Okay, colonel. You got your wish. You just better pray you’re not about to get two dozen hostages killed. And maybe a superheroine.”




Jack said, “All right. First, show Terawatt the blueprints for the HVAC system. Then get her… how many exits are there? Three?”




“Three.”




“Roger that. All right, get her three two-liter bottles of coke.”




Everyone looked at him like he was nuts. But then Alex remembered what he had said to the police when Captain Sarter first got snotty with him.




Boy, Jack was so sneaky! She couldn’t imagine what he was like as a boy. He was probably like Louis without the business focus, plus the practical joking of someone like Louis’s friend Joey Simonson. But Jack got into the Air Force Academy if he was an Air Force colonel now, so he had to be smart, too, with good grades, and probably some sports team stuff.




She only had to wait a matter of seconds before someone was running over to her with the big plastic bottles of coke. She picked one up. It felt like the bottles were the same temperature as the outdoors, and that was even better. If you could only see in infrared, then maybe you couldn’t tell the difference between two things that were the same temperature.




She grabbed the other two bottles with her telekinesis, instead of holding all of them in her arms. Then she went straight up, the other two bottles flying upward with her. She was moving pretty fast, but she still heard Captain Sarter swearing in surprise when he saw her in action.




She flew up about two hundred feet and hovered over the bank. Then she drifted over until she was right over the back doorway, and she dropped the first bottle. It tumbled downward and hit so hard the plastic bottle pretty much disintegrated. There was brownish foam all over the place. So no invisible guys were going to be walking out that door without making footprints. She dropped the second one just outside the side door, and the third one just outside the main door.




Then she dove down to the bank’s HVAC system. Jack had pointed out what she needed to do: if she yanked off the back panel from the big air conditioning unit on the roof and scooted the filters out of the way, she could go silvery right into the ductwork in the ceiling over the heads of the robbers. And she didn’t even need to land to have enough telekinesis for that.




There were four screws holding the panel on, and all she had to do was grab the screws with her telekinesis and turn. She had all four screws out, the panel off, and the filters lifted out in maybe twenty seconds. She went silvery and flew into the ductwork.




It only took her a matter of seconds to get to a duct with a big airvent over the middle of the bank area. And then she could see what was going on. About twenty hostages were tied up with duct tape and sitting on the floor in front of the main door and the side door, so if cops burst into the bank, the hostages would get shot, or at the least, trampled. She could tell the two invisible guys were pacing back and forth by watching their weapons. One had a pump-action shotgun, and the other had a semi-automatic rifle. On the table behind them were two handguns and a grenade. An old ‘pineapple’ style grenade, instead of the modern things Sam had, but still a grenade that could kill every single person in the bank.




She thought about trying to sneak the handguns and the grenade up into the duct with her, but she couldn’t tell where the invisible guys were looking, so she couldn’t be sure one of them wouldn’t spot her if she tried it. And she really didn’t want them going ballistic and opening fire on the hostages if they thought some other invisible guy was loose behind them. Or whatever they would think if they saw their weapons floating up into the air. They were acting pretty freaked already.




“I heard something out there!”




“Shut the fuck UP!”




“No, you shut up, ’cause I heard something!”




“Well, there’s nothing out there”




“What if they’re at the back door?”




“What if? We got it boobytrapped with the other grenade. And there’s no one movin’ at us out either of these windows.”




“I say we grab one a’ these bitches and make ’em bring us our money or we blow her fuckin’ FACE off outside in front of the whole fuckin’ town!”




Uh-oh. It sounded like it was time for Terawatt to get these guys looking away from the hostages. But first, she took care of the grenade. She bent the little pin so if one of the guys tried to yank on that ring, nothing would happen. The grenade would stay safe, and the guy would just get frustrated.




She flew down out of the duct through the big vent, and landed right behind the shotgun, which she made sure was still pointing at the floor. She went normal as she landed, and she immediately reached out and slapped the guy on the back, hitting him with a big lightning zap. She just used her telekinesis to hold the trigger so he couldn’t fire it when he convulsed and fell to the floor.




The other invisible guy whipped his rifle in her direction. “What th—” And he pulled the trigger.




Or, at least, he tried to pull the trigger. He tried over and over, but it only took a few pounds of telekinesis to hold the trigger mechanism frozen so he couldn’t fire it. She flew right at him with one arm outstretched, and she zapped him as soon as she touched him.




Eww, he was naked and his chest was all hairy and sweaty.




She grabbed the gun with her telekinesis and let him fall to the floor. Then she took the last two cans of Silly String out of her fanny pack and sprayed the stuff over the unconscious guys, so she could see where they were.




She flew over and unlocked the bank doors and waved the police to come in. Then she started going around, ripping the duct tape off all the hostages. They all had their ankles taped together and their hands taped behind their backs. She made it look like she was incredibly strong by taking hold of the layers of tape and ripping the tape apart with her telekinesis instead of her grip strength.




The police were charging in before she had half the hostages untied, and so the first thing she did was point out where the bank robbers were. Then she told them about the grenade boobytrap on the back door. Then she let the policemen escort all the hostages out and get their statements, or whatever policemen did after the robbery was over. Police shows never showed that part, probably because it was really boring.




Jack strolled in with Captain Sarter. “…and like I was telling you, someone like Terawatt doesn’t bust in and start shooting anything that moves. It’s quick, it’s clean, it’s a surgical strike.”




She said, “That reminds me. I need to put the air conditioning unit back together.”




Captain Sarter said, “Nah, leave it as is. The bank’s gonna want to make a complete inventory and check everything anyway, including seeing how much damage we did, so they can gripe to their buddies on the city council and in the mayor’s office.”




Jack grinned, “And the police are gonna want to try and figure out what the heck you did.”




Jack escorted her out of the bank. “Terawatt, you did a great job. The United States government really appreciates it. I don’t know what the problem is with these cities and deputizing you.”




She noticed a news crew was filming the two of them with a parabolic mike, so she made sure she was using her Terawatt voice and she said, “Thank you for your kind words, colonel. It was a privilege working with America’s finest. But, now that the supervillains have been apprehended, it is time for me to depart.”




She still managed to hear the interview that was going on over in the 7-11 parking lot next door, where one of the hostages was telling an interviewer, “And she was so fast it was like she came out of nowhere! And… pow! Pow! It was over, and the invisible guys were down on the floor, and she was spraying some kind of capture net or something over them so they couldn’t get away. And then she was so strong she ripped off the duct tape like it was toilet paper! And…”




Alex jetted away from the bank building and headed low over the building and trees toward the high school. Then, once she was sure no one was following her, she dove down to the ground and went silvery. She puddled through alleys and back yards and stuff, until she was close enough to the police cordon that she could see news vans as she peeked through the low bushes in front of a Starbucks. She spotted a storm drain really close to where Jack’s SUV was parked, and she found another storm drain in the parking lot behind her.




Then she just had to find her way from one storm drain to the other. It took her three wrong turns and maybe fifteen minutes to cover the less than two hundred feet if she could have gone straight to the car. She came up out of the storm drain and puddled under Jack’s SUV, then waited until she was pretty sure no one was looking before she puddled up the side of the SUV and in through the window. Having it open about an inch was enough for her, even if it wasn’t even enough for other people to get a good look into the car.




She puddled back into the gymbag and changed back into her ‘Annie’ clothes. Then she grabbed some of Jack’s communications gear, carefully put the headset on over her wig, and slipped out of the SUV. She moved over to where the SWAT team was standing, which was away from the reporters, and she let them get a look at her so they would know she couldn’t possibly be Terawatt. She walked over and checked with Riley, who was actually on the phone and doing important communications stuff, because apparently the Department of Homeland Security really didn’t want Jack going around taking hostage crises away from local policemen and making everyone mad at him.




So maybe Jack had been bluffing. She would have to remember that Jack was trickier than she knew, even after watching him operate for two days. And she would have to remember that Jack was pretty good at getting guys mad at him, like that Captain Sarter.




Then she found out the really non-fun part of fighting crime and saving people: the paperwork. Jack had forms to fill out and reports to write. Riley and Stewart had reports to write for Jack. She had to pretend to write up an official report for Jack, too. And there were the reports for the inter-agency cooperative effort at the school, and the apprehension of supervillains, and even reports that seemed to be Captain Sarter and Lieutenant Hanley trying to explain that they were facing supervillains and they had to let a superheroine fly in and do the rescue. She didn’t like Captain Sarter, but she didn’t want all those policemen to get in trouble for needing a superhero to deal with threats they couldn’t see and had no idea how to handle.




When she finally had a chance to talk to Jack about what he would’ve done if she wasn’t around, he said, “Close up? Tranq darts. Long distance? When they had a shotgun and a semiauto and grenades? We probably would have had to ask Finn to break out the sniper rifle. That would not have been a good time.”




By the time they got done with the piles of reports and stuff, even with Jack sneaking some of his reporting stuff onto her stuff, it was dinnertime. And she didn’t get enough to eat at lunch, so she was starving. Jack took her to an all-you-can-eat buffet and let her pig out.




But things still weren’t done. She and Jack drove Grover and his mom and girlfriend home, and Jack talked to Deborah for over an hour before she agreed to let Grover go to a secret DHS base in West Virginia, as long as she could move there too. 




So then, the next morning, Alex got to sleep in and eat lots of breakfast and watch some lame morning tv, while Jack and Riley went and had a long talk with Cindy’s mom and dad about the whole ‘invisible boyfriend’ thing. She was starting to realize that being a superheroine might be chock full of yucky stuff, like paperwork and meetings and conferences. Meeting with Willow and her friends was a ton of fun. Meeting with police captains and deputy mayors and stuff? Not a ton of fun. Not even an ounce of fun. She just told herself that getting out of the paperwork and meetings was not a good enough reason to go to work for Jack. And if she was really working for Jack, there would be some real reports to write and some real meetings to attend.




And Jack would probably sneak as many of his reports into her workload as he could get away with.




So it wasn’t until late Saturday afternoon before they drove back to the Air Force base and caught that Cessna Citation X back to Paradise Valley. It was just going to be her and Riley on the jet, because Stewart had to go check on containment for their new prisoners, and Jack had to take a plane in the other direction, to get Grover and Cindy and Deborah settled in that secret base somewhere in West Virginia that Jack couldn’t tell her about.




Before she hopped onboard with Riley to ride home, Jack took her aside. “Alex, we couldn’t have done this without you. So I have a couple things.” He handed her a manila envelope full of stuff. “Read through it while you’re on the flight home, and take care of yourself. If you need us, just call. And let’s try and do something less stressful sometime, like maybe we could just meet at Camp Atron when Terawatt has her martial arts training, and we could have a big lunch, talk about mutual friends, that kind of stuff. Whaddaya say?”




She had to grin. She shook his hand and said, “This was a lot better than I was afraid it was gonna be. So yeah, I’m up for more meets. And you’ll need to tone down the snarky when you meet my mom and dad.”




He smiled, “Oh, that. I can do the ‘serious full colonel’ routine if I have to. It’s just not any fun, unless I get to do it to people who are in trouble.”




So, once the Cessna was at cruising altitude and zooming westward, and Riley was busy writing even more reports and stuff, she opened up the package.




Holy crud.




Jack had gotten someone to go to Kent State University and get a bunch of information on their journalism school and their photojournalism major. And he had handouts on the journalism school — their J-school as they called it — and a CD that she played on Riley’s DVD player, which had a recorded half-hour tour of the campus and the J-school.




But that wasn’t all. There was a copy of a letter from a really big name national reporter who was a Kent State alum, putting in a good word for her. How did Jack get that? And then there was a sheet with information on the top eight photojournalism majors in the country, starting with the Rochester Institute of Technology, and the Corcoran College of Art and Design, and then going to the next level with Kent State and Western Kentucky University and Central Michigan University, with Texas Tech University and Point Park University and the University of Miami after them. And there was a post-it note from Jack that he could get her into any one of those colleges if she wanted.




Wow.




While she watched the whole ‘campus tour’ on Riley’s little DVD player, she thought it over. Jack was going to a lot of trouble to make nice. He knew her secret identity. He could have just blackmailed her, if he wanted to. But he was being friendly, and doing tons of stuff for her. Maybe he was showing her ‘the carrot and the stick.’ Or maybe he really wanted her to work with them and be trustworthy all the time.




She knew that Jack could do a ton of stuff for her that she couldn’t do for herself. Like martial arts lessons for Terawatt. And maybe an official deputization from the Department of Homeland Security. And a super-fast jet plane to get her around the country to help out the people she wanted to help, like Grover and Cindy… or whoever turned out to be the next superpowered people who needed her help. And maybe finding ways that people like Grover could have a real life, instead of being stuck hiding from everyone forever. And if she did end up with a team of superheroes, she couldn’t possibly have homes for all of them, and food, and everything else they’d need. But Jack could. And maybe even would.




Once the plane got near Paradise Valley, she changed into her Terawatt uniform and made sure her clothes and her cameras and her files from Jack were all in her gymbag. Then she went silvery and took her gymbag with her, so she could do her little jump-out-of-the-jet deal again. Riley helped her with the door, so she hopped out while the jet was going about four hundred miles an hour, at about fifteen thousand feet. And he only needed to open the door about an inch, anyway. But the pilots knew they couldn’t get the door closed again very easily if the plane was flying much faster, and they knew that if they were too much higher than fifteen thousand feet, everyone except Alex would have to be on oxygen before they dropped the cabin pressure enough to open the door.




Still, bailing out at fifteen thousand feet up, going four hundred miles an hour through the sky, was just awesome. Mega-awesome. And as long as she was silvery, she didn’t need a parachute or anything. She flew home and got back early enough to fix dinner.




When her dad got home and saw her in the kitchen, he hurried over and gave her a huge hug, which told her that her folks had really been worrying about her a ton while she was gone. She hugged him back. A lot. He smiled, “Well, I see Terawatt saved the day again, only in another state.”




She told him, “Yeah, that stuff you found out about Grover Dunn, Senior? It turned out to be really important. And we have a new superpowered person to look out for. It’s Grover Dunn, Junior. Who’s invisible and can’t turn back to normal.”




He smirked, “Step one on building your superhero team: get a second superhero.”




Then he hugged her again. And he showed her what her mom had done while she was gone: there was a five-layer chocolate buttercream cake all frosted and decorated and stuff, sitting in the fridge waiting for her.




Okay, she knew what her snacks were going to be this weekend.




43. Sitting Up



Alex woke up Monday morning when the alarm went off. After the thing last week with her folks hearing her singing the lyrics in that Pink song, she had switched the alarm back to ‘loud horrible noise’ instead of playing music.




She was still styling her hair when her Terawatt phone went off. A quick glance told her it was Willow. That probably wasn’t good.




“Terawatt here,” she said in her superheroine voice. Boy, she had watched the news about Terawatt over the weekend, and she totally came off like a pompous dorky person. Still, she couldn’t let Terawatt sound like Alex.




Willow’s AutoTuned voice said, “I just got a hit off the state crime website. Jo Baker just went missing from that prison. After breakfast, she was supposed to go to the laundry to work, and no one could find her.”




Alex groaned, “Don’t tell me. She just ‘vanished’.”




Willow said, “I kind of doubt it’s going invisible. That wouldn’t get you out past a bunch of locked doors and over prison fences. And anyway, she didn’t have powers before, right?”




“Right,” Alex sighed. But she knew Jo pretty much had a one-track mind. If Jo escaped from jail, she would be going after little Alex Mack again. And Jo knew Alex would go to school, while she didn’t know any other places Alex might show up. Great. Another confrontation with Jo at school, only this time Jo would probably do more than threaten her with a knife.




She said, “Thanks for the news.”




Willow said, “I’ll keep an eye out for anything else that might be her. The local police already have a squad car at her dad’s place, and they’re going to have two cars outside the school all day.”




Alex so didn’t want to have to deal with Jo today too. She had two missed days of school to cope with, and she’d spent the whole weekend catching up on homework and getting ready for the two tests she missed. Being a superhero was totally harder than you’d think.




And then, while she was eating breakfast and starting to pack a lunch that was going to be two roast pork sandwiches with her mom’s gravy instead of mayo, her Terawatt phone went off again.




This time, it was Jack’s secret number. Uh-oh. “Terawatt here.”




Her mom and dad stopped what they were doing and turned to watch her.




Jack said, “Bad news, Tera. You’ll want to hear about this. Joelle Harriet Baker escaped police custody this morning.”




How would he know she would care about that? Oh, right. He knew about Alex. And he’d probably pulled everything even remotely related to Alex so he could see if his new superheroine was a juvenile delinquent or something. So he’d probably found out all about poor little Alex Mack being attacked on school grounds by a big hulking bully with an illegal knife.




She maintained her Terawatt voice. “My team just alerted me. Do you have any new information?”




He said, “Only that her cellmate was found in a closet with a fractured skull. And naked. The report says it looks like someone hit her in the back of the head with something like a brick or a homemade mace.”




Oh, that so didn’t sound good. “Is it possible that Baker is also a victim and will be found injured elsewhere in the prison?”




He said, “Nope. They’ve been doing a full search. The only suspicious thing they found was Baker had a crushed plastic soda bottle hidden under her mattress. They’re testing the bottle for drugs.”




She groaned out loud. “Get someone who can test that bottle for GC-161.”




“Crap.”




She said, “Yeah, that’s what I’d say, but my… authority figures are standing right here.”




He snorted, which she figured was better than laughing out loud. Then he said, “Better tell your pet hacker she needs to check the police reports for anything that might be GC-161 superpowers.”




She didn’t even get out the front door before her Terawatt phone buzzed in her pants pocket. It was Jack again. “Tera, bad news. The prison authorities got some prints off that crushed soda bottle. Nothing but Baker’s prints all over the barrel, but they got a partial off the underside, where it hadn’t been completely wiped clean. You’ll never guess whose print it matches.”




“Danielle R. Atron,” she guessed.




“Correct! Don Pardo, tell her what she’s won!”




She didn’t even know who Don Pardo was, but from Jack’s lame ‘game show announcer’ voice, she was guessing he was a game show guy. She said, “So that makes the odds pretty darn high it was GC-161 in that bottle.”




Jack said, “Yup. And it turns out Baker was visited by her new attorney Friday. Even though the court is saying she doesn’t have a new attorney, she still has the old one. But someone showed up with faked papers saying she was Baker’s new attorney, and met with Baker for about ten minutes. Said female lawyer had an expensive power suit, big ugly glasses, too much makeup, and gray hair which could easily be a wig. And she gave her name as Nora Dallienet. Which anybody with a brain ought to be able to tell is an anagram of ‘Danielle Atron.’ I swear, that woman has balls the size of weather balloons.”




She slowly said, “And if Danielle Atron is going to all the trouble of giving Jo Baker superpowers…”




Jack continued, “…then she’s targeting Alex Mack again. And maybe the whole Mack family. And anyone else she associates with Alex Mack and the GC-161 disaster. Like Raymond Alvarado or Louis Driscoll. Or police officer David Watt.”




She said, “Then I may need to be calling in that favor I just racked up a couple days ago.”




He said, “On it already. Call me when you feel like chatting. Over and out.”




She hung up and shoved her Terawatt phone back in her pants pocket. She wanted to have it handy. She wanted to have a lot of stuff handy.




Her mom said, “Danielle Atron?”




Her dad said, “Again?”




She grimaced. “Danielle Atron apparently went into a jail where Alex Mack’s enemy Jo Baker is awaiting trial, and gave Jo GC-161 superpowers. No one knows what powers they are. But the only reason Danielle would do something like that is so she could do something massively evil. Like go after us again. Jo’s definitely gonna go after me. But what’s the point, unless Danielle is sure I’m Terawatt.”




Her dad said, “Or she’s sure A.L. Mack knows who Terawatt really is.”




She slapped herself on the forehead. “I didn’t even think about that!”




Her mom said, “Either one is bad. And we know what she did the last time.”




Alex said, “I know you said you hated Sam’s ideas, but I think we have to be prepared, starting right now.”




Her dad said, “I’ve got everything ready. Your formulation is in the garage secure area.”




Her mom said, “I’ll be carrying ours. Do you need to get something to Raymond?”




She nodded unhappily. “Yeah. But he’s really not big on this.”




Her dad said, “Neither are we. I still think it’s a bad idea, but if Danielle backs us into a corner like last time, I want to have a better option than just hoping Ray and Hunter show up in the nick of time and bust us out of a locked room.”




She hugged both of them hard and said, “Please be safe. I love you.”




They both hugged her. “We love you too, honey.”




“We love you, and we want you to be safe too. Okay?”




“Okay.” She had to sniff a couple times as she walked out to her car with her gymbag and her backpack.




As she was getting into her car, her dad reminded her, “And don’t forget. Two hours.”




On the way in to school, she called Willow on the Terawatt phone and filled her in on Jack’s information.




Willow said, “That’s good. I mean, it’s all bad, but it’s good that Jack found out and wants to tell you and wants to help you.”




Alex said, “Just do what you do, because Jack probably has the best government IT guys outside of the NSA, plus anything he can get out of the NSA and the NSC and the CIA, and you’re still way ahead of them.”




Alex could practically hear the smile as Willow said, “Flattery will get you nowhere.”




Alex said, “It’s not flattery if it’s all true.”




When she got to school, she went straight to Ray, who was talking with Louis and Jackson and some of his other guys. She said, “Something important just came up this morning.”




Ray asked, “How important? Is it…”




She just nodded and took his hand, then led him off to a private spot. She explained everything and said, “You need to hide this on you somewhere, and keep it hidden until we have this thing wrapped up. I don’t want you to end up like…”




“Like Hunter’s dad?” he asked.




She nodded unhappily. He took the small plastic bottle from her and tucked it into one of his pants pockets. He moaned, “I hate this. I mean, this could go so wrong in so many different ways…”




She squeezed his hands and said, “I know. But the alternative is way worse.” She kissed him and led him off to homeroom.




She had been through tense times before. She had been through years of tenseness. But before, she had always been worried about herself. Okay, there had been plenty of times when she was afraid for Annie, or for people she didn’t even know. Like that time when Danielle made people think she had captured the Mystery Kid and had him prisoner in the plant, and Alex broke into the plant to try and rescue someone she’d never even seen before. Naturally, it was all a trick and Danielle didn’t have a real person prisoner, and was just setting up a big trap to catch Alex. And then there were the times when Alex had risked letting someone find out about her powers to save someone who was hurt or sick or in trouble. But now she was worrying about her mom and dad and boyfriend. She was worrying about what Danielle Atron was going to do, and what Jo was going to do, and what powers Jo would have, and all that stuff.




How did Jack do this job all the time and not go crazy? She knew that Sam and Buffy and Willow and Selina were pretty much ‘on duty’ every second, but she hadn’t really realized just how nerve-wracking it would be. She was pretty sure she’d go bonkers if she had to live like this for months, or years.




It was all she could do to concentrate on class stuff. She had her homework to turn in, and when Mrs. Finnegan noticed that she wasn’t really concentrating on class, she lied, “Umm, I sort of picked up some kind of bug when I was at Kent State, or on the airplane going there, or coming back. I’ve just felt kind of yucky for a couple days.”




“Aren’t you worried about spreading it to your classmates?”




She said, “Umm, I’m not sneezing or coughing or anything. And I missed two whole days of school, and I have two tests to make up, and all this homework to turn in, and I can’t afford to miss any more school.” Well, that wasn’t totally a lie, it just wasn’t being a hundred percent honest.




But then she had to focus on classes more, and try not to worry about armies of GC-161 enhanced supervillains attacking the school, or the chemical plant, or her house, or the whole darn town.




How were you supposed to take a make-up quiz when you were worrying about the safety of your family? But she had to take her make-up history quiz while Mr. Porter talked about new stuff to the rest of the class, which would have been incredibly distracting if she wasn’t already so distracted it was a wonder her head wasn’t spinning until it unscrewed and went flying across the room. Which she really, really hoped wasn’t a possible side-effect of taking GC-161.




She had studied the stuff the quiz was over, but her brain just didn’t want to remember it. so it took her longer than it should have to get through the quiz and turn it in and get back to taking notes. And then it was super hard to concentrate on what he was saying instead of worrying about what might be looming over the horizon at any second. And she still had a Spanish quiz to get through, which her brain did not want to do.




She turned in all her trig homework and managed to at least look like she was paying attention, and she could do the exercises Mrs. McGurty had them work on in class, but that was really because she had already read this section, not because she was listening to the teacher like she really needed to be doing. Oh man, Spanish class was going to be a disaster.




And then she got to go eat lunch. She sat with her friends in the caff and wolfed down her two sandwiches, because worrying was hard work. She wondered how come Jack didn’t have ulcers the size of elephants.




She was just finishing her carton of milk, when there was a ginormous crash from outside. She looked out the windows of the cafeteria, and she saw a car in the parking lot flipping over and smashing into a police car. She heard a handgun and a police shotgun going off. She ran to the window and saw someone grab the other police car by the frame on the side and flip it over. It didn’t just tip over, it flipped over and went maybe four or five feet off the ground before crashing into a couple student cars.




Jo Baker had arrived.




44. Sat Down



Alex watched in horror.




Jo wasn’t using telekinesis. Jo had super-strength. Enough strength to throw a car.




Jo wasn’t diverting the bullets and shotgun pellets with telekinesis. She was ignoring them. Alex could see where the bullets had hit Jo, wrecking her clothes but not scratching her skin. Jo wasn’t just really strong, she was invulnerable.




Oh crud, she really didn’t want to have to fight an angry Wonder Woman.




Alex could tell that the GC-161 had already turned Jo into a slimmer, more muscular threat. Jo was wearing what looked like a navy blue wetsuit with short sleeves and calf-length legs. Jo looked like she had already gone from maybe 280 or 300 pounds down to maybe 230 or 240, and she already looked like a comic book supervillainess instead of an angry fat girl. Especially when her skin had an odd bluish cast to it, like someone had poured a blue soda all over her, and her hair was kind of a dark blue, too.




Great. So she had an angry blue Wonder Woman. In a torn wetsuit with bullet holes.




Alex yelled, “Everyone! Move to the far end of the building! Now!” She looked at Robyn and Nicole and Louis, and they started herding everyone away from the windows. Alex could hear people were starting to panic and sprint down the halls away from the threat.




Frankly, the more people who ran like crazy, the better. As long as they didn’t run out into the parking lot to get to their cars, because Jo was out there. 




Alex started giving orders, because she didn’t think anyone else would know what to do any better than she did. “Louis! Go warn the principal and get everyone out of the offices and away from this. Nicole! Keep everyone moving away from these windows before Jo throws a Honda at us! Robyn! Call the police! Ray! Come on!”




She grabbed Ray’s hand and ran, taking the north hall to the front and the tiny visitors’ parking lot just outside. She gave him her backpack and her camera bag, and pointed out where he could get up on old Mr. Warren’s roof to get pictures.




Then she just had to get past Jo, out to the car, and change into Terawatt without being spotted. As Ray ran across the street and into Mr. Warren’s yard, Alex yanked out her Terawatt phone and called Willow. Unfortunately, it took forever.




Or at least fifteen seconds, like usual, so she forwarded a message. “Burn, it’s Tera. I have Jo Baker on-site east of the school, and she has super-strength and invulnerability. As in throwing cars and taking bullets off her chest. I don’t know if I can stop her. Alert the authorities, starting with the SRI and the National Guard. Over and out.”




She hung up and shoved the phone back in her pocket. Then she ducked behind a car and went silvery, before puddling back toward the building.




When Willow had sent her that map of all the storm drains and stormwater pipes in town, she had noted the stuff for the drains off the school roof that led down into the drainage system. And she was going to need that knowledge now. As she puddled across the tiny parking lot north of the school, she used her telekinesis to punch one of the metal drainpipes where it ran into the ground. That was enough to knock a hole in the thing, and she puddled through the hole and down into the drainage pipes.




She just had to take the correct turns. Left, right, straight, straight, and left. And she came up through a grate that was maybe twenty feet from her car. She puddled up into the car, changed into her uniform — while keeping her Terawatt phone — and puddled back into the drainage pipes. Then she came out about a block east, so she could come flying in to the battlezone like she was coming from somewhere else.




Jo was just closing in on the policemen, who were out of ammunition and were going to try to stop her with nightsticks. Ooh, that would be mega-bad. If Jo could throw a car, she could crush a man’s skull with one smack.




Oh. Now the naked cellmate with the fractured skull made a ton of sense. Jo busted her cellmate’s head and took the clothes because the GC-161 was making her lose weight, so her old prison clothes were all baggy and oversized.




Alex zoomed down in a dive and called out, “Joelle Harriet Baker! Stop now and surrender to the proper authorities!”




Jo stopped and turned to look at her. The police wisely backed up a lot more.




Jo scowled, “You! Superbitch! Let’s make this easy. You go in there and get this little bitch named Alex Mack and drag her out and I take her… or else I’m gonna smash your pretty face into mush, and rip those tits off and make you eat ’em!”




Alex stalled, because she didn’t really think she could get an easy win. This wasn’t like dealing with an invisible naked teenager who could be easily stopped in any of half a dozen different ways. She wasn’t sure she could get a win at all. “That isn’t the way this works, Miss Baker.”




Jo yelled, “It’s the way it works now! From now on, what I say goes! And don’t call me ‘Miss Baker,’ bitch! From here on out, I call the shots! And you can call me Crush! ’Cause I’m gonna crush you if you get in my way! Nobody can stop me now!”




Alex said, “It may feel that way, but there’s always someone else out there who can stop you. The superpowers that Danielle Atron gave those other criminals? That didn’t make them unstoppable. They’re all dead or in security cells now.”




Jo swore, “You fucking bitch, you’re just like everyone, telling me what to do, telling me how I’m fat and they’re pretty… Well, Alex Mack ain’t gonna be pretty anymore after today!”




Jo grabbed the front bumper of a car and pulled. She was using superstrength instead of telekinesis, so the bumper ripped loose, tearing the grill off and springing the hood. Jo spun around like she was throwing a discus, and she threw the bumper at Alex.




Alex was pretty sure what Jo was up to as soon as she saw the bumper get torn off, so she was ready. The bumper came flying through the air at her, and she simply dodged to her left. She didn’t know where the thing was going to come down, maybe out by the tennis court or the street, but she couldn’t stop and worry about it, because Jo was still going.




Jo ripped the hood off and hurled it like a frisbee, right through the big windows of the school cafeteria. But that was just a casual backhanded toss. She was busy ripping the entire engine block out of the car so she could heave that at the flying superheroine.




It had never occurred to Alex that someone might hate Terawatt because she looked really attractive. And it had never occurred to her that a supervillain might hate her a lot more because she looked something like Libby. But Alex was pretty sure that was part of what was going on with Jo Baker right that minute.




Jo threw the car engine like it was a shotput, and it went flying in a huge arc that went over Alex’s head. Alex realized that Jo didn’t know how to judge how far she could throw really heavy objects yet. That was bound to change as Jo threw more stuff.




Jo yelled, “I’m gonna crush you, and that little bitch Mack, and then I’m gonna crush every cop in this fucking town!” She turned and screamed at the policemen who had taken cover behind one of the bike sheds, “Yeah! You assholes! You shot my mom, you think I’m gonna let you get away with that? Go run away and tell ’em all, I’m coming for all of ’em once I’m done with this bitch!” She grabbed the frame of the car she had been tearing apart, and she spun around so she could throw the wreckage of the car.




Alex wasn’t sure where Jo was going to throw the wreckage, but there was a real possibility Jo was going to throw it at the policemen, so she let Jo have it with a hefty lightning blast. It didn’t have much effect on Jo, but the car came apart in a shower of sparks, and the chunk that Jo threw at the bike shed was only about four hundred pounds.




The chunk was a lot smaller than Jo had been planning on, so when Jo let go, it went sailing way over the bike shed, instead of crashing into the shed and crushing the policemen.




Jo turned and glared at Alex, who was still hovering a good forty feet in the air and a hundred feet away. “That hurt, you fuckhead!”




Wow, it sure didn’t look like it hurt Jo. Alex had blasted plenty of things before, and she had even zapped a few people too, and nobody ever just ignored the zap and then said ‘that hurt.’ No, she was used to people being knocked out cold, or blasted through the air, or stuff like that. As far as she could tell, Jo basically acted like someone who scuffled their feet over the wool carpet and then touched the tv set.




Jo looked around on the ground. She picked up a cracked-open car battery and tore it in half. Alex spotted that the battery acid didn’t seem to bother Jo any, either. Jo took the smaller chunk of battery, and crushed it into something the size of a softball. Then she threw it right at Alex’s stomach.




This wasn’t some chunk of metal that Jo was going to heave in a big arc. This was something small enough for Jo to hurl like a baseball. It came searing at Alex way faster than she could fly. She pushed it to the left with a telekinetic guide parry, while she moved maybe a foot to the right.




It just missed hitting her right in the stomach and maybe killing her.




But that distraction was all Jo had needed, because Alex didn’t react soon enough to dodge the other half of the car battery. She went silvery, just in time, but it still punched right through her. And the battery acid burned like fire through everything that got punched through.




For a moment, she thought she was going to lose all her concentration and fall to the parking lot, but she managed to hang on, even if she dropped maybe twenty feet. She struggled to ignore the burning and the pain in her guts, and she tried to think what to do next.




But she wasn’t focusing on Jo, who was already moving again. Alex didn’t realize what Jo was doing when she heard the loud ripping crack, so it wasn’t until the tree smashed her into the ground like a tennis racket hitting an ace that she realized Jo had torn off half of one of the planted trees in the parking lot and used it to swat her out of the air.




Her silvery form hit the parking lot hard. Hard enough to make her see stars. Hard enough to stun her.




And that was why Alex still hadn’t moved away when Jo picked up that station wagon and slammed it down on top of her.







Ray was lying on the back side of Mr. Warren’s roof, using the peak of the roof as his camera base. He nearly screamed when that fat cow smashed that car on Alex. He just kept doing what he was supposed to. He just kept telling himself Alex would be fine. That Alex could handle anything.




He didn’t notice that he had just cracked the plastic bottle in his front pocket, and the contents were leaking out through his jeans, running down the shingles of the roof.







George Mack answered his phone, even though he was in a meeting with Dr. Johns and some FDA officials.




It was one of his worst nightmares.




The unmistakable voice of Danielle Atron said, “George, you need to get home. Right now. And don’t hang up or turn off your phone. I want to hear what you’re up to.”




There was the distinct sound of Barb in the background, yelling, “George, no!” He suddenly felt like someone had stabbed him in the chest with a giant icicle.




He stood up and said, “I have to go.”




Dr. Johns looked at him with worry in his eyes, but Calloway, the annoying one of the FDA team, snapped, “You can’t just walk out on a meeting like this!”




George clenched his jaw and simply said, “Call the police. Danielle Atron just kidnapped my wife.”




He thought several people gasped or cursed, but he wasn’t paying attention. He didn’t turn off his phone. He didn’t hang up. He did as he was told. But he ran as fast as he could to the parking lot, and drove off as fast as he could. He didn’t bother to wait his turn at the guard station, either. He cut around it and drove through a flower bed. Then he drove as fast as he could to his house. He was sure there were red lights and stop signs, but he wasn’t paying them any mind.




When he pulled up to his house, there was no car in the driveway. There were no cars on the street. Lars was calmly waiting in his driveway.




Lars smugly clambered into the passenger seat and said, “Let’s go, George. Barbara is waiting for you. Go that way.”




George obeyed. He backed out of the driveway and drove south. He stiffly said, “Lars, I always knew you were unprincipled about scientific research, but I didn’t realize you were willing to do something like this.”




Lars smirked, “Oh, you never knew me at all, George. I’ve always been willing to take that next step upward for enough money. Danielle’s just offered me enough money that I’ve taken that next step half a dozen times. Now I’m so many steps up the stairs that I’m nearly at the roof. So don’t try anything, because at this point, I think I’d enjoy shooting you through the lower intestine. I’ve read that it’s a very slow, agonizing way to die. And if you don’t show up, there’s no telling what Danielle might do to your lovely wife.”




George gritted his teeth and stepped harder on the gas pedal.




45. Set Up



Alex watched tons of turned-over station wagon come crashing down on top of her. She looked at the cartop carrier on its roof, and she slid her silvery form inward enough not to get hacked into pieces when the rails of the carrier hit the pavement. Then she gritted her teeth, even though she didn’t really have any teeth while she was a silvery blob.




The station wagon hit her and the pavement with a ferocious crash. The weight of the body crushed the sides of the car, turning the inside of the thing into mangled metal and plastic. The roof smacked her like she was hit by a… well, like she was hit by a car. If she wasn’t silvery, she would have been very, very dead.




As it was, it just hurt. A lot. Everywhere.




The car roof caved in, as the cartop carrier rails took the brunt of the impact. Every window shattered, hurling safety glass all over the place. The engine busted through the hood of the car and smashed into the asphalt. And Alex moved.




Jo easily tipped the car up onto its side to see if Terawatt was dead. “What the f—”




As soon as Alex had gotten the chance, she had puddled through the broken windshield and into the crushed car interior. So when Jo tilted the car onto its side, there was nothing under the car.




Alex flowed up inside the car and lunged forward with a long, thin flow of silver. Jo was looking down, and didn’t see her coming until it was too late. Alex jabbed Jo right in the eyeball and let loose with a mammoth electrical blast.




Jo screamed in pain. She fell backward onto the asphalt, grabbing at her eye with both hands. “You bitch! You fucking bitch!”




Alex flowed up and floated out of the wreckage of the car, then hovered ten feet above her opponent.




Jo shrieked, “I can’t see! I’ll kill you for this, you bitch! I’m blind!”




Alex felt really bad. Had she really blinded Jo? She hadn’t jabbed her with something sharp, or even a finger. She had poked her with a tendril of her silvery goo shape, and that was pretty mushy. But the lightning blast was another matter. She had gone for Jo’s eye because she wanted the best conduction she could get. And maybe she had been hoping to knock her out with a lightning blast to the brain. But she didn’t want to blind anybody. Not even ‘Crush’ the latest supervillain.




Jo yelled, “You’re DEAD! Do you hear me? When I get my hands on you I’m gonna rip you into so many tiny pieces you’ll wish I let that Atron bitch get you!”




Uh-oh. That was what she was afraid of. She made sure she was sticking with her Terawatt voice, and she said, “I knew it was Danielle Atron when the prison reported that your new lawyer was named Nora Dallienet. Which is ‘Danielle Atron’ with the letters scrambled.”




Jo took two vicious swings in the direction of Alex’s voice. Fortunately, Alex was about seven feet out of Jo’s reach.




And Alex sighed to herself. Jo’s eye looked okay. It wasn’t even bleeding. It was just all dilated. So maybe she had shocked the heck out of Jo’s optic nerve and overloaded it. Which meant maybe Jo really was blind, at least for a few minutes. But what could she do to stop someone with Jo’s powers in just a couple minutes? She flew over to the destroyed police cars and looked through the ruins.




One of the policemen stepped over and politely asked, “Terawatt, what are you looking for?”




She said, “Antidote. If you’ve got any, we could use it right this second.”




“Sorry ma’am, but that’s not something we carry around. Officer Watt’s car is the only patrol car where we keep any onboard, and that’s only because he’s needed it a couple times, thanks to you.”




She asked, “Is everyone okay?”




He said, “My partner caught a chunk of something heavy, and his arm’s broken in a couple places. Probably a few ribs, too. But we called it in. There should be antidote and EMTs here any second now.”




She said, “I have no idea how long she’ll be down, and she’s dangerous even as she is right now. Without antidote, I don’t think anyone has a chance of restraining her.”




“Right. Anybody who can throw a Chevy isn’t going to be bothered with a pair of handcuffs.”




She flew back to Jo, who was still lying on her back with her hands over her eyes. She said, “Miss Baker, the effects should be temporary. If I were you, I would be more worried about what the GC-161 would do to your body. The human body is not designed to lift three tons and throw it through the air.”




Jo hissed, “My body is fine, you bitch. When I get my sight back, I’ll show you.”




As Jo struggled to get to her hands and knees, Alex finally noticed that Jo was barefoot. And that there were a bunch of places on the parking lot where a foot-shaped dent had gone a couple inches into the asphalt. If Jo started out with a pair of shoes, they probably didn’t last past the first time Jo stomped on something or lifted something heavy.




Alex tried again, “Miss Baker, the chemical is turning your skin and hair blue.”




“Well duh, you moron,” Jo growled. She managed to get to her hands and knees, but her balance was all wonky too, and she fell over when she tried to stand up. “I hate you so bad!”




Alex sort of felt bad that it was her fault Jo was hurt, but she sort of felt good that someone working with Danielle Atron was stopped. As soon as the police backup and two ambulances pulled into the parking lot, Alex and the police officer, whose last name was Turner according to his nametag on his uniform, stopped everyone from getting near Jo until the antidote was administered and took effect.




Then Alex just had to administer the antidote. She flew over and hovered about seven feet above Jo. “Miss Baker?”




“What do you want n—” Alex poured half a tube into Jo’s open mouth. Jo choked and gagged on it, and tried to spit out what she hadn’t swallowed. “No way! I’m not takin’ any antidote! No way!”




Alex poured some onto Jo’s face, and then used her telekinesis to pour the rest of the tube into the rips in Jo’s wetsuit. She figured the wetsuit would keep the antidote inside it, against Jo’s skin, even if Jo didn’t want it.




And Jo really didn’t want it. “You bitch! Stop it!” She tried to wipe the antidote off her face, and she frantically tore at her wetsuit to get the antidote off her skin. “I’ll kill you!” Her strength easily turned parts of the wetsuit to tatters.




But in less than a minute, the blue color began to fade from Jo’s skin. And her hair began to change back to normal, starting at her scalp and moving down the strands. Jo sagged back helplessly against the asphalt, “You fucking bitch! Please, don’t do this to me! I can’t go back to being all… weak… and useless…” She began to sob softly. “I can’t go back…”




The phone in her sleeve was buzzing, so Alex flew a hundred feet straight up to take the call. “Terawatt here.”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice gasped, “Oh my God, I’ve been calling you for like a minute solid, and you weren’t answering, and your GPS chip put you in the school parking lot, and the police had that marked as a 10-98 and a 10-10 and an officer down and a 10-9000!”




Alex blinked and said, “Okay, give me that one more time. And I don’t know the police radio codewords.”




Willow went a little slower and said, “Okay. 10-98 means ‘escaped prisoner’ so like duh, that’s Jo Baker. And 10-10 means ‘fight in progress.’ And officer down? Badness. And the 10-9000 isn’t legal in California, but the Paradise Valley P.D. have started using it for superpowered danger. Somebody on the force must like ‘Dragonball.’ And Colonel O’Neill said he was flying in with a team to help you. And… Oh God, I have worse information coming in! Your dad. He just got a phone call and ran out of a meeting and told them Danielle Atron had your mom. And he ran like three red lights, and his phone is busy so he hasn’t disconnected from whatever call he got, and it’s probably Atron. And his GPS chip says he’s driving south on I-5, and he must be going pretty fast. Definitely over the speed limit.”




Alex said, “This is bad. Ultra-mega-bad. Warn everyone else and have them meet somewhere safe that no one would think they’d go. Like the back of Gloria’s shop. But not their homes, and not the school.”




Willow said, “The colonel’s trying to call you, so I’m signing off until I have more intel.”




The phone buzzed, and Alex answered it in her Terawatt voice. “Terawatt here.”




Jack gasped, “Holy crap, don’t do that to me again. I’m old! I could have a coronary! We’ve been trying to reach you for three solid minutes!”




She said, “I was in the middle of a superfight, and then Acid Burn called me with really bad news.”




He said, “We’re still an hour out, plus time for movement from the tarmac to wherever you need us.”




She said, “George Mack just reported that Danielle Atron has his wife prisoner. He’s driving south down I-5 and can’t answer his phone. He may have one of Atron’s people on the line, giving him directions.”




Jack said, “Roger that. Do you have your supervillain under control?”




She said, “Just barely. Miss Baker got something new from the drug. Superstrength and invulnerability.”




“Not just really good telekinesis?”




She said, “No. This is super-strong as in ‘pick up a station wagon and throw it’ strong. And the bullets and shotgun rounds went through her clothes but just bounced off her skin.”




Jack whistled, “Whew. Can’t say I’m sorry we missed that one. How many casualties?”




She said, “We were lucky. One officer with a broken arm and ribs. I got there before she tore the policemen into pieces or killed a hundred schoolchildren to get to Alex Mack, who apparently she was supposed to turn over to Atron.”




Jack said, “I’m getting pretty peeved with that woman.”




“Me too.”




He said, “If you have your supervillain threat under control, then the next stage of the operation has to be dealing with Atron’s kidnap scheme. We can re-direct our flight path and move to an intercept route for George Mack’s car. If he’s driving south, then Atron is probably south of you and within easy driving distance. That’s more intel on her than we’ve had before. I’ll have the pilots make nice with every AFB between you and San Diego, and see if I can line up a fast chopper for us when we arrive.”




“Thanks. Thanks a ton,” she told him.




She hung up, and started to fly back to the ground, but her phone went off again. It was Willow. “Tera! I got everyone but R.A. and he’s not answering, and his GPS chip says he’s moving south down I-5 about twenty miles behind George Mack!”




Alex thought some very, very bad words in her head. She didn’t know what to say, so she just said what Jack said, “Roger that.”




She darted over to Mr. Warren’s yard. There, on the ground at the side of the house where Ray would have climbed up Mr. Warren’s trellis to get to the roof, was Ray’s backpack. And her backpack. And her camera bag. And her videocamera, lying on the ground in the flowerbed, with a big dent beside it like Ray fell off the trellis and landed in the dirt.




She flew down and checked the ground. It was soft, so maybe Ray was okay, or at least not too badly hurt. Even if he was probably a kidnap victim too. She checked the videocamera, in case Ray caught something related to his kidnappers.




The film of the Terawatt — Crush battle was pretty good. Ray was probably using the peak of the roof as a camera support. But he was flinching every time Terawatt was in danger.




And when the battle was over, he got up and walked to the trellis with the camera still recording. She could see the street between the school and Mr. Warren’s house, and there was a plain white panel truck there, with two men in plain white coveralls and white painter’s caps.




She could see that one of them had a great big tranquilizer dart gun. Crud. She turned off the videocamera, brushed it off, and slipped it into the camera bag where it would be safer.




She pulled out her Terawatt phone again and called Louis. “L.D.? It’s me. They got R.A. Come to the west side of old Mister Warren’s house and retrieve two backpacks plus a camera bag.”




“I can be there in… four minutes.”




She said, “Great. The videocamera has footage of the Terawatt battle. Tell the station that the supervillain is escaped prisoner Jo Baker AKA Joelle Harriet Baker AKA the new supervillainess Crush.”




“Supervillain? Crush? You’re kidding.”




“I totally wish I was. I’ve got more crisis points, and I’ve got to fly. Over and out.”




She flew back to the policemen, who were helping the paramedics strap Jo down on a gurney. Jo had gauze taped over both eyes, which looked bad.




She said to one of the officers she’d met before, “I’m sorry, but Miss Baker was just one part of a plot by Danielle Atron. I have to deal with some other crises.”




He said, “We’re good with that. You may want to call in and check on Dr. George Mack and his wife Barbara Mack, because the word’s out on them too.”




She said, “Thank you, officer Weller.”




As she lifted off again, Jo yelled, “I hope Atron rips your tits off, you bitch!”




Alex waited until she was a couple hundred feet in the air and moving toward home before she called Captain Collins. It was probably a bad sign that she got put right through to him.




He said, “Terawatt! I’m glad you called. The mayor ditched your phone number on orders from the governor, so we couldn’t call you and give you a heads-up. Your photographer friend? A.L. Mack?”




She played dumb. “Who? Oh. The girl with the camera hiding by the Sterling Building. I thought her name was Alice. Alice Marx?”




“Alex Mack. Her dad’s one of the big cheeses at the Paradise Valley Chemical plant. When the big GC-161 fiasco went down, Danielle Atron kidnapped him and his whole family, except the older daughter who’s in college on the East Coast. Atron’s at it again. We have reason to believe Atron grabbed Mrs. Mack, and Mr. Mack rushed off to do something. He isn’t answering his phone and we haven’t seen him anywhere. There’s no one at the Mack residence, either.”




Alex said, “So this thing at the high school was Atron sending a supervillain to kidnap the daughter too. Now some of the things Miss Baker was yelling are making sense.”




He said, “The girl doesn’t seem to be at the school now, even though her car is still in the school parking lot according to the principal. If she’s smart she’ll stay away from it and her house. We sent a squad car over to her boyfriend’s house, but she isn’t there, and the boyfriend didn’t come home either, and he’s not answering his phone.”




She said, “So we don’t know if they’re separated, or if they’re together in hiding somewhere, or if perhaps Atron’s people have grabbed at least one of them as well.”




He muttered, “That’s right, cheer me up…”




She asked, “Can you give me the addresses for Alice Mack and the boyfriend?”




“Alex Mack,” he corrected. “Alexandra Louise Mack.”




“Alex. Got it,” she said, like she had no idea who Alex Mack was.




After he gave her the addresses, she gave him her 1-976 number and warned him that Jo Baker might require more antidote before her strength was completely down to normal. Then she signed off.




Boy, now that all that adrenaline was starting to wear off, she hurt all over, especially her chest and her stomach and her legs. She was not going to let people dump cars on her anymore, ever again.




She flew up to about a thousand feet before she moved over to her house. And she looked really carefully all over the place before she decided there was nothing unusual.




And just about the time she started descending, she realized there was a little satellite dish on the end of the roof of her house. Her house had cable tv and cable internet. They didn’t have satellite anything. “Oh crud.”




She stopped in mid-air and called Willow. “Tera here. Can you check the Mack house for anything like cameras or microphones or like that, with a satellite hookup for broadcasting?”




“Ooh… A separate broadcast system with a satellite dish? Let me see…” Alex could hear lots of typing going on. “Uh-oh, that’s a metric poopton of potential satellite receptors. If Atron’s smart, she’s got an illegal piggyback on one of the commercial sats, so I’d have to bust their firewall and decode a few million signals just to find it, even if we knew which one. If she’s not, she’s probably using something like a standard satellite internet connection. That would be jammable, and maybe even traceable.”




Alex went silvery, changed her shape so she was pretty much a silver pipe a couple inches around, and went lower. She didn’t understand why she could talk when she was silvery. She just held the cellphone out in the air, a couple inches from her silvery form, and talked into it. “If Atron has the house wired, I may not be able to get in and do what I need to do without getting caught. Maybe she’d just watch me on some hidden cameras. Maybe she’d set off a really big bomb.”




Willow said, “She’s been hiring mercenaries, so they probably have access to illegal surveillance gear and really big boominess. I’m checking now.”




Alex flew lower and said, “I’m coming down right over the satellite dish. It says… DirectNet on it.”




Willow said, “Okay. I’m hitting the DirectNet firewall now. It’s pretty good. Unix boxen with everything updated are tough firewalls. Oooo-kay. That might work… Nope, they got that thing patched. Lemme see… Oh poo, they have that patched and up to date too! What else can I try…”




Alex floated around her rooftop really carefully. There was a tiny thing about the size of two cigarettes pointing down over her front door. There was another tiny probably-camera pointing down over the back door, and one pointing down over the front of her garage, which they didn’t even open anymore because it was her dad and Annie’s home lab. And there was no way of knowing how many cameras were running inside the house.




“Ah-hah!” Willow crowed. “A popular open source firewall component made by… Red Tree Software! They’re using my software to filter packets for their TCP/IP protocol stack, which means…” Alex could hear the sound of frantic typing for several seconds. “Ta-da! And we’re through the packet filter, and now we’re into the application layer… hang on a few seconds… and we have access. Can you get me an ID off the satellite dish or the hub it’s hooked to?”




Alex flew around the satellite dish and looked at the white cable running from the dish to the attic vent. She was already silvery, so she just pulled her phone into her morph and flowed up into the vent and followed the cable to a box that had lots of blinking lights… and eight wires going over to what looked like four big bricks made out of clay. Uh-oh.




She read off the ID code on the top of the box. Then she said, “I think I found the ‘really big boom’ part. There’s four big blocks of what I think are plastic explosives.”




Willow asked, “Are there detonators on wires stuck in the stuff?”




“Umm, yeah.”




Willow calmly said, “Okay, I looked all this stuff up. Use your telekinesis to pull all the detonators out, and then move the high explosives at least five feet away from the detonators.”




“I can do that,” Alex said. The detonators slid easily out of the clay-like junk. Once she had the detonators out, she picked up the plastic explosives and pulled them into her silvery form. They went in the shed out in back, where they would be safe. She hoped. Then she stayed silvery and flew back into the attic. She searched the whole thing and didn’t find any more bomb stuff. But she was figuring there could be more plastic explosive elsewhere in the house if the bad guys wanted.




Willow said, “Okay. Six cameras running live. Two looking down into what I guess is your front yard outside, one looking down into what I guess is your back yard…”




“I found those three already,” Alex mentioned.




“Okay… one in an entryway looking at a nice dark brown door, I’m guessing it’s the inside of your front door. One looking from the inside at a white door that looks like it could be your back door, if the other one’s your front door. And one pointing at a square table on a white linoleum floor and I think that’s an oven in the background. And there’s a big sheet of paper on the table, with a cell phone on top of it.”




Alex said, “I don’t know if I got all the explosives. There could be more, hidden somewhere in the house.”




Willow said, “Right. I’ll just screen ingoing signals on the connection and let the outgoing signals go as is. No sending boom messages to the system from outside the house.”




Alex said, “Great. Thanks. I’m going in. If I show up on any camera, buzz me.”




She was already in the attic, so she puddled over to the attic trapdoor down to the second floor. She pushed it open a couple inches with her telekinesis and puddled through, then gently moved it back in to position. She still didn’t know if there was sound with any of the camera pictures, and she didn’t want to let Danielle and her people find out she was in the house before she was ready to let them find out.




She flew down to the kitchen and stayed up near the ceiling. Yep, there was the little camera, pointing at the table and the oven and the stove. She stayed up at the ceiling as she flew over the table. The paper on the table just said, “Open the phone and press speed dial 1.”




She flew out to the garage, and went to her dad’s ‘garage secure area,’ which was a fireproof safe hidden in the garage wall under one of the workbenches. And the combination to the safe was her birthdate, which Willow had said was a really not-safe combination because lots of people used birthdates and other important dates for their combination-dial safes, and criminals knew that.




She took out the vial of green liquid and drank it, trying to ignore the nasty taste and the even nastier aftertaste. Then she slipped the empty vial back in the safe and slipped back out of the house the way she came. She checked her phone for the time. How could it only be ten after twelve with everything that had happened? She turned and flew toward Gloria’s store.




She dove down into the empty streambed to get to the right drainage pipe, and then she puddled her way up to the grate behind Gloria’s shop. She slipped under the security door, and puddled over to a spot where no one out front could see. Then she went normal. 




Louis was sitting on a stool working on his phone and looking worried. His eyes lit up when he saw her, and she had to put her fingers to her lips to get him to be quiet. He ‘casually’ stepped over to where she was standing.




She could hear Nicole and Gloria in the front of the store, so she whispered, “Robyn?”




Louis pointed to the front of the store and she gave him a thumbs-up. She whispered, “They have mom and dad and Ray. We think.”




He nodded unhappily. He whispered, “I got your footage over to KPVC. They’re pretty happy with it. Robyn and Nicole are playing waitress and worrying about you.”




She whispered, “Send ’em back here one at a time.”




He pulled out his phone and texted Gloria. T back here. wants 2 say hi.




Gloria rushed through the doorway, hurried over, and gave Alex a huge hug. Alex put a finger to her lips in the ‘quiet’ gesture.




Gloria babbled in a whisper, “Oh God, we were so worried, and we haven’t heard from Ray, and Willow told us about your folks…”




Alex forced a smile and said, “Just put Robyn and Nicole and Louis to work. Robyn waiting tables, Nicole making doughnuts with you supervising, and Louis doing your taxes. With any luck, all of this will be over in several hours, and you won’t have to worry about anything.”




Gloria whispered, “Right now I’m worrying about whether you need something to eat.”




Alex grinned and gave her another hug. Then Gloria went to the display cases and pulled a glazed apple fritter, a Bavarian cream, a large chocolate éclair, and a cinnamon twist.




Alex wolfed down the apple fritter while Louis frowned, “How come I don’t get free donuts?”




Gloria pointed at her laptop computer and said, “You get my new accounting software set up and some data entry done, and you can eat as many donuts as you want.”




Louis grinned, “I am all about the accounting software packages and such.”




Alex whispered, “He really is good at this stuff. And salesmanship. Get him to think about boosting your sales after the news crew business slacks off.”




Gloria sent Robyn back, and it was all Alex could do to keep Robyn from squealing when she ran over for a hug. Robyn was fine waitressing for the afternoon and into the evening, as long as Alex was okay. Then Robyn sent Nicole back, and Nicole was speechless as she ran over for a hug too. Nicole was good with the cooking part, because she had no idea how to make donuts and she wanted to learn, now that she knew how good they tasted when they were done right.




Once Alex had checked that they were all safe, she puddled out under the back door, down into the stormwater runoff system, and out to the dry creek. Then she flew to the top of one of the taller office buildings in town.




She had to stop there, because she was feeling really nauseous, on top of the aches she already had. She knew the green serum from the garage safe was supposed to affect her, and needed two full hours to be fully active, but she hadn’t realized that ‘affect you’ was going to mean ‘make you so nauseous you just want to vomit all over the place.’ It was all she could do to keep down those donuts, and she was sure she needed the calories.




Her phone buzzed, and it was Willow. “Tera, good news. Sort of. I traced the signal. Whoever is watching your house is in Bakersfield. The warehouse and light industry district. So probably not an office building or a house.”




She asked, “Could George Mack be heading there?”




Willow said, “He could be. But Danielle Atron could have hired mercenaries based there, when she’s somewhere south, or even somewhere else in Bakersfield. Or the mercenaries are making George go to them, and Atron is somewhere else far away.”




Alex said, “What about the phone sitting on my kitchen table?”




Willow said, “Nada until it gets turned on and used. I’ve already got your cell tower hacked. When you talk to her, I can trace the call through the cell tower and monitor the packets and find out just where she really is. That’s our best bet. She has no idea we’re prepared for when you go into the house, so she’s probably not got this avenue firewalled and redirected as much as she could.”




Alex said, “Not as much as you could, anyway.”




After Willow hung up, Alex went silvery just so she couldn’t throw up. She felt so awful she just wanted to take a ton of medicine and crawl into her bed and be unconscious for a day. Or two. Or seven. Or three hundred and sixty five. Ugh.




She called Jack and tried not to sound like she was horribly sick. “Tera here. Atron has cameras in the Mack house, waiting for either me or Alex. Acid Burn traced the satellite signal to watchers in Bakersfield, in the warehouse and light industry district. But we don’t have any evidence Danielle is there too. Still, George Mack and Alex’s boyfriend Ray are moving separately down I-5 toward Bakersfield or somewhere beyond. When I go into the house and use that phone, I expect to be talking to Danielle herself. At that point, Acid Burn will be able to trace the other end down to a cellphone tower.”




Jack said, “Bakersfield, huh? We’ll re-write our flight plan for Edwards Air Force Base, and if we’re really talking about downtown Bakersfield, I’ll see what Walter can swing us.”




“Okay.”




Jack said, “Tera, this will be okay. We’re gonna make it work out. Atron won’t think you have any support coming, because she doesn’t do supportive. She had the supervillain mindset back when she was just a pharmaceuticals exec.”




“Thanks, Jack. I needed that.”




“Over and out.”




She didn’t tell him that what she really needed was an air sickness bag the size of Los Angeles. At least, that was what her tummy was telling her. And she needed a really big headache pill, because she was getting the worst headache of her life. This serum was such a bad idea. How was she supposed to face down Danielle Atron and a pile of minions, if she could hardly keep from urping all the time?







Danielle Atron stared down the man. Oh, he thought he was tough, but he had no idea. “Shut up, Rojo.” Oh, and he thought he was being subtle. A Hispanic man using the Spanish word for red as his alias. Well, he was going to be rojo in the face when he realized she was right. “You will do what I want, when I tell you to.”




He insisted, his slight Southern European accent becoming more pronounced as he became agitated. “Ms. Atron, this is a waste of effort! This Terawatt, she flies!”




Danielle glared at him. It was all she could do not to lose control. She didn’t think he’d like her when she was angry. “And this time, she will have support. She had men in military gear backing her play in Illinois as of last week. She’ll use them now.”




He grimaced. “And how do you know this?”




She snapped, “Because I have eyeballs! And a brain! I studied the CNN coverage of her appearance in Illinois, and I looked up the unused camera footage, which they post on their website for news junkies. She had military backup, or at least people who dressed the part, down to what looked like official U.S. military tactical operations vests and firearms. There were three of them, maybe more who never appeared on camera. So I want every one of your men here, with every weapon they’ve got, and all the defensive preparations we discussed!”




He folded very satisfactorily. “Si, senora. But the men will not be happy about this.”




“I don’t pay them to be happy.”




46. Stuffed Up



Alex stayed in a puddle so she wouldn’t throw up all over the place. She stared up at the sky and concentrated on the cloud shapes. Her nausea just got worse. Her headache got worse. She muttered to herself, “That green stuff better be worth it, because right now I wouldn’t mind Danielle shooting me and putting me out of my misery.”




At one thirty, she got ready to fly to the Mack house for Terawatt’s official visit. She checked with Willow first. “It’s Tera. Any news?”




Willow said, “George Mack’s GPS chip just moved off I-5 toward Bakersfield. But it could just be his phone. We don’t have any evidence he’s with it.”




“I know. Give the colonel what we’ve worked out, and tell him I may be on the phone with Danielle Atron, so no phone calls. Text messages only until I call you or him.”




Willow said, “Good luck. Terawatt.” Her worry came through the AutoTuning.




Alex made sure her phone was set on vibrate for everything, and she concentrated for long moments until she was pretty sure she wouldn’t urp as she stood up. Then she went normal and leapt off the building.




Flying made her feel better. Maybe it was the air on her face. But her headache wasn’t any better, and the nausea was still mega-awful. She was never touching that green junk again. Especially when it was pretty useless, since you had to take it and let it work for at least two hours before it did any good, and then her dad said it would wear off again in maybe ten or twelve hours, even if the side effects might take a little longer than that to go away.




If this nausea and headache took longer than twelve hours to go away, she was gonna die.




One thirty. She still had forty minutes before the two hours were up and she could trust that the stuff was active. But it was going to take her longer than that to get to Bakersfield. Unless Danielle was pulling a fast one, and wanted her hostages to be somewhere far away where Terawatt couldn’t rescue them. If that turned out to be right, then Danielle was going to be in for a nasty surprise when Jack and his people hit Bakersfield.




She flew across the town to the Mack residence and landed on the front lawn. She strode up to the front door and even looked right at the camera stuck on the gutter, so Danielle would know she knew. She tried to look patient as she rang the doorbell, then knocked, and then rang the doorbell again.




She acted like she was tired of waiting, and she puddled under the front door. Boy, she needed to remind her dad to fix that weatherstripping.




She called out in her Terawatt voice, “Hello? Is anyone home? This is Terawatt! I am fully aware that you are being hunted by Danielle Atron, and I am here to help you!”




Naturally, no one said anything. She looked in the living room, the garage, and the dining room before she got to the kitchen. She hoped Danielle was tearing her hair out waiting for Terawatt to get to the big message.




She stopped and looked at the message on the kitchen table. She even turned so the oven was behind her and she could look at the camera stuck on the wall.




The message was still the same. She picked up the phone, turned it on, and pressed the speed dial.




A voice Alex hadn’t wanted to hear again answered the phone. “Well, well, well. It took you long enough, Terawatt.”




She gritted her teeth so she wouldn’t be sick on the floor. In front of the camera. “Danielle Atron, I presume. I’ve been wondering how long you’d keep hiding from me.”




Danielle sneered, “Hiding? From you? What a laugh. I didn’t even realize you existed, until your little friend Alex Mack got those videos of you in action and put them on the news.”




Alex said, “Don’t you mean your little friend Alice Mack? Aren’t you the one who kidnapped her and her whole family and got yourself arrested for it?”




She knew. This was the moment Selina had prepared her for. If she failed to convince Gloria she wasn’t Terawatt, then Gloria became part of her team. If she failed to convince Danielle Atron, then her whole family was doomed.




Danielle corrected her, “ALEX Mack.” She asked, “If you don’t know Alex, then why are you in her house?”




She said, “Because the police gave me this address, along with that of her boyfriend, after I stopped your latest superthug from destroying the high school that no longer bears your name. Why else would I be here?”




Danielle said, “You have to know Alex Mack. She’s the only natural GC-161 case besides you. She then turns out to be the first person who gets you on video.”




She said, “Hmm, I see your point. That sounds too coincidental to be anything except causality, even if I doubt I’m only the second superpowered person in the entire town. So… you kidnapped the Mack family because you knew Alex had powers? The police have assumed you kidnapped the family to keep George Mack quiet until after your first shipments of GC-161 diet products were selling in stores. Why don’t you ask the Macks how Alex managed to track me down first? You’re the one who has them all.”




Danielle sneered, “Why don’t you come and rescue them?”




Alex asked, “Does that mean you want to tell me where I can go, so I can walk into a massive trap? If it means rescuing a helpless family, I’ll do it.”




Danielle said, “Good. Drop all your equipment on the kitchen table.”




Alex said, “Pardon me, but you are looking at me through that camera, right?” She slowly turned around. “I have no ‘equipment’ on me. This uniform is skin-tight already. Where would I put anything?”




Danielle growled, “Fine. Keep this phone on, and fly south down I-5. I’ll tell you when you need to make course corrections.”




She said, “I’ll do that. But I should warn you. My flight speed looks substantial when I’m cutting across city blocks, but I can be outrun by most of the cars on the highway. If you want me to travel a few hundred miles, it will take me hours.”




Danielle said, “Just keep that phone on you, and we’ll know how fast you’re moving, and if you try anything funny.”




Alex lied, “My colleagues tell me I don’t have much of a sense of humor, so it’s unlikely I will try anything ‘funny.’ I’m leaving now.”




She kept the phone in her hand and strode out the front door, locking it after her. Then she stood where the camera for the front door could see her, and she flew off into the sky. And she managed the whole thing without urping even once on camera.




She flew south and found I-5. The cars and trucks were whizzing along hundreds of feet below her, even if she was moving faster than most of them. She went silvery and squeezed herself into a more aerodynamic form, pointier at the front and back, smoother all over, and thicker in the middle like a bird’s body. Or a fish’s body. She was flying over a big semi truck, and judging by how she pulled ahead of it, maybe flying like this when she was silvery meant she could go a few miles an hour faster.




The wind all over felt good, but it didn’t make her nausea go away. Or her headache. And flying like this was boring. Just mile after mile of interstate, and tiny cars and trucks below that were no more than moving dots.




Her Terawatt phone buzzed, so she went normal and checked the text message. It was from Willow. Atron in Bfield same place as GM & RA, Jack alerted




Wow, maybe things were going her way.




And she spotted a big triple-trailer truck tearing down the road at well over a hundred, and definitely going faster than she was going. She went silvery and dove down to land on the middle trailer. Then she flattened out and tried to enjoy the ride.




At least, she tried to ignore the nausea. And the headache. And the stomach cramps that were starting, even though she didn’t think she had a stomach while she was silvery.







‘Major Rojo’ looked around at his people. They all detested Atron as much as he did, but she paid well, and she paid up front, and she was offering her superpowers treatment as an extra incentive. What he could do with the kind of powers that the Terawatt hottie was flaunting…




He had been quite unimpressed when he saw the outside of Atron’s hideout. But the inside looked like a high-tech chemical company had taken over parts of the building. She must have paid someone well to have all of it done. He wondered if she bribed them to keep their mouths shut, or gave them superpowers as a reward, or simply had them killed.




He had no doubt that Atron would kill if it suited her. He had seen that look in her eyes. Whenever he had faced an opponent who had those eyes, he had made sure that man was shot first, and then shot again just to make sure he was dead. He might have to do that with Atron, depending on what she did after this day ended.




He didn’t believe that Terawatt would fly in with backup, whether it was military or mercenary. But if she thought to surprise him with unpowered support, he was ready. There were real advantages to having a gravel lot around your building, instead of a paved parking lot. You could bury offensive and defensive weaponry. You could hear someone driving in. And gravel fractured into painful shards in a firefight far easier than an asphalt parking lot did. He had a solid team in strong defensive positions. Good. And Atron wished to handle Terawatt all by herself. Excellent. He had watched the news clips of her recent battles. He did not wish to find out the hard way just how difficult it would be to stop someone who could take out three heavily-armed, superpowered mercenaries in a matter of seconds.







Alex finally decided she’d rather fly under her own power and risk running out of juice, because riding on top of the wobbly trailer was making her nausea about a jillion times worse. And every time her nausea got worse, her headache flared like Jo had punched her on the top of the head. And she was getting stomach cramps. Which were different from ‘that time of the month’ cramping and felt like they were in a completely different place.




She changed her shape from a flat silvery disk to a long, thin silvery pole with a thick middle, and she lifted off as quick as she could. She went up until the cars were little dots again, and she tried to concentrate on the air blowing all around her. But she knew she still had a ways to go to get to Bakersfield, and she had no idea when Jack’s team would show up, or what dirty tricks Danielle would have prepared, or if her parents and Ray were okay.




Man, if she wasn’t a superhero, she would be giving Danielle such a pounding for doing this stuff.




Maybe she’d punch Danielle right in the snoot, just with her regular strength.




And maybe she’d urp on Danielle’s fancy suit.







Willow was trying to figure out what was going on. Ray’s GPS chip and George’s GPS chip were about eight hundred feet apart. Why were they so far apart? It wasn’t like Danielle Atron was going to have a prison the size of Alcatraz to stick people in, and even if she did, why wouldn’t she have her new kidnap victims pretty close together?




She pulled up some Google Earth images and tagged them with GPS coordinates in her new GIS program. It was freeware, and it came with the source code, which she preferred. She had tweaked it herself before installing it on her network, so a lot of the messy computational parts could be done in parallel processing, while the complex visualization part was done mostly in hardware on her big Silicon Graphics box, and her super-fast linux box handled the parallel processing distribution with a basic Linda model she had written in C, and then tweaked to run faster once it was compiled.




Her GIS stuff was way faster now. But the GPS coordinates were coming from… the middle of a big parking area.




Okay, she wasn’t using military precision on the GPS chips, but both chips had to be outside those buildings in the images. The phones hadn’t been brought in from the cars when George and Ray were taken out of the cars. Which meant she didn’t know where George and Ray and Barb were.




This was so bad. She had three warehouse-looking buildings around the open parking area, but Danielle Atron might not be in any of them. She could have used that spot for a big meet-up with her evil minions, and switching to new cars, and taking off somewhere way away from there!




Okay, sure, Danielle had done the evil gloating phone call from this spot, or somewhere really close. Willow had managed to triangulate to within a hundred yards of where George’s GPS chip was now. But that didn’t mean Danielle was still there!




She sent Jack the information she had on the GPS chips and the nearby warehouse-y buildings. Then she crossed her fingers that Danielle would send Terawatt more messages.




Oh! There was something she could do. Ooh, the Bakersfield cellular services would be so mad at her if they found out this was her…




She started typing.







Danielle Atron stared in fury at her phone set-up. No service? NO SERVICE? What the hell was wrong with people today? Why couldn’t she get the one competent phone service in the state?




All right, she was getting service again. But this time, she only had three bars. She looked at her hands. Right now, they were a dead giveaway that she was upset. She hated giving anything away. She concentrated on calming down.




And she called Terawatt back on the phone she had provided. Her computer system said the GPS chip in the phone was moving steadily southward down I-5, and was within twenty minutes of the CA-58 exit for downtown Bakersfield. When Terawatt had said ‘most cars can outrun me,’ Danielle had assumed the twit was talking about flying at forty or fifty miles an hour. But the bimbo was moving at roughly ninety or a hundred miles an hour, so apparently she meant ‘most cars on the interstate can outrun me when driven by sixteen year old boys with a lead foot.’




“Terawatt here. Did you hang up on me?”




Danielle lied, “I do have important things to do other than dealing with you.”




She expected Terawatt to get mad, but the bitch just said, “Is it time for some directions?”




Danielle was really starting to wonder if Terawatt cared at all about the Macks. Maybe she really didn’t know Alex Mack. If only those pinheaded mercenaries had been able to kidnap Alex too, Danielle could have made the little freak talk, and then she would have known how Alex found Terawatt. She just said, “Take exit 257 east toward Bakersfield. And leave the phone on for more directions as you go.”




“Roger that,” Terawatt said.




Danielle stared at her phone system. ‘Roger that’? Was Terawatt military? Could she be one of the Camp Atron National Guardsmen who had taken down her hired ‘security guards’ after Danielle’s people kidnapped the Macks?




And it dawned on her. Alex Mack had seen someone get exposed that night, when the police and National Guard rescued the Macks and arrested Danielle and Lars. That was the connection. Alex Mack wasn’t Terawatt, she just knew who Terawatt had to be. A female police officer or National Guardsman or FDA Security officer who was on-site.




A bizarre analogy popped into her head. She muttered, “So… Alex. You’re not The Shadow. You’re just Margo Lane.”







Jack O’Neill grabbed the sat phone. They were nearly at Edwards Air Force Base, and Walter had a Blackhawk lined up for them to use as soon as the Cessna landed. But his cell phone wasn’t going to be working until they were a lot lower.




He had heard the AutoTuned voice before, so he knew instantly that it was Acid Burn. She said, “Jack, I’ve got more.”




“Come on and hit me with your best shot,” he smirked.




“Okay, I was trying to triangulate, and I only had it down to within about a hundred fifty yards or so, assuming Atron was still there and hadn’t moved on. So I knocked out the closest cell tower.”




“Wait, you can do that?” Jack asked. He was pretty sure he didn’t wince, but as far as he knew, taking down a cell tower electronically was pretty much impossible even if you worked for one of the telcos and you had that kind of authority.




“Oh sure, it’s easy once you know how their firewall filters packets, and then the codes aren’t that complicated, you just have to know that there are command packets you’re not supposed to send synchronously because it’s hard for the hardware in the tower to resolve, so if you send the conflicting packets synchronously from at least three different sources at the same time, you’ve got a good chance of locking up the software until you send a soft reboot, but sometimes it gets stuck and the telco has to send out a lineman to climb up the tower and do a hard reboot and they really hate that, so don’t tell anyone I did it.”




He grinned, “My lips are sealed, Burn.”




“So anyway, with the closest tower down, her signal had to get picked up by the other cell towers nearby, and I was able to do another triangulation. So I plotted the two triangulations, and she has to be in their intersection, which means I got her down to twenty-five feet. She’s smack in the middle of the east side of warehouse two on that image map I sent you.”




“Awesome,” he said. “Anything else?”




She said, “Yeah. There’s a ton of non-standard low-power signaling bouncing off the closest cell tower. And it’s all encrypted. I haven’t decrypted it, but I came up with ten different IDs on the packets, so she may have her own army out there. I could jam them…”




He said, “Okay, I have a better idea. Here’s what I want you to do…”







Jack not only hung up the sat phone, he turned it off, just in case Acid Burn had already hijacked it.




Riley looked over from where he was prepping his weaponry. “What’s wrong, colonel?”




Jack said, “That’s not a guy with a vocoder. That’s a girl.”




Graham said, “But with AutoTune or any voice-changer program…”




Jack said, “That’s not gonna change the speech patterns. Trust me on this. I have a teenager. I see the differences every day between teen girls and teen guys, and that’s a girl between thirteen and thirty who’s a world-class babbler.”




Riley frowned, “But there are hardly any women and no teenaged girls on our lists.”




Jack gave him a smirk. “Well, that should make it a lot easier to narrow it down to one nervous, young female computer genius who babbles a lot.”







Alex was already over state road 58 when Danielle spoke up again over the cell phone. “I see you took the exit and you’re on your way. Stay on that road through the center of the city. I’ll give you more information as you need it.”




She didn’t bother to say anything. She didn’t feel tired from all the flying, but she felt horribly sick from that stupid green serum. It had better be worth all this misery, because she felt worse than she ever had in her entire life. Blinding headache, horrible nausea, ringing in the ears, hot flashes, stomach cramps…




Her stomach gurgled horribly, and the cramping went lower. And it felt like…




She gasped in horror and silently pleaded, “Oh God, not that too! Oh please, don’t give me the runs while I’m in a superhero suit!”







It only took a few minutes to fly across downtown Bakersfield to… the warehouse district, just like Willow had called it. Without Willow, she would have been so doomed.




She aimed for the warehouse that had the numbers painted on its roof. She wondered if Atron had painted them up there just for her. She could see a massive sliding door that slid sideways until the forty-foot-high doorway opening was nearly a hundred feet across. She had to wonder what the heck anyone needed a door like that for. Did they fly helicopters into the thing?




And what had Buffy said about the villains always going for the abandoned warehouses or else creepy mansions? She was sure Buffy would have laughed if she saw where Danielle had her hideaway.




At any rate, it made a really obvious entry for her. And she was supposed to be working with no backup, no support, and no advance knowledge. Because one of the many things Alex didn’t like about Danielle Atron was that smug arrogance that she was so much smarter and more deserving than anyone else on earth. But if you were gonna face off against a supervillain, it helped if they were an arrogant jerk who thought they were the smartest person on earth and everyone else was a dimwit. Because, if you wanted to get down to it, Danielle had been repeatedly outsmarted by Dave Watt because she assumed he had the brains of a grapefruit, and she still had no clue about that.




Okay, time to ignore the headache and nausea and cramping and sickness and everything else, because she needed to play out the hand Danielle thought she had dealt to poor, stupid, helpless Terawatt.




She flew into the warehouse in vertical position with one leg slightly lifted, so she looked cooler. Then she drifted down diagonally until she landed on the concrete floor about fifty feet inside the doors.




Danielle Atron walked out from a normal-sized door. It looked to Alex like a chunk of the warehouse had been recently rebuilt into regular rooms, and Danielle had maybe four floors of stuff over there.




Alex swallowed down the nausea and went with her most pompous Terawatt tones. “Danielle R. Atron? I am making a citizen’s arrest. You will accompany me to the nearest police station and turn yourself in.”




“I don’t think so, honey.” Danielle sure had the smug sneer down.




Alex lifted about half a foot off the floor and floated toward Atron. “You will release your hostage — all your hostages — and turn yourself in. You are now also wanted on additional charges after aiding and abetting in the prison escape of one Joelle Harriet Baker, and hiring mercenaries to commit more kidnappings for you.”




Danielle was way too smug. She was bound to be waiting for Terawatt to fly into some sort of trap. Alex was just hoping that Sam and the other Willow had predicted this right, and drinking that gruesome green stuff was worth all the misery. Because if there was one thing Alex was sure of, it was that Danielle Atron was the most self-centered monster in the world. There was no way Danielle was going to risk getting hurt or captured by a superheroine.




Alex flew forward another ten feet, and suddenly a shower of liquid started raining down on her. She instantly went silvery, and also pushed the liquid away from her with her telekinesis.




Okay, she wasn’t expecting another spray of the stuff to erupt from the floor grate she was floating over.




She dropped to the floor with a groan.







The Blackhawk wasn’t silent, but Jack was okay with that. They landed just on the other side of ‘Warehouse Able’ in Acid Burn’s image. Jack was pretty sure from the quality of the images that Acid Burn was just using Google Earth and superimposing GIS elements onto a picture. But he wasn’t complaining. Acid Burn was better than his two best tactical IT guys, and she had to be working with less sophisticated databases.




He let Riley and Stewart move out and check this side of the warehouse for threats. Then he signaled Graham to hop out with their ace in the hole.




Jack said, “Finn is going to move on point right through this warehouse, with me on his six. You’re going with Miller on our left flank around the warehouse, and the sergeant will follow. When you get to where you can see the target, you’ll need to drop all your gear. Now are you good with this?”




Grover Dunn looked out from that apparently-empty hoodie and said, “For Terawatt? Yes sir.”







Danielle Atron strode forward. “You pathetic little buffoon! Did you really think that Danielle Atron would simply stand around like a simpleton and let you manhandle her?”




She watched with excitement as the woman went normal in the puddle of GC-161 antidote. And to think that Lars had questioned her when she demanded a hundred gallons, synthesized within two weeks. The woman pushed herself off the floor with one arm, so she was merely sitting in the liquid.




Terawatt carefully supported herself with both arms, and then struggled to her feet. She still kept up with the attitude, like she was someone important when she no longer had powers. Terawatt looked at her oddly, and that was when Danielle realized she had become so excited that she had lost control. Again.




She was glowing purple. She was going to get that under control soon. She was Danielle Atron! She could conquer anything.




Terawatt smirked and said, “Atron. That is definitely not your color.”




She snapped, “I really hate you. I hate you almost as much as I hate those Macks. And now that I’ve taken away your powers, I’m going to give you a little taste of your own medicine.” She held her hands a foot apart and ran a massive spark across the gap.




Terawatt didn’t react. She didn’t even flinch. She said, “How… completely expected.”




What? She snapped, “What do you mean? I have all of your powers, and you have none! I’m going to squash you!”




Terawatt calmly said, “Did you really think I would never consider what you might do when you have all this GC-161 at your disposal? Did you really think the police would never tell me about one of your shapeshifters stealing all that antidote? You are really remarkably predictable.”




“Then predict this!” she shouted angrily, as she hurled a massive lightning bolt right at the stupid cow’s face.







Grover moved across the gravel yard as quickly as he could. But sharp gravel and bare feet really didn’t go together. Not even after the colonel’s people gave him a cream to rub on the soles of his feet to toughen them up.




If the colonel had asked him to do something like this for Captain Finn or one of the other soldiers, he would have said ‘no way.’ But this was Terawatt. This was the woman who had come all the way from California to help him when she didn’t even know him. The woman who had risked her own neck to stop two nutcases who were holding a bank full of hostages, and then didn’t ask for anything in return. The woman who had tracked him down when he was hiding on that bus and then went out of her way to save him and Cindy and his mom. Stepping on gravel seemed like a pretty small thing to do to repay her.




Crap. There were mercenaries hiding behind those fifty gallon drums in front of the warehouse. Guys with guns and things. And he had no radio to signal the colonel with.




He stepped behind them as quietly as he could, and he stepped on wires. Lots and lots of wires. He had a hard time seeing the stupid things because they were the same temperature as the gravel and they were stationary, so they looked exactly the same ‘color’ of gray. But he could feel them, and he could see them if he looked carefully. And they ran from the warehouse out to the gravel area.




He gulped hard as he realized what he was probably touching. Electronic connections for landmines or hidden bombs, or maybe even worse. He had to take care of this first, before he started on the bad guys.




He followed the wires with his foot, and they led to a side door that wasn’t completely closed. And that would be because there were so many wires and cables leading outside. He quietly opened the door and slipped inside.




There were two guys crouched over a wide control panel of switches and knobs. He could see all that in a lot of detail, because the control panel was warm from the electricity running through the components inside.




He slipped past the two guys and found a locker full of repair gear, including several sizes of pipe. He took a metal pipe a little longer than a baseball bat, and he slipped up behind the two mercenaries. He took a deep breath and hit the first guy across the back of the head.




The second guy whirled around, pulling out a handgun and looking for threats. Grover managed to clock him right across the forehead before the guy realized there was a pipe floating in mid-air.




With both guys down, Grover disconnected the control panel from the wall socket and then started pulling wires, so no one could simply plug the thing back in and have a working minefield.




He was so busy destroying the panel that he didn’t notice the man slipping up behind him. He didn’t hear the man until there was a strange ‘bomp’ noise, and then something like a massive net hit him all over, and there was a painful shock, and something vibrating through him, and a dart jabbing him in the side, and…




Everything went black.







Alex went silvery as the lightning bolt flashed from Danielle’s fingers. It hurt as it hit her, but not any worse than the lightning caster at the credit union robbery, or the magical ‘Danielle Atron’ in that hell dimension.




She leapt into the air and flew right at Danielle, hoping to take advantage of the woman’s surprise. One of other-universe-Sam’s ideas had been to get Alex’s dad to design something to counter the GC-161 antidote. Alex had thought it was a brilliant idea. Well, she had thought it was brilliant, even after her dad told her it might make her feel sick as a side effect, and it needed two hours to take full effect, and the effect would only last for ten hours or so, and the side effects might last for a couple days, and taking it too often would probably destroy her liver and kill her. Once she took that stupid green serum and started experiencing the ‘side effects,’ she didn’t think it was such a brilliant idea anymore.




She got a quarter of the way across the floor to Danielle before the other woman even reacted, and then Danielle’s first reaction was bug-eyed shock. Alex got halfway across the floor before she had time to unleash her own lightning attack.




Danielle went silvery too, and only staggered back from the lightning bolt. Danielle writhed in pain, even though she was still silvery.




Alex got within ten feet of Danielle before an enormous telekinetic hammer smashed her into the concrete.







Major Rojo was using his infrared goggles while he was in the darkness of the warehouse areas. That was one of the traps he had arranged. Men fighting a battle in broad daylight with flashing firearms would be helpless when they ran into a pitch-dark building with no lights to assist them. And so he didn’t even realize his opponent was invisible until after he fired the capture net.




Danielle Atron had insisted on a variety of weapons, some of which she was supplying herself. Apparently, she thought that an invading group of support personnel might try something clever.




Apparently, she was remarkably correct.




Once he fired the capture net, it wrapped up the intruder and fired off a series of stunning systems. Atron was extremely untrusting. There was a sonic stunner, an electrical stunner, a tranquilizer dart system, and some sort of chemical weapon he didn’t understand. All he cared about was that the chemical was harmless unless he had certain types of superpowers.




He cursed under his breath as he realized the intruder had completely disabled the booby trap systems. It would take hours to get everything re-wired, and it would require digging everything up to make sure the right triggers would be hooked up to the right firing charges.




Then he finally lifted his infrared goggles off his eyes, and he cursed out loud. His intruder was invisible. Atron was right again, the smug puta.




He tugged the infrareds back over his eyes and did more scans of the area all around him. At the same time he triggered the cellular system Pierre had set up to run off the local cell phone tower, so their comm system wouldn’t attract the attention of the local police. He snapped, “Heads up! We are about to have incoming. And use your infrareds as much as possible. Some of them may be invisible.”




“Invisible?”




“Onzichtbaar?”




“Si. Invisible to normal eyes, but not to our infrareds. Much like the bank robbers in Illinois the other week, I assume. Our minefield and boobytraps are now out of commission, as are Petersen and Greneaux. Expect the next wave of support forces at any moment.”







Ouch. Getting slammed into the concrete hurt. And it didn’t help her nausea any, either.




Alex had been hoping to play ‘depowered superhero’ and get Danielle to walk over so Alex could spring a surprise attack, but Danielle had over-reacted and Alex had needed to ruin the surprise. And it looked like Danielle had all the powers of the magical ‘Danielle Atron’ of that hell dimension. For just a fraction of a second, Alex wondered if D’Lazza had pulled the concept of a superpowered Danielle Atron, not from Alex’s fears, but from another reality.




But Alex had been hurt before. Getting clobbered by Jo Baker had hurt worse. Her blindingly-agonizing headache was already worse than this all-over pain. So she kept going. She was slammed against the floor, so she puddled forward at her top speed and slammed into Danielle’s silvery feet.




Danielle went tumbling to the concrete floor, splooshing and rolling over. Alex was pretty sure Danielle had more telekinesis than she did, and more electrical power than she did, but Alex was the one who had the experience with the powers.




So Alex used her experience. Before Danielle re-oriented herself after that tumble, Alex used her telekinesis like a flyswatter and smashed Danielle against the concrete. Then Alex used her telekinesis like a racquetball racquet and slammed Danielle’s silvery form across the building into a wall.




Then she closed on Danielle as soon as she made the swat, because not giving your stronger opponent an opening was one of the lessons she had learned from Sam and Buffy.




As soon as Danielle hit the wall and dropped into a puddle, she tried to get back up. Alex punched her in the head with what looked like her fist but was really over two hundred pounds of telekinetic anger just barely ahead of Alex’s knuckles.




Danielle’s silvery head deformed from the impact and bounced back against the wall behind her. Danielle dove off to the side in puddle form and went normal long enough to scream.




She yelled, “Lars! Carlton! Kill ’em! Now!”




47. Wrapped Up



George Mack was not having a good day. He couldn’t remember a worse day. Not even the day Danielle Atron fired him. Not even the day she had him kidnapped — the first time. Not even the moment when he realized he was the worst father in the history of fatherhood, because his little girl Alex had desperately needed his help for four years and he had never put the pieces together to figure it out, and even worse, his daughters hadn’t trusted him enough to come tell him what had happened to Alex.




No, today he had been taken prisoner. His wife had been kidnapped. Ray had been kidnapped. Everyone at the high school had been endangered. His younger daughter had needed to fight a supervillain, and was now putting her life on the line to rescue him and Barbara. He had been forced to sit in a car for nearly two interminable hours, listening to Lars gloating about Danielle’s great plans and how he was profiting from them.




And now he was locked in a concrete ‘prison’ room, complete with jail cells made of steel bars. He and Barb and Ray, in three of the five cells. He didn’t want to think about who Danielle had in mind for the other two cells. But from the way Lars had talked, Danielle and her people suspected that Alex might not be Terawatt, just someone who knew Terawatt’s secret, so perhaps Danielle planned to capture Alex and Terawatt both.




And he was hearing over the loudspeaker as Danielle Atron fought Alex in a superpowered battle that had the potential to destroy this entire building while he and Barb and Ray were locked inside it.




Then Danielle yelled, “Lars! Carlton! Kill ’em! Now!”




He had seen Carlton lurking in the background, while Lars and two heavily armed minions pushed him into this cell. So he knew what Danielle had in mind. He turned to Barb and said, “It’s time. We don’t have any choice anymore.”




Ray pointed down at the stain over his pants pocket. “I had some, but it got broken, probably when they grabbed me.”




Barb unbuttoned her blouse one button and said, “It’s okay. I have four vials. Alex was a little frantic about us having enough, and so…” She reached into her bra and pulled out a wide strip of elastic, folded over and sewed so it had four tiny side-by-side pockets. In each one was a vial, carefully protected by the elastic.




Ray said, “Good, because I don’t think we have any time left. Those guys with Carlton and Lars? Not lookin’ friendly.”




George took one of the vials and drank the contents. It didn’t taste as awful as he had expected. He said, “Their guns looked a lot less friendly.”




He glanced over as Ray dropped his now-empty vial and plopped down on the concrete floor of the cell. Ray groaned, “Oh man, I don’t feel so good.”




Barb said, “I’m feeling kind of rocky too, and my head hurts. I think maybe we didn’t give Alex enough credit on how she handled this.”




George didn’t feel unstable, like Ray, or achy, like Barb, but there was a burning in his arms and hands that made him suspect what he was going to be able to do.




He had never wanted this. He had worried about the stability of something like this once he found out it was even possible. He had worried about the stability of the person, once Alex started telling him about those supervillains. And now he was doing it to himself, because Alex needed him to.




Sparks started glistening on his fingertips. He stepped forward and grabbed the steel bars, grounding himself so his power wasn’t a threat to everyone else in the room.




He looked over. Barbara was sitting on her bunk, and her hair was lifting about her face like there was a breeze in the room. Ray was lying on the floor, and parts of his skin were turning silvery for a few seconds at a time.




It was happening. It was happening, and on the schedule he had predicted when he studied Alex’s biochemistry. It might even be happening fast enough. Alex’s Sam Carter had suggested this as one emergency measure. But it was always easier to come up with ideas for emergency measures than to make them work and then deal with the consequences afterward.




Lars burst into the room with the two minions. Lars had that handgun, and both minions had what looked to George’s inexpert eye like submachine guns. Carlton closed the door behind them, but cowered behind Lars. He was unarmed and clearly unhappy about having to kill anyone. Not that he looked like he was going to stop anyone from committing murder.




George thrust his hands out past the steel bars and pointed his fingers at the two minions. He pushed with everything he could muster.




Lightning leapt from his fingertips. Real lightning. Ball lightning shot forward, hitting one minion and making the other one dive for the floor.




How did he manage to miss a guy standing not twenty feet in front of him? This was harder than it looked. He pushed again, and lightning shot out of his fingertips again. One of the bolts hit the diving minion, while the other missed, exploding against the far wall.




Barb snarled at Lars and reached out like she could grab his gun. The gun suddenly ripped out of his hand and smashed him in the face. He squawked and staggered back, reaching for his bleeding nose. The gun swung downward and smashed into his groin. He gasped and grabbed his crotch. The gun slugged him in the stomach, making him wheeze in pain. The gun smashed down on the top of his head, causing his eyes to roll up in his head as he collapsed into unconsciousness. The gun rose up again and smashed down into his ribs.




George looked over at his wife and gasped in horror. She was glowing yellow, and the raw hatred on her face scared him. He knew Barb had been angry at what Lars had done to him, and what Lars had done to Annie, and what Lars had tried to do to Alex, but he hadn’t ever seen this kind of fury in his gentle Barbara before.




It was the GC-161. Barb was having a mental breakdown, just like a lot of the GC-161 supervillains. George tried, “Barb! You’re killing him!”




Barb snarled, “Shut it, George. He deserves every bit of it, the bastard! He hunted down my baby, and he was so horrible to my Annie, and he treated you like dirt!”




George yelped, “Ray! Get us out of here!”




And it worked. Ray puddled out of his clothes, between the bars of his cell, over to the far wall, and up to the keyring hanging on the hook there. Ray couldn’t pick up the keys, but that didn’t surprise George, since Ray hadn’t managed to get his clothes to go silvery with him. No, they were lying on the floor of Ray’s cell. Ray knocked the keys to the ground and pushed them along in front of him, until they were inches from George’s cell door.




Carlton tried to sneak over to the door to get out, but Ray puddled over and blocked Carlton’s way. George didn’t think Ray could do anything to Carlton like that, but Carlton still backed away frantically.




George tried to pick up the keys, but he couldn’t stop the electricity sparking from his fingers. How in heck did Alex manage not to go crazy her first couple days like this? How did she manage to hide these powers from everybody… well, everybody except Annie and Ray?




Barb growled, “Carlton. The guy who sabotaged my older daughter’s science fair project and tried to dump the blame on my younger daughter. I’ve wanted to do this for a long time.”




George watched as Carlton’s underwear suddenly leapt out of the front and back of his pants. Both parts of the underwear jumped straight up so hard Carlton was lifted off his feet by his tighty whities, which were suddenly a lot tighter than normal. Carlton screeched like a banshee as he received the worst wedgie in history. He came down on top of Ray, who rolled off to the side like he was hurt.




Barb sagged from her efforts and collapsed to her knees. But she snapped, “Hang on you little creep, give me a minute to rest, and I’ll do better.”




Carlton made a panicked squeak and staggered from the room as fast as he could move with his hands clamped to his groin and his knees locked together.




George looked at the fury on Barb’s face and realized he didn’t have time to get control over his lightning. He made a fast grab for the keys, accidentally spot welding two of them to the keyring. Then he held onto a bar of the cell to ground himself as he hastily tried the keys. He got lucky, and the second key unlocked his cell.




He looked at his wife, and he realized she was coming apart emotionally. All the pain and worry she had felt for years was coming forth, and these guys were about to suffer for it. He had no way to keep her from attacking the unconscious men, or even killing them. And he had no antidote.







Jack wasn’t ready to move, but Grover Dunn was just a kid. A kid who didn’t even have shoes or shorts. He couldn’t let a kid get hurt on an assignment like this one. And Jack had no idea how much trouble Terawatt was in. If he knew his crazy badguys, Atron had probably hit Terawatt with a couple gallons of antidote and was trying to beat her to a pulp.




And that was why he and his team were moving in bounding overwatch across an open terrain toward a building he couldn’t blast first, when there were probably mercenaries in decent cover waiting to blow his keister off.




They got within forty yards of the doorway when two men popped up on his four and his eight. The guys had been dug in and hidden under tarps with gravel scattered over the tops so they were pretty much invisible. Grover sure wouldn’t have seen them. And they had SAWs pointing his way. Three more men popped up from behind those fifty gallon drums, and the middle one had a heavy machine gun.




A smug merc wearing a French Legionnaire’s jacket stepped out of the warehouse doorway and said in a Spanish accent, “Perhaps you should surrender before I have my men blast you into tiny fragments.”




Jack said into his mike, “Burn!”







Willow hadn’t had a lot of trouble setting up what Jack wanted. The mercenaries were using cellular for their wireless communications since they were near several good cell towers. And she’d picked up all their comm IDs. And Jack had a good idea. All she had to do was wait until he called her name. Well, Acid Burn’s name.




So when she heard Jack say “Burn!” into his mike, she slapped the key she had hot-keyed just for this.







Major Rojo was too experienced to stand around and do the supervillain gloating that Atron would undoubtedly be doing. He was just going to disarm these operatives, and if they gave him any trouble, he would shoot them. He didn’t want to kill some men who might really be U.S. Defense Department, but he would if he had to. He started to gesture to two of his team to move in from the rear and converge on the opponents, when he heard the older one say ‘burn’.




And suddenly there was an agonizing screaming into his earjack. It sounded like a hundred fingernails scratching down a blackboard, only at two hundred decibels. He clapped his hands to his ears and struggled not to fall to his knees.







Riley watched as every one of the mercs grabbed their ears and keeled over helplessly. He reminded himself — not for the first time — to stay on the good side of Alex and her hacker friend.







Danielle Atron stayed normal so she could gloat. “Aren’t you going to rush off to save your little friends, before Lars and my minions shoot them full of h—”




Alex flew in as fast as she could and wrapped her fist in a telekinetic shell. Then, before Danielle could react, Alex punched her right in the jaw as hard as she could. Her speed, all her strength, all the anger she’d built up for Atron over years, plus a telekinetic shell to protect her knuckles.




Danielle flew backward six feet and landed flat on her back. She didn’t get back up.




Alex found that she didn’t care if she’d broken Danielle’s jaw or given her a concussion. She just felt… immense satisfaction.




And a deep need to find the nearest bathroom as fast as humanly possible.







George hung onto a horizontal bar of his cell and let his lightning keep discharging into it. He looked over at Barb, who was absolutely furious, and only too anxious to beat those men to death with their own guns.




He said, “Barb? Barb! Hang on, I’ll have you out in a second.” He slid his arm along the bars so he could keep discharging electricity, and he struggled one-handed to unlock her cell too.




As soon as he had her door unlocked, she shoved it open with her telekinesis and strode out of her cell.




He touched her on the arm, and his lightning jolted her. She shuddered helplessly for several seconds before she collapsed.




He didn’t dare touch her to see if she was all right. His fingers were sparking furiously, and he couldn’t make it stop!







Jack had all eight mercenaries disarmed and tied with zipcuffs. Wrists behind the back, and ankles cuffed too. All eight were lying face down on the gravel, which wasn’t comfortable. Tough. He left Scott to watch them, because any pro worth their salt could get out of zipcuffs in twenty seconds if no one was watching them.




He sprinted into the building with his two remaining men on his three and nine. Finn took the left wall, while Miller took the right. He charged across the floor to see if Terawatt needed help ASAP.




There was a mess of liquid all over one area, and Danielle Atron’s unconscious body had been dragged into it. The stuff looked like it might be the GC-161 antidote, which would mean Alex had been right about the kinds of stuff Atron was probably getting up to. He muttered to himself, “Oh, those wacky mad scientists.” But if Alex had felt the need to drag Atron into some GC-161 antidote… He fished out one of the two metal tubes he had in his gear, and poured the GC-161 antidote over Atron.




Speaking of which, man was he glad that Dr. Mackenzie had backed him on Maggie Walsh. That woman’s jungle gym was missing a few bolts. When he had told her she wasn’t accepted to the SRI, she had done everything except scream ‘those fools at the Institute said it couldn’t be done, but I’ll show them!’ With an evil laugh. He needed to thank Alex for that helpful hint, so something really hideous hadn’t happened.




And speaking of Alex, it looked like someone had worked a few things out of their system. Atron looked like she’d gone a round with Mike Tyson, not counting the ‘no ears bitten off’ part.




So… where was Alex? Where were her family members? Where were Atron’s other minions?




He checked his radio. “Stargate here. Atron is down. I need more antidote.” He had decided that the codenames for this little jaunt were going to be based on Alex’s stories, so he was ‘Stargate,’ and Finn and Miller were ‘Vampire’ and ‘Demon.’ They hadn’t liked that, which made it even more fun.




Finn answered, “Vampire here. I found Ghost, unconscious and netted, but alive. Two mercs down and a big control panel for their mines shredded, so it looks like he did an excellent job before they caught him. I’m zipcuffing the mercs just in case.”




Jack had noticed that some of the mercs were wearing IR goggles. That was probably how they caught Grover. He said, “Mash? Do you read that?”




He had brought a medic along, so he had someone who was fully briefed on the SRI already. And he had given Dr. Havens the codename ‘MASH’ like the old tv show. Janet had wanted to come along, but she was also an internist and a valuable medical researcher, so he didn’t want to risk her getting injured in the field. But she had heard Havens’ codename, and she had warned him that if he ever gave her the codename ‘Hot Lips’ he was going to be getting physicals with bent hypodermic needles.




Havens said, “Roger that. Are you giving me clearance to enter the hot zone?”




He said, “Yep. Make sure you got plenty of that antidote, because I want Atron and her people unpowered ASAP.”




Miller said, “Demon here. Found the hostages and minions. All hostages okay, all need antidote ASAP. I poured it on R and B, but G is insisting the others need more as soon as we can manage it. He’s just barely hanging on as it is. Three minions out cold, plus one holding his groin and crying like the mean kids at school don’t like him. He’s claiming there aren’t any more minions, for what that’s worth.”




Jack said, “Assume the hot zone has not — repeat, not — been cleared of all opponents. Once backup from Edwards arrives and takes all mercs into custody, I want a full sweep of this entire building and then the grounds and the surrounding warehouses, just in case. And remember, our backup is not cleared to know about Terawatt or the hostages.”




Speaking of which, where the hell was Terawatt?




Sergeant Scott said, “Untagged here. Mercs still in containment. Backup still ten minutes out. No exterior activity. Mash moving toward main entry.” Sergeant Scott had been kind of frustrated that he got tagged with the codename ‘Untagged’ but there were no Stewart Scott stories from Terawatt’s adventures in other dimensions.




Ten minutes? Damn. Way too much could change in even one minute, and there was still no sign of Terawatt. “Stargate to Vampire. Make sure Mash checks Ghost first, then send him past me on the way to Demon’s position.”




There was a sound like water running through pipes, and maybe a flushing toilet. It was coming from one of the areas his people didn’t have cleared, which was probably not a good thing.




He moved to the other side of Atron’s body and knelt down, so if someone came out of there shooting, they’d have to make an effort not to blast holes in their boss.




And Terawatt stepped out of a second-floor doorway to stand on the walkway. She gave him a shaky wave and flew up over the railing to land a couple yards from him. He noticed that she didn’t care that she was standing in what was probably GC-161 antidote.




And she looked bad. Not ‘been through a firefight’ bad or ‘been in a fistfight’ bad, but more like ‘bout of dysentery’ bad. She was pale and sweaty, and if he was willing to make a bet, she would probably feel cold and clammy to the touch. Her skin was looking sort of jaundiced, too. And she looked grim. Like she’d just been violently ill. He figured the flushing toilet meant she was so sick she couldn’t wait until reinforcements arrived.




He said, “Hey Tera, you don’t look so good. Why don’t you lie down and wait here until our medic has a chance to look at you? He’s read in and everything.”




She groaned in a tone that he’d heard before in Southeast Asia. It was the ‘sir, I am trying desperately not to puke at this very second’ tone. “That counteragent my… support was working on? Side effects. Really major side effects.”




He gave her a grin. “Well, you did an awesome job. Atron, her mercs, her minions, the rescue, everything. The hostages are safe, and we’re getting ’em antidote as we speak.”




She moaned, “I don’t know if we got all the minions, and I really need to check on the hostages, and… I don’t feel too good.”




He said, “Can you sweep through some uncleared areas on your way to the hostages? I can’t leave Atron, and Grover’s down, and we’ve got like ten mercenaries to guard too.”




She nodded queasily and took off again. He tapped his comm system again. “Terawatt’s up but feeling sick from a chemical. She’s on her way to the hostages, and checking some uncleared areas for us on the way. Assist in any way possible. Mash, check her out as much as the hostages will let you.”




“What? I mean, Mash to Stargate, will do, sir.”




His phone vibrated, and he clicked it. “Jack? Is… is everyone okay?”




He couldn’t keep the smile off his face as he teased her, “Stargate to Acid Burn. A-OK here. Terawatt took down Atron. Your comm attack took down our mercenary threats. Ghost is down but apparently okay. Hostages are all safe. Most or all the minions are rounded up.”




Acid Burn gasped, “Ghost? You took Grover along? I can’t believe you’d do that!”




He explained, “He wanted to, since this was for Tera. For me? Pretty sure he’d have said ‘call all those military types you know’.”




Dr. Havens came by and gave Danielle Atron a big shot of the antidote. He put it into her arm, even though Jack asked if he could inject it someplace that would hurt a lot more. Man, that Havens guy needed to loosen up a bit. Then Jack sent him off to the cells to check on the hostages.







George couldn’t stop the sparking long enough to hold the serum, so he had to let the doctor pour it into his mouth. But he was fine with that, as long as Barbara and Ray had gotten the first doses from Lieutenant Miller. Alex had talked about Miller and Finn and O’Neill, and George wasn’t very happy about some military men knowing Alex’s secret.




But they were helping now. That was really all he could ask for. Ray was nearly back to normal again, even if he was still too silvery to be able to hold on to his clothes. Barb was coming to, and looking a lot calmer. He was hanging on to the steel bars until he could stop sparking, so he wasn’t a threat to blast everything in sight with that lightning.




And Lieutenant Miller had let him know that Terawatt was safe. Very ill, but safe. He was surprised Alex was able to do much of anything, given what the side effects ought to be.




He watched as a not-quite-back-to-normal Ray half-crawled and half-oozed over to his clothes and struggled to pour himself into his pants before Barb was aware of her surroundings. He watched as the lieutenant expertly slapped zipcuffs on Lars and the two minions, while explaining that Carlton was zipcuffed to a pipe just outside the room.




But maybe it was all worth it. Danielle Atron was finally caught. Lars and Carlton were too. They would be in some supermax prison until they were all old and gray. No one was going to be cranking out new GC-161 supervillains. Maybe this piece of the problem was finally covered.




He would have felt better if he didn’t know about Grover Dunn and the other invisible people. And all the superpowered threats Colonel O’Neill had mentioned to Alex, which she had then told him and Barb about in really vague terms.




If Alex was right, this was just the first wave. As more biochemicals got more sophisticated and had more potential to affect the human genome in disturbing ways, there would be more superpowered threats. And his little girl had decided that she had to be in the forefront of the people protecting everyone else. He was so darn proud of her. And so scared for her.




He took his hands off the bars, and watched as the sparks slowly diminished. He waited impatiently until it would be safe to touch somebody again.




Barb sat on the floor, looking in horror at the unconscious men, in particular Lars. She whimpered, “What was I thinking? I could’ve killed Lars! I could’ve killed all of them!”




Ray still sounded a little gurgly as he said, “Hey, Mrs. M., they deserved it. Especially Lars and Danielle. I would have given him a couple smacks too, but I couldn’t.”




Barb put her face in her hands and sobbed. “I just wanted to kill them. I wanted to hit them over and over until they were just… What’s wrong with me?”




George risked shocking her, and he let go of the bars so that he could go over and hold her. He said, “It’s not you. It’s the GC-161. It changes biochemical pathways. But there are a lot of biochemical pathways in the brain. I think we’re really lucky that… someone we know didn’t have that happen, and turned out pretty stable.”




George knew just how lucky they really were, because Ray and Alex had told them about the GC-Divide chemical Alex got exposed to, and what it had done to her. One split of her had turned out to be an amoral monster who had no qualms about murdering the other half, not to mention the other things that version of Alex did before the recombination. His younger daughter could have become a supervillain. An insane supervillain. Or someone like that Libby Clemens or that Jo Baker could have gotten splashed with the GC-161, which would probably have been even worse.




Dr. Havens checked him again. Maybe George needed to call him a medic instead, because the man was wearing urban camouflage clothing, a web belt with a gun, and combat boots. Plus he had a lot of medical gear designed for field medicine. He gave George another dose of the antidote, and then he checked Barb and Ray. Apparently, Barb was doing well enough that she didn’t need more of the antidote, although Ray did.




And then, finally Alex flew in, looking amazingly heroic, even though she was obviously sick as a dog. He was so sorry he had made that counteragent. His little girl was horribly ill because of what he had created. At least it had worked.




Fortunately, Ray remembered that there was a secret identity to preserve, because George was ready to run over and just hug Alex for all she was worth. He said, “Terawatt! You saved us! We’re all okay. You should let the medical guy look at you.”




Barb looked at Alex and burst into tears. George just held Barb, because Barb wanted to go hold Alex and kiss her and try to make everything better.




George listened miserably while Terawatt described her symptoms and explained why she was sick. The doctor finally said, “It sounds like all I can do is treat the symptoms until they go away.” Dr. Havens had Alex take off her gloves and push up her sleeves so he could give her injections in her arms. He gave her a shot for the pain, and a shot for the nausea, and a shot for the GI tract problems, but they weren’t going to work instantly, and there was no guarantee they would work at all with Alex’s biochemistry.




On the other hand, after about ten minutes, Alex started getting really sleepy from the injections, so Ray scooped her up in his arms and carried her out.




The man who had to be Colonel O’Neill was waiting out there in the big open area, where Danielle Atron was still unconscious on the floor. George didn’t want to think about what Barb would have tried to do to Danielle if she had still been powered up. He didn’t want to think about what he would have tried to do to Danielle under the same circumstances.




But Colonel O’Neill just smiled fondly at Alex dozing in Ray’s arms and said, “You guys go ahead and skedaddle before the reinforcements show up.” He handed a folded piece of paper to Barb. Then he looked over his shoulder and said, “Hey! Finn! Come give these nice kidnap victims a hand.”




Another Hollywood-handsome man in fatigues trotted over. George suddenly understood why Alex had referred to Captain Finn as ‘Mister Iowa.’ Captain Finn trotted over with a big smile and said, “Let me get you guys to your car so you can get out of here.”




Ray said, “And we need to find my phone.”




Captain Finn gave Ray a smile and a raised eyebrow. “One of those phones?”




Ray stammered, “Y-yeah.” Then he stopped and thought for a second. “I guess it’s in the car I was brought down here in.”




They walked out a side door toward George’s SUV, where his phone was sitting in the back seat where Lars had tossed it. George unlocked the car. Captain Finn helped Ray lift Alex in and get her settled in the seat next to Ray. They had her lying curled up on the back seat with her head in Ray’s lap and a blanket over her. The captain just smiled and said, “You take good care of her, okay?”




George grabbed his phone and called Willow. “Acid Burn? This is G.M.”




“Oh hi,” Willow’s computer-altered voice said. “Colonel O’Neill was nice enough to fill me in on stuff. Is everything okay?”




George admitted, “Everything’s fine, except Terawatt’s really sick. She’s probably going to be sick like this for the next one to three days, until it’s out of her system.”




Willow asked, “And what about the next time she needs some anti-antidote?”




George frowned, “There isn’t going to be a next time. Given how sick she is, another dose could destroy her liver, or even kill her. We’ll just have to come up with a better plan.”




Willow asked, “Is there anything I can do to help?”




He said, “Well, we need to find Ray’s phone.”




She typed away for several seconds, and then said, “It’s roughly eight hundred feet north-northwest of you. It’s probably in the car he came in, which may be a plain white panel truck from what Tera told me.”




George oriented himself and looked. And there were two trucks way over there by one of the other warehouses, one of them a plain white panel truck, while the other was a heavy pickup truck with a covered back end. He got Barb in the front seat, and he drove everyone over to the panel truck.




And the truck was locked. Great. He said, “Burn, we may have to break in. The truck is locked and we don’t have the keys. And Terawatt is asleep.”




She typed away for a few seconds and finally said, “Sorry, no computer system with remote connectivity, or I could unlock it for you.”




He said, “It’s okay. I’ve got it.” He climbed out of the driver’s seat and opened the back. Then he took the tire iron, walked over to the truck, and smashed the window out of the side door. He simply reached in and unlocked it from the inside, and searched amid the junk until he found Ray’s phone. He took the phone. He was severely tempted to take the machine pistol lying on the floor, but he didn’t know how to shoot one, or even if he could make himself shoot it at another human being, and he didn’t want to think what would happen if a police officer found it in his car. Or his house. It wouldn’t have helped him today, anyway.




He drove home. Barb watched out the back of the van as a large helicopter swooped in and a dozen armed soldiers leapt out to provide Colonel O’Neill with his ‘backup.’ Once they were out of the warehouse area and she could no longer watch what was happening, she said, “At least it’s over. Danielle and her people will be in jail, and no more GC-161 supervillains are going to be attacking the city.”




Ray quietly pointed out from the back seat, “Umm, Mrs. Mack, there’s still more GC-161 supervillains out there.”




George forced himself to add, “And we know there are more supervillains out there, in other towns. Alex is going to want to stop them, too. And she may need Colonel O’Neill’s help for that.”




Ray asked, “What’s on the paper he gave you?”




Barb opened the paper and looked it over. “Good grief! He read an Air Force doctor at Camp Atron into the SRI and we can call on him as Alex’s personal doctor! There’s a phone number and a pager number and everything, and the colonel says this doctor will definitely keep quiet about everything, or else end up in Leavenworth for twenty-five to life.”




Ray said, “That colonel looks pretty friendly, but I wouldn’t want to find out what he’s like if he has to play hardball.”




George heard a faint buzzing, and finally Ray said, “Oh, hang on, it’s Terawatt’s phone.” He pulled it out of Alex’s glove and said, “Terawatt’s not available.” He flipped it to speakerphone so the whole car could hear.




Willow said, “I know. But I have a message you guys can give her.”




George said, “Go ahead, Acid Burn.”




Willow said, “I’ve found another ‘maybe.’ The CIA has some internal traffic I’m trying to decrypt, but it looks like they’ve got two maybe-illegal units trying to track down a kid in Northern Africa who maybe has superstrength and maybe superspeed. They don’t seem to know, because she’s killed a lot of witnesses.”




Ray gulped, “Oh God.”




Barb looked at George with horrified eyes, and he knew she had finally understood. This wasn’t just Danielle Atron. Danielle Atron was just the advance wave.




This was never going to stop. Ever.





48. Interlude VI



Willow Rosenberg heard the front doorbell. Ugh. She was hard at work on some improvements to one of the computational algorithms in her GIS software, because some of this stuff was not well enough designed from a computational standpoint, and none of it was explicitly designed with parallel processing in mind, and some of it required really specialized techniques to make it usable in a parallel processing system because of the interdependence issues.




And really, who could be at her front door? No one came to visit her without checking ahead of time. Really, hardly anyone ever came to visit her, period.




Wow, that sounded so totally pathetic.




Anyway, her regular friends talked to her over the net, not in person. And Alex always checked ahead of time. Besides, Barb said Alex was still horribly sick from the anti-antidote stuff. So it was probably another salesman. Or Jehovah’s Witnesses. Or the College Painters people who came around every year, even though her house looked perfect. Or… maybe it was the CalPIRG people! She loved it when they came by.




She popped up an onscreen window so she could see the camera view of her front door. She had security cams on her doors and her garage and around her yard, along with all her other security stuff.




Whoa. That wasn’t a Jehovah’s Witness. And if that was a CalPIRG guy, she was signing whatever he had, even if it was a Save The Supervillains drive. Because that was the hunkiest guy who had ever come to her door. Ever.




He was wearing a massively cool leather jacket and khakis and a t-shirt and aviator-style sunglasses. He looked incredibly handsome for a guy who was probably early- to mid-forties, what with the graying hair and the rugged look and the flat stomach.




Oh God, she was getting the hots for a guy she didn’t even know!




On second thought, she was thrilled to death to be getting the hots for a guy, because so not loving the lesbian thing. After all, she would so look horrible in a crewcut and combat boots and flannel shirts. Okay, that totally wasn’t fair, because Marci in Human Resources was out, and just looked like everybody else. Except for the super-short pixie hairdo that definitely wasn’t a crewcut, and Marci looked really cute in it. Although Marci’s girlfriend was totally the dyke-y stereotype, down to the softball scholarship when she was in college, and the boots, and the crazy-short hair that was practically a buzzcut.




She took off the earjack, walked to the front door, and cautiously opened it up. “Hello?”




Handsome Guy smoothly took off his sunglasses, revealing sparkling eyes that suddenly made her knees feel weak and made her tummy flutter. He gave her a big smile that made her think about knights on white horses sweeping away helpless redheaded damsels. He was even driving a red convertible sports car that was parked at the curb! She had a sudden fantasy of him whisking her off in that sports car to a fancy dinner, after which he would take her dancing, and they would waltz for hours. Not that she knew how to waltz, but in her fantasy, he would be just that good a dancer that it wouldn’t matter.




He beamed, “You’re Willow Rosenberg, right?”




She nodded and cautiously said, “Yes…” His voice sounded, well, oddly familiar…




He said, “We’ve talked on the phone plenty of times. I’m Colonel Jack O’Neill.”




Uh-oh.




“Can I come in, Acid Burn? Or would you rather I use the name S4l1x680 out here where your neighbors might hear?”




She suddenly thought her knees might actually give out for real. Or her stomach. Throwing up sounded like a really good idea right about now. Or passing out.




He smiled, “Don’t worry. You’re not in trouble. I just came by to chat for a few minutes, and do the meet-and-greet thing. It worked for Alex, I figured it would work for you.”




“I-I’m not in t-trouble?” she stuttered.




He walked in and gently steered her out of the atrium. “Are you okay? I didn’t mean to make you pass out or anything.”




She led him into the kitchen, and she fixed herself a big glass of ice water before plopping into a seat. “I… uhh…”




He gave her one of those to-die-for grins and said, “Don’t entertain much? ’Cause my mom would send me to my room for not offering a guest a drink, or a snack, or something.”




She finally remembered to say something intelligent. “Umm, colonel, I have no idea who Acid Burn is, other than the character from ‘Hackers.’ And I know S4l1x680 was a notorious cracker and phreaker a dozen years ago, but he dropped off the face of the earth maybe four or five years ago. Bruce Schneier thinks maybe he’s in prison on unrelated charges.”




He grinned, “Jack. Call me Jack.” He stood up and opened the fridge like he belonged there. “Ooh, some diet coke for Alex. Wonder how often she flies up and visits.”




“Alex who?” she tried. “I don’t think I know anyone named Alex.” He just grinned some more, like he totally knew she was with the lying and it was just entertaining him.




He grabbed himself a regular coke, popped the tab, and sat down opposite her. “This is a nice, cozy kitchen. My place? Disaster area. Even if I get dishes washed, my son Charlie’ll make a mess whipping up something. He’s a much better cook than me, but he’s a lot messier.”




The whole horrible thing about Colonel O’Neill and his son and his late wife and the gun accident came back to Willow in a flash. Alex had moaned about that for like half an hour, since she felt so bad about it, and she had no one else to talk to about a lot of this stuff. Willow figured Alex could talk to Robyn or Nicole about that kind of stuff, and maybe even her mom, but Alex had talked to her about it, which admittedly had made Willow feel really great and even needed.




Crap. She was the confidante to a real superheroine, and she was blowing the secret identity thing massively.




He looked at her face for several seconds before he said, “Huh. I guess Alex told you about Charlie and Sarah. Or did you dig that up when you went through my DoD files?”




“I would never! I mean, there’s no evidence… I mean, I don’t! I mean…”




He grinned, “Relax, Willow. First off, you don’t need to panic just because I know as much about you as you know about me. So let me tell you a story. Once upon a time, in a land far, far away — if you were walking there instead of hopping in a car — there was this girl who was one of the best computer programmers in the country, even though she was only about twelve. And she wrote some software that my geeks tell me was elegant and creative and just too darn good for a mere kid. And she was rightfully proud of it, and she released it as freeware. And then this dork, who we’ll call, oh… how about Robert Horace Gorsky of Greenville, North Carolina, tried to steal her software and sell it as his own. And, lo and behold, S4l1x680 decided to crush his firewall, and trash his website, and search his computer, and send emails to everyone who didn’t know ol’ Robbie was ripping them off, and then let the FBI know he had child pornography on his computer, which S4l1x680 might have very cleverly planted.”




She gulped. She’d forgotten about that little incident in her past. Well, in S4l1x680’s past.




He spotted her reaction, but he just smiled. He said, “And then there was the time that one Cordelia Chase racked up an astonishing 417 parking and driving citations in a four-month period, and lost her driver’s license and also had her very expensive car towed. She claimed that she wasn’t even in town during a couple of the incidents, but every one of the computer copies of those driving citations had her handwritten signature on it. Oddly enough, it turned out that Miss Chase was, at the time, bullying that same nice little computer programmer.”




She winced. That really hadn’t been her finest moment. Even if figuring out how to circumvent the security on the city police department’s records was a really cool exercise that included a really sweet piece of programming.




He smirked, “From what we’ve been able to find out, Cordelia Chase probably deserved a lot worse than some expertly-faked parking tickets. But after Alex visited us down in Roswell and chatted with you on the phone, we kind of wondered who you were. Just like you wondered who we were. And we wondered if we could trust you, just like you wondered if you could trust us and you went poking around in a few files you’re really not supposed to have access to.”




“Eep.” She meant to say something smooth and graceful, but all that came out was a little squeak.




He said, “We put together a list of all the top telco gurus in the world, and all the top programmers in the world, and all the top network security gurus in the world. And you know what? You’re on all three. You’re one of the very few young women on the planet on any of them, and you’re on all three. Impressive. And you have an EE too, so you have the skills to hack the chips in Alex’s phone, and the phones her support people have. But there aren’t many women who have an EE, much less an EE and a CE, like you do. Still, my people wanted to believe Alex’s hacker was more likely a guy using AutoTune to sound like a girl.” He put as much sarcasm in his voice as he could, “Because nerdy cracker and phreaker types are so secure in their masculinity that they’d do that.”




She admitted, “P$ychon4ut pretty much foamed at the mouth anytime anybody even suggested he wasn’t a virile, strictly het, ultra-atheist, macho man who had dozens of girlfriends. That was how we built a profile on him and figured out who he is. It was just easier to get him convicted and put away on other charges, like stalking and date rape. He’s a real sleazebag.”




He laughed out loud. “So he’s off the threat list for now, huh? Good work.” He squared up his shoulders and said, “But I was thinking about the story Alex told us about going to another dimension and meeting six other women, all of them amazing, who were from completely different dimensions. One of them is Samantha Carter, the Air Force captain who’s with NASA. One of them has to be British, because of the whole British Ministry of Magic thing. That leaves four others. And it occurred to me: what would I do in Alex’s place? Incredible people who were incredible teammates with incredible talents? I’d bust my buns to see if I could find their equivalents in my world, and that’s who I’d try to get on my team. Which would mean that Alex’s hacker has to be a woman.




“In my award-winning acting role as Johnny J. Jacobson, most irritating reporter on the planet, I called up three different big names in computing security, and I asked them about the female computer gurus out there. Bruce Schneier? All I had to do was say ‘young, broad knowledge base, amazing programmer, babbles like mad…’ and he said, ‘oh, you mean Willow Rosenberg’?”




He gave her a big smirk, while she winced.




He leaned forward and said, “So, I did my usual pushy thing to get my people to do what I wanted, and my people did a little checking, and the funniest thing emerged. The week you were temporarily de-CEO’ed from Red Tree Software, you had a Saturday morning appointment here. Alex Mack, of Paradise Valley. Who you’ve been telling me you don’t know.”




She gulped. Hard. She had been saying she didn’t know Alex, and he had evidence she was lying about that one. This secret identity thing was so much harder than it sounded.




He leaned back and relaxed. “You’re the only person in the world who meets all of our criteria, and, lo and behold, you were also sought out by Terawatt. In person. She’s pretty amazing, isn’t she? But that definitely makes you our Acid Burn.”




She tried not to stammer as she asked, “W-what do you w-want?”




He smiled, “I want you to know you can call us when you need to. And if there’s some intel you need, I can get you NSA and NSC and DHS contacts so you can do it legally, or at least we can cover for you when you do it. What you’re doing for Alex is one of the most important computer activities in the world, and every other group doing computer work as important as yours has a staff of hundreds or maybe even thousands of computer techs, plus tons of government protection and security and stuff — even if my central computer group only has six people right now, not counting you, and I try not to outsource computing tasks to the big DHS pool. But if you want into a database you can’t touch, give me a call. If you want to crash a major website, give us a heads-up and tell us why, because we might have a better solution. Or we might want to get out the popcorn and lawnchairs so we can watch the fun.”




She couldn’t help giggling. Alex was right. Jack was really funny and really snarky. She sipped some of her water and asked, “And that’s all? You’re not gonna lock me up and throw away the key?”




“Fer cryin’ out loud!” he complained. “Absolutely not! I might get Walter to buy you some bigger and badder hardware, or get one of the telcos to cut you extra bandwidth whenever you want, but I’m not ruining this set-up. Maybe the best computer hacker in the world, and she wants to be on my side? Hey, I’m not as dumb as I look. I’m keeping you and giving you anything you ask for. Same as with Alex. You two don’t realize how important you are, and how far I’m willing to go to protect you two. I’m even not putting any of this stuff in electronic files, so nobody’s ever going to scavenge our computers and track you two down.”




She asked, “So… anything I ask for?”




He said, “Within reason. I can’t get you a top-of-the-line Cray tomorrow. It would take me at least a month, and from what my IT guys tell me, you’d have to upgrade the HVAC and electricity in here first.”




She smiled and said, “I already have a parallel processing network.”




He asked, “And is it hidden in a dark cave, deep beneath the wilds of Silicon Valley?”




She grinned, “No, it’s in my living room.”




She walked him into her computer room, and he looked it over, admiring everything in there. He finally said, “This is pretty amazing. You are way better at computers than Angelina Jolie. And you’re just as pretty.”




“Me? No way.”




He smirked, “Yes way.”




Okay, the world’s hottest guy. Who’s also an Air Force flyboy who makes Tom ‘Top Gun’ Cruise look lame. And who’s also a world-saving secret agent. Could he possibly be any sexier? And he though she was pretty. Alex said the other Willow could be brave and daring and amazing. Okay…




She took a deep breath and did the most daring thing she had ever done in her life. “Umm, Jack, there is something you could do for me.”




“Yes? I don’t do taxes.”




She giggled and said, “Would you take me for a ride in that sports car? And buy me a nice dinner?”




His jaw dropped open in surprise. “You want to have dinner with me? I’m old! I have gray hair. And a teenaged son! You’re mid-twenties, and rich, and famous, and a smoking hot redhead who tries to hide it by not wearing makeup and keeping that hair up in a ponytail. Why don’t you have movie stars on speed dial for when you want to go out to dinner?”




She tried to give him a coy smile even if she wasn’t any good at the flirting thing. “If you take me to dinner, I’ll tell you all about the little programmer girl who had hardly any friends and hid behind a computer screen for years.”




He gave her another of those knee-weakening grins. “You got yourself a deal.”




She ran to the bathroom. She figured in two minutes she could undo her ponytail, comb her hair out, put on some lipstick, and apply some mascara.




And maybe, after dinner, she could find out if he knew how to waltz.




49. Truth and Consequences



Alex woke up with a big smile.




She still felt sort of yucky, but for the first time in a couple days she wasn’t waking up because she needed to scramble over to the toilet. The sun was shining in her window, and for the first time in a couple days, she didn’t feel like that was gonna make the sides of her head explode. A bird was chirping outside her window, and for the first time in a couple days, she smiled at the sound, instead of feeling like someone was using a cheese grater on her brain. For the first time in a couple days, she wasn’t nauseous, wasn’t cramping, wasn’t having totally horrible diarrhea, and wasn’t having cold sweats and hot flashes.




Boy, when your dad gets a top-secret military doctor to come set up an IV in your room, you know it’s bad. Mega-bad. At least the IV stand was on little casters, so she could wheel it around when she clambered out of bed and used the emergency toilet her dad had hauled out of their disaster preparedness supplies and put in her room right next to her bed.




She was never taking that green stuff again. Ever. A blinding headache and brutal nausea that wouldn’t go away for two and a half days? Cramping that lasted almost as long? Horrible diarrhea for two solid days? This was the worst she’d ever been sick, and she’d done it to herself.




A soft snoring sound made her look up. Oh. Her dad was camped out on Annie’s bed, keeping an eye on her. What a great dad he was. And that bed really wasn’t big enough for him. He was gonna be so stiff when he woke up!




She used her telekinesis to adjust his position and slip a couple pillows behind him for his back. Then she snuggled back under the covers and tried to get some more sleep.







Willow woke up with the biggest smile she could ever remember.




Last night had been so incredibly amazingly awesome! Jack was so funny, and so smart, and he liked that she was a genius! Guys never liked that she was smarter than them. Even Jonathan hadn’t really liked that part.




They’d talked for hours over some great Mexican food, and then they’d just walked down the street, like a real couple. Every time their hands had touched, she felt like the temperature jumped about twenty degrees, and she got hot in places where she didn’t normally get hot. And then there had been this bar that was advertising ‘Quiz Night.’ Jack had looked at her, and quirked that eyebrow the way he did, and she found herself saying, “Oh yeah! Let’s do it!”




And they did it. Okay, your team had to drink and answer questions, and there were drinking penalties for wrong answers, and other drinking penalties for other people beating you to the right answer, but she and Jack won! They won two free dinners at this really expensive nearby sushi bar instead of something that would have been much cooler, like maybe a new Porsche, but they won! And Jack had drunk maybe eighty percent of their penalties, so they were both sloshed when he drove her home.




And then he was so kind and considerate, and he had her taking aspirin and drinking lots of water before she went to bed so she wouldn’t be all hung over in the morning, and she didn’t want him driving when he was way more drunk than she was, but he was insisting he couldn’t stay the night in her house when she didn’t even know him, and so she was making coffee for him so he could drive to a hotel for the night. And she tripped and spilled her ice water all down his front, and he didn’t get mad at how clumsy she was, he just laughed. And she peeled off his wet shirt, and his wet khakis, and he peeled off her blouse where it was all wet too, and she peeled off his wet underwear, and…




And that was why she was lying in her bed smiling like an idiot. With a powerful male chest pressing up against her back and a muscular arm wrapped around her, and her whole body feeling great. She felt better than great. And she felt tender in places. And she felt wonderful. And maybe she’d strained a muscle too. And there was the tinglyness all over that made her want to jump out of bed and start singing like she was in a musical, even if she didn’t sing and there was no way she was ever going to sing in front of real, live people.




And Jack was nuzzling her neck while still asleep. She had boinked a super-secret agent flyboy Air Force colonel.




Who had a teenaged son. And he was a super-secret agent who worked with Alex! He probably was like movie spies and slept with a dozen women on every mission!




And she was nothing. Just a nerdy programmer.




But he’d said she was pretty. Even when he was really, really drunk, he’d said she was pretty. Even after they’d made love and she bled all over him because she was a virgin and they had to go into her bathroom and shower to clean up and they ended up doing it again in the shower, he’d still kissed her and said she was pretty. Had anyone ever said she was pretty? Jonathan thought she was pretty for one of the school nerds. But had he ever said she was really pretty and meant it? She didn’t really know for sure. Jon wasn’t good at the whole social interaction thing.




Oh God, what was she going to do? She needed to get out of the bed. And shower, because they’d done it again after they got back in the bed, which she hadn’t thought would happen because weren’t drunk guys supposed to… you know, under-perform?




She needed to shower. And clean up down there. And get dressed. In something clean. And then make some coffee and maybe fix him breakfast. And act casual. Because super-spies were all about the casual sex and she was sure he was done with her and now he could mark ‘genius computer hacker’ off his super-spy girls-to-pork list. Oh God, what if he had ‘superheroine’ on his super-spy girls-to-pork list? She had to call Alex and warn her!




His hand slid around one of her breasts, and she whimpered at the burst of pleasure. And then he kissed the back of her neck. And…




Later. She would call Alex later. If she was lucky, much later.







Alex was still home, even if she was feeling a lot better. Well, she couldn’t feel any worse than she had the last couple days and not be dying. Even if her folks had been so worried about her that her dad hadn’t gone into work for a couple days and her mom hadn’t gone to college classes for a couple days. Her dad said the ‘side effects’ were way worse than he thought they would be, and he wasn’t making any more of that stuff for her ever, because one or two more doses could destroy her liver for keeps, and two or three more doses — maybe even just one more — could be fatal.




But now that she was feeling better, it was so worth it. Danielle Atron was in prison. Lars and Carlton were in prison. Their whole operation was shut down. All their stuff in their chemical labs was broken down and under Jack’s control, so no one else was using that stuff to make more bad chemicals. And it was all over the news. It was the headline story in the paper, and it was the lead story on the local news, and it was even making the national news! And she was really cheered up by the pictures of a surly Danielle Atron with a massively swollen bruise on her jaw and a black eye and a bloody nose, and no makeup, in an ugly orange prison coverall. Too bad A.L. Mack couldn’t have gotten a couple of those snaps, just to make Danielle really, really angry.




Alex had eaten a huge breakfast, and then had brunch, and had gone through a big lunch too, and now she felt all full and comfy. Her mom had even tucked her in and helped her dad move the toilet and all the medical junk out of the room, while Alex just snuggled into the bed and relaxed. Her mom was even going to bake cookies for her this afternoon!




Mmm. Chocolate chip cookies, fresh out of the oven, with the chips still warm and nearly molten and almost too hot to eat… Maybe with some vanilla ice cream and some hot fudge sauce and a big glass of milk… 




And her dad had even promised to postpone the regular curry dinner experimenting thing until next week. And her folks had told her all about how Jack had gotten a military doctor from Camp Atron to be her official ‘doctor of record’ so she even had a real doctor’s note for school, for a change.




When the phone rang, she had to sit up in bed and pay attention, because it wasn’t one of the ringtones for her regular phone, it was the ringtone for her Terawatt phone. When she had it in her glove, she usually set it on vibrate, but when it was in her desk drawer, she usually had it set to play the theme from ‘Jaws.’ Ray thought that was funny, even if it was appropriate, because it was pretty much always a sign that trouble was brewing.




She used her telekinesis to open the drawer and grab the phone. Then she burrowed back into the nice, warm, snuggly bed. “Hi.”




It was Willow. Even through the AutoTuning, Alex could hear how excited Willow sounded. “Oh! Hi! I wanted to talk to you. Are you feeling better? Because I can call back later, or tomorrow, or whenever, if you’re still feeling all cruddy.”




She smiled, “No, this is fine. I’m way better. What’s up?”




Willow beamed, “I maybe found Mister Right. I mean, who’d ever think someone like me would meet a hot, hunky, sexy, older man. And that he’d like me!”




“Wow, that’s great, Willow.”




Willow purred, “And I’m not a virgin anymore. Now I’m a woman of the world. A lady of mystery.”




Alex couldn’t help smiling. “I’ve been telling you that you’re pretty, you just never listen to me.”




Willow said, “And I found out something totally important you should know for when you get around to doing the sex thing with Ray. First time? Girl on top. You totally get to control how fast you slide down on it, and when to take things easy, and all that. Mom told me my first time would really hurt and the first few times would be pretty sucky, but she was totally wrong. Once I worked my way down and took care of Miss Hymen, it was great. Okay, I bled all over him and we had to clean up in my shower, but that was great too, because we did it again in the shower, and let me tell you water is not your friend when you’re needing the lubrication so it was a good thing I had some Vaseline handy for dry skin, but then it was so amazing, even if I think I picked up a bruise on each buttcheek and on each shoulderblade from the shower wall, but it was so sexy I didn’t even notice at the time! And then when we went back to the bed, I thought we were gonna go to sleep, but we started kissing some more, and I sure didn’t think he’d be able to do it three times, but it was even better than the first time, and…”




Alex had no idea what to say. She so didn’t want to even hear about a lot of the stuff. But Willow was so excited she was kind of telling way more information than Alex wanted to hear. And the thing about cleaning the Vaseline off the private parts? No thank you!




Okay, when Willow backtracked and told all about getting whisked off to a romantic dinner in a hot sports car, and then playing a quiz game in a bar with Mister Right who was really smart about things like world politics and geography, that was pretty fun. Alex was just really happy Willow was having something this great happen to her, because Willow totally deserved it.




When Willow finally reached a stopping spot, Alex finally got a word in edgewise. “So you didn’t tell me how you met Mister Perfect.”




“Oh! I didn’t? Well, he figured out who I was and he came to meet me, and you never said how sexy he is!”




Alex suddenly thought maybe her heart was gonna seize up for a second. “What?”




“Jack is so sweet, and he’s way smarter than he acts, and he’s so sexy! I mean, he’s just as hot as Selina Kyle Christakos, only in a totally different way naturally—”




“Jack?” Alex asked frantically. “Jack? My Jack? Colonel Jack O’Neill? The old guy? That Jack?”




“Yeah, and he’s not that old, he’s forty-three, so he’s less than twenty years older than me, and he’s so sexy when he smiles and his eyes crinkle, and—”




“Jack? You had sex with Jack O’Neill? Willow!” Alex felt like tearing her hair out. Or something!




Willow purred, “I had lots and lots of sex with Jack. Three times last night, and then this morning before breakfast, and then there were serious smoochies before he left, and oh my God I feel good! I always thought those musicals where the girl runs around singing were so stupid, but that’s how I feel right now, even if I can’t sing and it would be horrible if I had to sing in front of a bunch of people, but I totally feel the singiness coming on!”




Alex stared at the ceiling with a feeling of dawning horror, while Willow went on. “And I’m totally ready for more of the sexing, and I even downloaded four books on sex and sexual relationships and sexing up your relationship, and I just wish he could come by this afternoon and make me his red-hot mama some more…”




Alex didn’t say anything when Willow got more… umm… graphic about what she had done with Jack, and what she wanted Jack to do to her, and what she wanted to do to Jack, because, well, it was kind of great for Willow now, but maybe it was going to be bad for Willow later on. And Alex was so not ready to hear a lot of this. But she couldn’t make herself tell Willow to stop, and she couldn’t hang up on Willow, because she was worried that Willow didn’t have anyone else she could talk to about this. Alex was pretty sure Willow had no one to talk to even if it was just about meeting a handsome, suave older man and doing the humpty dance. But this was Terawatt stuff, because Jack had come to meet Willow after he figured out that Willow had to be Acid Burn. And then he figured out that Willow had to be S4l1x680 too!




And it was Jack taking advantage of Willow, that… that jerk! Okay, she was thinking way worse words than ‘jerk.’ Pressing Alex into doing the trip to Illinois was one thing, but using his manly charms to seduce a computer geek with hardly any dating experience? And Willow was a virgin up until last night? Jack was a total creep! A mega-creep! And what was Willow going to do when Jack dumped her? She’d be crushed!




Alex listened carefully to Willow, being as encouraging as she thought she should. But as soon as Willow hung up, Alex was going to call Jack and give him a piece of her mind!







Jack O’Neill was sitting in his West Virginia office, staring at a stack of reports, and not seeing any of the words.




What the hell was wrong with him? He had always prided himself on doing the right thing. On living up to the strict moral code his foster family had instilled in him when he was a kid. On sticking with the UCMJ, even when it wasn’t easy. And he had taken advantage of a girl young enough to be his daughter.




He hadn’t been that drunk in years. Maybe not since the night Sarah died and the police insisted on keeping Charlie locked up overnight and he was afraid he was going to lose Charlie too.




For that matter, he hadn’t been on a real date in years, either. After Sarah died, he just wasn’t interested in someone new, not to mention he had a son who needed him. There had been three or four military balls he had been shanghaied into attending, and he had needed to escort someone to each of them, but those were as close as he had gotten to a real date.




And then Willow wanted him to drive her around in that little sports car he had borrowed, and buy her dinner too. And then there was that ‘quiz night’ at that bar. Sure, he had been downing most of the shots when other teams got right answers or the rare times when their team screwed up, but that was taking one for the team, because Willow knew a hell of a lot more than he did about most stuff. Okay, he had kicked ass on the political and geographical and military questions.




And she was such a cute drunk. She was so sweet and giggly, and she was trying so hard not to be timid and insecure, apparently because Alex had told her that the other Willow was a force of nature. In the most literal terms imaginable. When she started babbling about what that other Willow supposedly did, Jack was pretty sure the hair stood up on the back of his neck. A magical battle to the death with a three hundred foot tall hellgoddess? He figured he was just glad all his universe had was people like Alex and Grover. And that Atron bitch. And that psycho in Myrhorod. And the mutated animals up in Siberia. And the freakiness around Chernobyl. And… Okay, there were lots of problems in his world, but nothing like what Alex had already faced.




But he had been telling himself he wasn’t going to take advantage of Willow, even if he was really attracted to her. Hell, how could he not be? She was gorgeous, and brilliant, and creative, and quirky, and sexy, and… And he could talk to her. She knew who he was. What he was. What he had done, even if most of that was in blacked-out files. What he was doing now, which he couldn’t even talk about with Charlie. Plus, she was easy to talk to. There was something warm and inviting about her that made him think thoughts he was not going to give in to.




But then she spilled that big glass of ice water down his front, and all down her front, and she was undressing him to get his things into the dryer, and somehow he ended up standing naked in her kitchen when she was in nothing but a pair of damp socks…




He didn’t really remember a lot of precise details after that. He remembered the kissing, but he had no idea who started it. He remembered her leading him to her bed and telling him she was ‘really inexperienced’ so he’d let her be on top and he’d been as careful with her as he could. He remembered the intense pleasure he had missed for so long, ever since Sarah had died. He remembered Willow’s surprise and exuberance and… well, he thought he had a few bruises from where she really got carried away. He remembered Willow’s huge bathroom and the blood she was cleaning off him…




Oh crap, he had deflowered a virgin. A virgin who probably didn’t take contraceptives. He was such a bastard.




How had he not realized what the blood meant? Other than the whole bit about ‘I was so drunk I nailed a girl I just met in person for the first time’.




And then, just to put a cherry on top of the sundae, he had made love to her again this morning, before having breakfast with her and getting his almost-dry clothes off the kitchen floor and driving off to the base to catch the Cessna still waiting for him.




Even if Willow didn’t decide to destroy him electronically, she was bound to tell Alex. And then Terawatt was going to descend on him like an avenging angel, which was just what he deserved. He had probably destroyed the SRI in one incredibly-stupid, drunken night. And if Willow wasn’t taking contraceptives, there was a real chance that there might be serious repercussions they would have to deal with, like in about nine months.




And he’d probably wrecked his only chance to get Willow Rosenberg as a girlfriend. Unless…




He pressed the intercom button on his deskphone. “Walter, I need the 1-800 number for Teleflora, and then I need to talk to Henry Jameson at the NSA.”







Alex hung up the phone. This was so not fair to Willow! Even if Willow was over the moon right now. Maybe even because Willow was over the moon right now, but when Jack dumped her, she was going to be mega-crushed. Alex was so angry at Jack that she was glowing yellow again. Darn it. She had to get that under control. She just wanted to yell at him, not accidentally fry her Terawatt phone in the process.




She did ‘box breathing’ exercises until she was calm enough that she wasn’t glowing anymore. Then she called the SRI on her Terawatt phone. “Walter, this is Terawatt. I have ‘human resources’ issues I need to talk over with the colonel.”




“Yes ma’am. He has standing orders to patch you through immediately, unless he’s in the middle of a live op, or he’s in a meeting with at least a three-star.”




Whoa. Did that mean he’d interrupt a two-star general to talk to her? Was that a sign he really thought she was important? Or was it a sign that he really liked to find ways to yank the chains of people he shouldn’t be messing with?




Before she had a chance to say anything else to Walter, Jack came on the line. “O’Neill here.”




And she didn’t know what to say. Oh, she had a ton of things to yell at him, but now they all sounded stupid in her head, and the big fancy speech just got lost in her fury. “Jack! You big jerkhead!”




Okay, that sounded even stupider. Why couldn’t she chew him out and sound all smart and powerful? And really scary and threatening too?




Jack said, “Big jerkhead? You really need to work on your vocab. Anyway, there’s nothing you can call me that’s worse than what I’ve been calling myself.”




“Well… good!” She was not coming off well. But she was just so mad at him that she could hardly talk!




He groaned, “I should never have taken her out to dinner, but she was so cute, and she did ask… And I should have said I had to catch a jet. I’m too old to be dating someone her age.”




Dating? Did Colonel Jack O’Neill say ‘dating’? As in more than one time going out?




She still said, “Willow’s not real experienced, and you… you took advantage of her! And now she has a ginormous crush on you! Which is mega-jerky of you!”




“Really?” There was a sort of hope and excitement in Jack’s voice that stopped Alex cold.




She was going to say something else mean, but she found herself asking, “Does it matter? To you, I mean?”




“Yeah,” Jack insisted. “A lot. Willow is… She’s amazing. She’s… a brilliant, creative, funny, quirky woman who doesn’t mind that I have a top security job. And she happens to be one of only a handful of people in the world I can talk to about what I do. And she doesn’t mind that I’m old… and I have a teenaged son… and I have a history.”




Wow. If she didn’t know better, she’d think Jack was kind of smitten.




He said, “The problem is… she’s got a life, and a career, and the job with you.”




“Why’s that a problem?” Because she could only think of one reason why that would be a problem for someone like Jack.




He groaned, “Look, I know this is stupid, when this is the twenty-first century and all, but a long-term relationship would be a lot easier if she lived near me and Charlie. I need to get Charlie used to the idea of me having a social life again, and I need to get her used to the idea of me having a son who’s nearly as old as you are.”




Alex just stared at her phone. Was Jack really thinking like that? Because it sounded like Jack was talking about getting Willow to move to his home base and maybe deal with stepmom-ery. And if Jack was thinking like that, then…




He groaned, “I never even thought about going to bed with her. Okay, I had a few fantasies I squashed pretty hard, but I wasn’t even going to stay over in a guest room. And how was I supposed to know Willow was still a virgin? Now I feel like a real creep. Nothing I sent her is gonna make up for that.”




Alex checked, “Did you send her something? Something nice?”




Jack tentatively said, “Umm, I sent her a dozen white roses in a big crystal vase. And the NSA’s alpha-test version of their newest trapdoor encryption algorithm.”




Alex opened her mouth to give him another piece of her mind, and she realized that Jack had probably given Willow the perfect ‘something nice.’ Willow would so go for the computer code, and even someone as computer-oriented as Willow would probably melt over the roses.




Ray hadn’t given her roses. Heck, she couldn’t remember her dad giving her mom roses in like ages. Maybe Valentine’s Day the year before last.




Maybe Willow was lucky. After all, maybe Jack was almost twenty years older, but he was still in really good shape. At least it wasn’t like Buffy sleeping with someone over two hundred years older than her, and dead too.




But Alex knew: it was all her fault Willow and Jack met, and if Willow got hurt because of Jack, it would be her fault. Oh God, what if Willow and Jack got serious and then Willow found Miss Right and dumped Jack for a lesbian girlfriend? Jack would be crushed! Oh, this could go wrong in so many ways! What if Willow dumped Jack for a girl and Jack got really mad, and he already knew Willow was S4l1x680, so he could get Willow into so much trouble!




She rubbed her forehead and said, “Jack, you need to talk to Willow and fix this, because you’re not the only one going through stuff.”




Jack snarked, “Hey, I only take advice from people less than half my age if they’re named Charlie. And I already decided to call her and talk. And somehow, tonight I have to explain this to Charlie without losing the Good Dadkeeping Seal of Approval.”




Alex finally let Jack go. But she knew she needed to do something about this. She needed somebody who was a woman of the world and could talk to Willow about these kinds of things without turning into a babbling goofball, or cringing when Willow got really graphic about the sex stuff. She… Oh! She had an idea!







Jack hung up as soon as Alex was done yelling at him, and he made the phone call he was dreading.




Willow picked up in the middle of the first ring. “Hi, Jack.” Naturally, she’d know it was his phone number. And she probably had an earjack on most of the time.




He replied, “Hi, Willow. Did you like the flowers?”




Willow gushed, “They’re beautiful! And the encryption algorithm is awesome. You really know how to sweet-talk a girl. Without doing the talking part, I mean.”




He said, “There’s some things we need to talk about, after last night. And this morning.”




She sounded unhappy as she said, “Umm, I already did that part, I went right over to the clinic before I even called Alex, and I got the morning-after pill, so there aren’t gonna be any little O’Neills running around loose here, and I got all the blood out of the sheets and the mattress pad, and it’s okay I’m not a virgin anymore, I mean, I’m almost twenty-five, I ought to be a woman of the world and not be all seventeenth century and stuff…”




He rubbed one hand over his face. This was going so well. Not. “Willow, that wasn’t why I was calling.”




She said, “Well, after the roses, I kind of figured you’d call sooner or later to say the James Bond thing.”




“The James Bond thing?” Now she was definitely losing him.




“Sure,” she said. “You know…” She slid into a really lame British accent, “Oh Miss Sexinadress, you were an extremely hot bed-bouncy partner, but now I must return to England and I won’t ever call you again, so don’t bother sending me lovelorn emails or anything like that.” She dropped the accent and asked in a pretend-cheerful tone, “That’s why you called, right?”




“Fer cryin’ out loud!” he groaned. “Was I really that big a jerk last night?”




“Umm, no, you were really wonderful, and amazing, and totally not like what mom said my first time would be like, and I’m sorry I wasn’t good enough.”




He gritted his teeth. “Willow, stop talking and listen. You were great. Unbelievable. You were way past ‘good enough.’ You could do so much better than me. And I don’t want to stop seeing you. I want to see you again. Regularly. But the whole jumping into bed on the first date thing? Not my style. Can we have another date, maybe at that sushi place we won the dinner for, and just, you know, have it be a first date kind of thing, where we get to know each other?”




Willow said, “Jack, we know all about each other.”




He groaned, “Honey, we know the wrong things about each other. We know about secret government files, and illegal hacker activity, and fighting to protect innocent civilians. And which redhead used to be a virgin and has the cutest little mole on her back just at the top of her tushie. We don’t know boyfriend-girlfriend stuff, like what your first pet was named, or what kind of music I like, or what tv programs you watch or even if you watch tv.”




Willow went silent for several seconds, before she said, “Jack, you said ‘boyfriend.’ And ‘girlfriend.’ Really?”




“Really,” he insisted. “Maybe I’m pushing too hard, but—”




She giggled naughtily, “You maybe pushed too hard last night, but I enjoyed it. A lot.”




He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. “Willow, I’d like to see if we can make this work, but I’m a little worried that after last night I sort of messed things up between us.”




He could hear her smile over the phone. “Jack, I don’t think so, I think we can make this work if we both try, but… Well, I really, really liked last night.”




“I noticed.” He didn’t try to keep the smug out of his voice. Willow really had been… enthusiastic. Exuberant. He even had a few bruises from her.




She said nervously, “But there’s something you need to know about me. Something bad.”




“Your first pet was named Elvis.”




She said, “No!”




“John? Paul? Ringo?”




She laughed, “Stop it!”




“Vanilla Ice?”




She really laughed at that one. “I’m trying to be serious here, and you’re making me laugh.”




He said, “Okay, I’ll stop it. What’s so bad that you’re afraid to tell me, and yet I don’t know about it?”




She said, “Jack… I think I’m, umm, bisexual. I mean, I’ve never been with another girl, or even kissed another girl, but you-know-who had me investigate a couple people, and one of them is this totally gorgeous brunette, I mean, the hottest brunette on the planet, and I… sort of… got the hots looking at pictures of her.”




Jack grinned, “So, some day I might come home from a mission and find you in the hot tub with Megan Fox?”




“Jack!”




“Angelina Jolie?”




“Jack, be serious!”




He teased, “It doesn’t have to be a brunette, you know. Anna Paquin, Kristanna Loken…”




She insisted, “Jack, please! I don’t know who I’m gonna be in a year. Or five years. Or ten years. I’m new to all this. I could turn out to be a really horrible girlfriend!”




He could hear how uncomfortable she was getting, so he said, “As long as you just tell me the truth, and you tell me what you’re feeling.”




“Okay.”




He couldn’t resist adding, “Besides, you and Anna Paquin together? Very hot. Anytime you want to surprise me with a threesome with a steamy Hollywood actress, just fire away.”




She said, “Jack, you act like I’m this hottie who could get even a Hollywood actress to pay attention to me. I think maybe you need to get your eyes checked.”




He said, “I’m an Air Force pilot. I have perfect eyes. Hey, you know what? Ask Alex. If Alex tells you you’re not just as hot as any other redhead you can name, I’ll owe you any favor you want.”




She said, “Alex is nice. She’d never say a friend wasn’t attractive or smart or whatever.”




He said, “Fine. Ask that guy Larry Ellison. He definitely isn’t nice.”




He could tell she was blushing. “I… I couldn’t ask Larry! He’d think I was crazy! Or a big ol’ slutbag!”




He said, “Fine. Right after you ask him, I’ll knock him unconscious, so he won’t remember.”




“Jack!”




“What? He deserves it!”







She peeked out through the curtain over her bedroom window when she heard the noise outside. Jeez, she just hoped it wasn’t the same old shit. Her parents were mad at her. Her boyfriend was mad at her. Her friends were mad at her. The whole school was mad at her…




And it really wasn’t her fault. Really! Well, maybe she made some not-so-great decisions. But it wasn’t her fault a supervillain attacked her!




When she saw what was outside, she nearly had a heart attack. She sprinted down the hall, down the main staircase, past the maid, and yanked open the front door.




Terawatt was floating there. The real Terawatt, who said, “Elizabeth Brigitte Clemens?”




“Umm, I go by Libby. Are you… mad at me?”




Terawatt floated into the atrium and looked around. “This is very nice. And I wanted to come to an agreement with you. I’m willing to ask the police force to go easy on you, if you promise not to impersonate me anymore, and you do a favor for me.”




Libby cautiously said, “How big a favor? About what?”




Terawatt said, “I have a computer expert.”




“Oh no, I’m not dating some pimply geek!”




Terawatt just smiled, “She’s not a pimply geek.”




“She?”




Terawatt nodded, “Yes. She’s a talented young woman who has been picked on ever since she was in first grade, and as a result she has hidden all her life behind a computer screen. Because of the bullies who made her life miserable, she has low self-esteem, even though she’s a world-class computer expert, and she’s actually a very pretty redhead who’s in good shape. She needs someone like you who she can talk to.”




“Me? Talk? I don’t get it.”




Terawatt said, “She views me as a ‘boss’ figure, and she won’t open up to me. So she needs someone else she can confide in. She’s older than you, but she was a virgin up until… last night. She’s pretty happy about it. Her ‘older man’ was considerate and gentle, and she really enjoyed it. Several times. Now she’s pretty much smitten.”




Libby muttered, “I wish my first time had been like that.” Come to think of it, her second time hadn’t been so great either. High school boys? Not so much with the ‘considerate and gentle’.




Terawatt said, “So she wants to be sexy and desirable, but she doesn’t know how. And while doing some research for me, she accidentally saw nude pictures of one of the most attractive women in Europe, and now she’s also afraid she’s bisexual, and she doesn’t know how to cope with that, either. She doesn’t have any female friends she can talk to about these kinds of issues, and I hear you’re considered an expert in your school about dating and relationships and makeup. I was hoping you would be willing to help out someone who could really use your expertise. In exchange, I won’t press the police to prosecute you, and I’ll keep an eye out for supervillains who may not have gotten the message that you’re not me.”




Libby asked, “What if I have some advice, but she can’t afford it? Like a spa treatment or really sexy lingerie?”




Terawatt smiled, “This young woman has more money than you do. She has more money than your father.”




Libby instantly re-evaluated things. Okay, downside: dealing with a computer nerd, only it was a girl, not some dork who was going to embarrass her by wanting to hang around her. And the nerd wasn’t at her school anyway. Upsides? Having Terawatt off her back, and getting her parents off her neck. Maybe even getting the police off her neck, because it totally wasn’t her fault she didn’t know that what she was doing counted as identity theft or fraud. Getting to flaunt her expert knowledge in important areas like dating and relationships and haircare and clothes. Getting to meet another rich kid who might have valuable connections. And maybe getting some cool presents. And maybe being able to get some computer help.




She looked at Terawatt and said, “I’m in.”







Alex flew off toward her house, wondering if Libby realized just what this could do to her. Because if Libby chatted with a nice girl who wanted to learn about boys and clothes and makeup, she was eventually going to like Willow. And then she was eventually going to realize that she had been a complete creep to plenty of kids who were exactly like Willow, except they had a Y chromosome.




If this got Willow a friend and advisor, and also turned Libby into a nicer person, it would be the perfect plan. Alex smiled all the way home.





50. Interlude VII



The tall, thin man in the stiff black suit and ridiculously thin black tie said, “Welcome to our small community.”




“It’s a dump. It’s a disgrace to real dumps to call this hole a dump,” she growled. She still didn’t know what the man’s real name was, and calling him ‘Mister Jones’ was really irritating. And the guy dressed like an undertaker.




He grinned a little, “Of course it is. You don’t think we’d site one of our most important labs anywhere noticeable, do you? This way, we can control everything. We can control the mayor and the police department and the fire department. We can control the town newspaper.”




She smirked as the truth dawned on her. “So… if anything went wrong, and some innocent townspeople were horribly killed…”




He nodded, “Exactly. The bodies would disappear, or else the medical examiner would report whatever we told him to. Anyone who filed a report with the police would be strung along, until a suitable cover story was in place. Anyone who went to the newspaper would be strung along. And our security people are fully capable of handling things, no matter how… wet their work gets.”




She found herself feeling like laughing for the first time in months. She knew perfectly well what ‘wetwork’ was. She asked, “When will I talk to your bosses?”




He said, “You won’t, unless I am caught, killed, or incapacitated. I am the cutoff man for this cell of The Collective.”




She frowned, “That doesn’t sound like the arrangement I was promised. I was promised access, and rewards, and contact.”




He said, “You’re already being paid a massive salary that you have yet to start earning. The arrangement is that you gain access and rewards as you provide successful research and development to The Collective’s inner circle.”




She snorted. “Fine. Show me to the lab and introduce me to my staff. I want to get started on studying their official reports. Stat. Then I want access to their private research journals that they are not letting anyone see.”




“Excellent,” he said. “And remember, just because Downingtown is a ‘dump,’ that doesn’t mean you’re trapped in the lab. Philadelphia is only half an hour’s drive east of here.”




She clipped on her badge with the RFID to unlock the security doors. It had taken some arguing to make them change the badge from ‘Dr. Margaret K. Walsh’ to ‘Maggie Walsh, M.D., Ph.D., Ph.D.’ but it was always better to intimidate the minions to start with.





51. Interlude VIII



Danielle Atron stared at the floor of her cell. Well, she stared as well as she could with one eye completely swollen shut. It turned out her cellmate was a psychotic bitch who was already punching her and pushing her around, and was probably going to molest her some night.




She wanted out of here! But that wasn’t going to happen. She’d talked to her lawyer Mikhail, who had gotten the reports from the lawyers for Lars and Carlton and the hired ‘security’ and the mercenaries. Every one of them was willing to roll over on her and rat her out. She had no one on the outside who would help her escape. She even had to trust that Mikhail would pay himself the agreed-upon amounts out of her illicit funds and not just loot her Cayman Islands accounts. She was probably just fortunate that Mikhail and his people had been able to pry her loose from getting shipped off to whatever hellhole that smug bastard Colonel O’Neill had planned for her.




And the prison authorities here weren’t letting her near any potential chemical weapons, or anything she might be able to turn into a chemical weapon. So they weren’t even letting her have a decent shampoo and conditioner, or a decent soap, or a decent skin cream, and forget about makeup or hair product. She looked like a derelict. She looked like a woman who had been in prison for years, and was going to be staying in prison for the rest of her life.




It was all Terawatt’s fault. Terawatt, and those damn Macks, and that Alvarado boy. She should have killed each of them when she had the chance, instead of going for the trifecta of Terawatt, Alex Mack, and George Mack. She was so angry she could spit. She was so angry…




She was so angry her hands were glowing yellow!




She jumped up and rushed to look in the tiny all-metal mirror above the tiny sink in her tiny cell. She was glowing yellow. All over.




She hadn’t lost all her powers. She might even be getting her powers back. She hadn’t glowed this color before, so her powers might be going through some sort of biomorphology.




She needed to calm down. She needed to hide this. She needed to let her powers come back fully, and then she needed to assess what she could do, because she might get something new, or one of her powers might come back at a different stage. She needed to wait until she could bust out of this hellhole so she could retrieve her money before Mikhail spent it all.




Oh, and she needed to deliver a little payback to her cellmate in the process. Something agonizing and permanent.




And then she was going to have to come up with a much better plan for dealing with Terawatt. And Alex Mack. And George and Barbara Mack. And Colonel Jack O’Neill, who had really enjoyed arresting her far too much. And that twit Annie Mack too, if it was convenient. And anyone else who got in her way.




52. Testing



Alex was glad the last two weeks were over. Being out of school because of a ‘supervillain attack’ was something that could only happen in Paradise Valley, apparently. Or Normal, Illinois. Okay, Jack said there was a high school in Eastern Europe that had been closed for a long time along with a bunch of other stuff until a superpowered threat was dealt with by the authorities, and he also said the schools and everything else around Chernobyl had been evacuated permanently.




But then she had been sick as a dog for a couple days after that mess, and she had missed Tuesday through Thursday. And then her teachers hadn’t been happy with her when she came back on Friday, even though she had a doctor’s note and everything. You’d think having a supervillain attack would make people lighten up on the students.




So then she had a ton of homework and stuff to do, and three makeup tests to study for, and so this week had been big heaping wads of catch-up work and catch-up homework and makeup tests. And regular tests. Plus complaints from teachers who didn’t like that she’d missed five and a half days out of the previous two weeks. Gee, it wasn’t like she was skipping school to go hang out at a pool hall or something. She’d been working really hard at saving people’s lives and stopping supervillains and major stuff like that.




Okay, Mrs. McGurty had been pretty much horrified when she read the doctor’s note, which even said Alex was so sick she was on an IV for two days. And Mrs. Finnegan and Mr. Porter had worried whether she should be back at school so soon if she was that sick. But Mr. Nieder and Senora Martinez had been mega-crabby. Especially Mr. Nieder. Like she wanted to be deathly ill for two days straight.




She wondered what she was going to do when Jack needed her the next time, because she didn’t think the ‘visiting colleges’ excuse was going to fly the next time. And she had SATs on Tuesday, but at least she wasn’t going to be leaving school for them, because everyone taking SATs was going to be sitting in the school auditorium with teachers glaring at them so nobody peeked at anybody else’s test. She had taken them once already, back in the fall, and got a pretty okay 1935 score since she did the written part too, but she was sure she could do better than that, since she had learned how to write decent papers in a really short time. Plus her math was going better, and she’d gotten some SAT-type test-taking tips from other-Willow and this-Willow both. Although she was pretty sure she wouldn’t take other-Willow’s advice to walk out as soon as she was really done so she could freak out the rest of the room. She had this mental image of other-Willow smiling as she turned in her test while everyone else was only a third of the way done, and the rest of the room going into a panic. Not that SATs worked like that anymore, at last not in this dimension, but her mom said when she took the SATs there were just two parts, and you took an hour-long verbal test and an hour-long mathematical test, and when you were done you could get up and leave, not that anyone her mom knew ever finished early.




At least today would be fun. She hoped. The last couple weeks sure hadn’t been, even if Danielle Atron was locked up until her hair turned white and her teeth fell out.




She also really didn’t like that the governor had made a big speech to the press that Paradise Valley wouldn’t need to deputize Terawatt since Danielle Atron was in jail, and so the whole argument was moot. What a jerkhead. Didn’t he realize that sooner or later there were going to be more superpowered supervillains out there?




Maybe he was hoping he’d be out of office before it became a bigger problem.




Anyway, it was Saturday, and she had a pile of homework she didn’t have to start until the afternoon, because she had something exciting to go do! It was the first martial arts lesson for Terawatt at Camp Atron!




And she had been practicing and working out, like Buffy said to do. Buffy told her that pushups made your arms stronger for punching people in the face, and sit-ups made your core stronger for kicking and for when you got punched in the stomach, and leg-lifts did that too. Not that Alex thought she was ever going to get as strong as Buffy. In fact, Alex was pretty sure Buffy could have taken ‘Crush.’ Apparently, the news stories were calling Jo ‘Azure Crush’ which Alex thought was lame.




So Alex changed into her Terawatt uniform and made sure she had a couple extra things in her gymbag like a towel, even though there was no way Terawatt was going to shower there. Then she and her gymbag puddled out the front door, went down the driveway into the storm drain, and took the storm runoff system all the way out to the creek before she flew off to Camp Atron.




This time, she landed at the closest gate and said to the guy manning the gate, “Pardon me, but I am Terawatt. I have an appointment here at eight o’ clock with Staff Sergeant Meadows. Could you direct me to Building G?”




The guy looked at his clipboard and said, “Yes ma’am. We have pretty specific instructions about you, so no fingerprinting, no signature on record, and no photo badge.”




Well, it wasn’t like a Terawatt impostor could fly in and land in front of the guards and look like her.




He showed her a black and white map of the base and pointed out Building G. She thanked him and took off into the air. It was way easier to see where Building G was from the air, because from the air the base looked exactly like the map did. She landed in front of the building and walked in.




One part of Building G was set up like a big dojo, or something like that. There were cool orange and blue pads tiling most of the floor. At one side of the ‘mat’ were practice dummies and that kind of stuff. On the other side of the dummies was a smaller practice area with weapons on the walls. She had seen the staff-with-big-pads-on-each-end things in movies, but she didn’t know what they were called. It wasn’t going to show up on her SATs, so she wasn’t worried. On the side away from the dummies were some locker rooms and a bathroom and an open door into another working area that looked small but with fancier mats. And there were a couple small offices.




When Jack had said he would find a martial arts instructor for her, her first thought was a little old Japanese guy like Mister Miyagi. Then, when he told her the guy’s name was Staff Sergeant Meadows, she figured he would be some huge, hulking black guy wearing a Drill Instructor’s ‘Smokey the Bear’ hat who screamed every time he opened his mouth. The guy who walked out of the office toward her was nothing like that.




Sure, he was obviously buff, with bulging biceps, but he was maybe 5’9”. He didn’t move like Buffy, either. Okay, that was unfair, because no one on Earth was going to be moving like Buffy did. Buffy moved like the kung fu version of a tiger, all smooth, graceful motion ready to attack you and rip your arms off at any second.




She asked in her best Terawatt tones, “Staff Sergeant Meadows?”




“And you would be Terawatt, I take it.”




She smiled, “I would be. Did anyone brief you about me and my situation?”




He said, “A little. Stew Scott called me and said DHS needed to swear me in and get me to do a little private training once or twice a week. But I saw the film footage of you against that blue chick, and I’m not sure how to train you.”




She asked, “Have you done the ‘swearing never to tell anyone’ bit?”




He grinned, “Yeah, but that’s not what we call it.”




She said, “Good. Okay, here’s the deal. I’ve faked superstrength a couple times, but I’m really no stronger than your average twenty-year-old girl. Well, maybe your average twenty-year-old girl who exercises some but doesn’t lift weights. I have some powers, but I’d like to learn to fight the way you teach anyone martial arts. That means me not using powers, except when keeping myself from getting too bruised up. Then, once I get to some level you’d have to decide on, we work together to integrate those skills with my powers. I already have some advice on doing that. But I have all the raw power of a normal girl, and my last supervillain could throw police cars. I need more advantages.”




He nodded. “Okay, we’ve got this room isolated for these three hours every Saturday morning, even if that made the base commander a little cranky. I’m not sure we can squeeze in more than that.”




She said, “Well, I can work on anything you show me. Once a week is still way better than none a week, and I can practice elsewhere.”




He looked down at her feet and said, “We take our shoes off before we step on the mat.”




She hoped this wasn’t a problem, and she said, “I’m sorry, but no can do. I’m wearing these in combat, so I need to learn to fight with them on.”




“And why are you wearing them?”




She shrugged, “Why do you think? Because I want people to think I’m six feet tall. This uniform is so people don’t know who I am.”




He slowly shook his head. “Don’t see how that’s gonna work. This may be Cali, but there aren’t that many women with hair your color and built like you, unless…” He stared at her for a couple seconds and finally said, “Oh. Got it.”




He kicked off his flip-flops and led her to the middle of the mat. She could tell there were two orange squares nearly side by side, each one big enough for two guys to spar in. He led her into the closer square and said, “Let’s see what you’ve got already.”




She nodded. “Not much, to be honest. I know a couple things, but I’ve been using my powers to fake most of it. I don’t have a balanced stance, and I need to work on that in these boots. I’ve been using my powers when I kick, so I don’t have kung fu balance. And I’ve been using guide parries in my fights, but I’ve been doing it mostly with telekinesis, not arm strength and technique.”




So they spent about five minutes with her showing him what she could — and couldn’t — do without powers, and him blocking everything she tried so easily that it was embarrassing. At least, when he tried some stuff, she didn’t get all beaten up, like in a kung fu movie. Granted, he was fast. Really fast, for a guy. Not at all fast for a Slayer, so Alex had seen really fast attacks coming at her and she had some teensy idea about what to do with stuff at this speed.




When he knocked her legs out from under her, she just held herself up so she didn’t crash to the mat. And when he grabbed her arm and threw her over his shoulder, she just flew away instead of getting slammed to the mat. And when he got her in a chokehold or something like that, she just touched his arm and said, “Zap!” There was no way she was going to zap him for real. She was here to learn stuff, not win with stuff she already knew how to do. And that one time when he asked what else she could do with her powers and he went for that chokehold, she just went silvery and flowed out of his arms, which sort of freaked him out.




So he started her on exercises, like pushups and leg-lifts. He wasn’t exactly impressed, but he worked with soldiers who could probably do hundreds and hundred of pushups in a matter of minutes. Then he had her do stretching exercises, which were pretty easy because she was limber. Then he showed her the basics she was going to be working on for weeks. First, he went through the basic stuff of American Kenpo: seven stances, three switches, eight blocks, four kicks, nine strikes, and three ‘maneuvers.’ He had a couple sheets of paper that had all the details on them, but she was worried about getting her stances right without help, and working on her balance with the kicks without help. He just told her to work on what she could do by herself, and then work on the rest with him every Saturday. Then he had these things called ‘Blocking Set 1’ and ‘Short Form 1’ she needed to memorize and be able to do properly. He had sheets of paper on them too, but those were going to take a lot of work. And he had twelve ‘techniques’ that all had totally awesome names. Because ‘guide parry’ just didn’t sound anywhere near as cool as ‘sword of destruction’ or ‘alternating maces’ or ‘obstructing the storm.’ He had papers on each of them, too. Then he went through the ‘tan belt’ moves for the Marine Corps Martial Arts Program, which were way nastier: basic punches, upper-body strikes, lower-body strikes, bayonet and knife techniques, basic chokes and joint locks and throws and their counters, and the basics on ‘weapons of opportunity’ which she was better equipped on than pretty much anyone else since her best weapons of opportunity were part of her body. He had the whole ‘tan belt’ syllabus for her, even if a lot of the MCMAP wasn’t the physical part but the mental part and the training part.




Then they worked on every single one of the things for the rest of the time. She was mega-tired toward the end, but she was not going to stop if she could learn one more technique or maneuver before she left. And she totally needed tons of help with her stances and her balance, especially on her kicks and her switches. Plus, she had to go silvery a couple times to deal with the sweat in her uniform, which was so gross.




She slipped the papers and the syllabus and a practice knife and her towel into her gymbag, making a little mental note to get a thin notebook for the Kenpo stuff to be like the tan belt syllabus which was in a small three-ring binder.




At the end, she bowed to him and said, “Domo arigato, sensei,” like Buffy taught her.




He just grinned and said, “I may know Oriental martial arts, but I’m strictly American. Just say ‘thank you, sergeant’ and ‘yes, sergeant’ and ‘no, sergeant.’ That’ll cover it.”




She said, “Thank you, sergeant. And when we get to the grappling stuff? Don’t treat me like a schoolgirl. Really show me the hard stuff, because you already know I can get out of any hold anytime I want to.” She shook his hand and went silvery, puddling out of his grip and about ten feet away from him before going normal again.




“Sweet!” The sound of clapping came from across the room. And she recognized the voice, too.




The staff sergeant snapped to attention, but Jack just waved off his salute with a sloppy response and said, “At ease, staff sergeant. We’re not standing on formality in here. And better you than me, because I’ve seen what she can do to people with superpowers.”




“Yes sir.”




Jack said, “So Tera, I was on my way north of here, and I thought I’d peek in and see how your first day went. You know, maybe the cool kids were being mean to the new girl, or nobody wanted to eat lunch with you.”




She grinned at him. It was tough to be frowny and serious with Jack, because he was so smart-alecky. Irreverent, as they said on the SATs.




Jack said, “Staff sergeant, I’m going to take this superheroine away and feed her a few tons of chow. You’re welcome to join us if you want.”




“Thank you, sir. But I am going to have to decline. My corporal and I have to get ready for classes at twelve, one, two, and four, since we couldn’t use the dojo this morning after seven thirty.”




Jack nodded. “Okay. But call Stewie on a secure line and fill him in on how Terawatt’s doing. I’d appreciate it.”




Alex floated over to Jack and asked, “Are you really buying me lunch?”




He grinned, “Oh sure! I got a ton of stuff from the chow line here, and I brought some stuff with me. And I’ve got a small conference room just a little walk from here. How’s that sound?”




She admitted, “Actually, it sounds pretty great. I’m really hungry after all the stuff we went through.”




So she walked with him to Building E and up to a small conference room up on the second floor, where there was a big spread on the conference table. Four kinds of pizza slices, spaghetti with three different sauce options, a bowl of lettuce salad with cool veggies in it, a bowl of pasta salad, a bowl of fruit salad, and a bowl of jello salad. The jello salad was cubes of blue jello with berries in it. She had a feeling the jello salad was Jack’s.




And Jack just wanted to talk, and listen to her. It was a nice, normal lunch, except she was still dressed as Terawatt, and he was dressed like a full colonel with a ton of medals. His uniform looked like he was going to run out of room for more medals before a lot longer.




She said, “You ought to let Willow get a look at all your medals. She’d be super impressed.”




He grinned, “No, I’m gonna change on the jet when I’m going up to her place. I want something casual, so I can take her out for a nice afternoon, and then we’re going to do dinner at that sushi place where we won the free dinners. Sushi isn’t my favorite, but there’s plenty of it I like, and I want to learn more about what Willow likes.”




She still pulled out her Terawatt phone, took a picture of Jack in his fancy uniform, and fired it off to Acid Burn. Then she told him about Willow’s little Chinese restaurant she really liked, and she told him that Willow had really liked that Mexican restaurant Jack took her to.




Jack grinned, “And then, after dinner… ‘The Simpsons’! I brought the season one DVDs. Charlie and I have all the seasons on DVD except the current one, which isn’t out on DVD yet. We just have it on TiVo. She’s never watched it. Can you believe that? She said she was too busy writing programs to watch a cartoon.”




Alex wondered, “What if she doesn’t like ‘The Simpsons’?”




He gave her a horrified look. “She has to! Everyone loves them!” Then he stopped being silly and said, “It’s not exactly a dealbreaker, but I’m gonna be crushed if she doesn’t at least like it. A lot.”







On Sunday, Alex spent the whole day studying and doing homework. When she wasn’t studying for school stuff, she was reviewing for SATs. Hermione had given her advice on guessing words that you didn’t know, so Alex was looking at these webpages that told you about Greek and Latin root words and prefixes and suffixes. It was kind of freaky how many words that helped with. And her Spanish vocabulary helped with some of the Latin too, which made sense. And there was also listening on her Terawatt phone to Willow talking about her date with Jack, who was insisting on not doing the sex thing again until they did a lot more dating, even though Willow really wanted more of the sexing.




Then SATs on Tuesday were looooooong. It seemed like all she did for most of the school day was do test-taking, with sneaking in some eating in between the sections. The math parts seemed easier than before, but that was probably because she knew all that trig now, and she even had time to check over most of the answers she knew. And she guessed at the few math questions she didn’t know the answer to, because she knew some of the multiple choice options were wrong, and Sam had told her what the break-even point was on guessing on an SAT question. The reading ones were harder, because there were a few questions that were just iffy enough that she couldn’t decide if they wanted one answer or the other, which was mega-frustrating. And there were some words she didn’t know that she had to guess at. And the essay one was way better now that she’d been practicing Willow’s fast-essay-writing stuff. She even had time to look over most of what she wrote and fix some stupid grammar and spelling mistakes, even if she still thought she probably put in too many commas. As long as she didn’t have to write an essay on ‘my arch-enemy, the comma.’ At least the last section on writing grammar was only ten minutes, and then she could go eat a couple energy bars because she was starving by then.







Then on Thursday, Alex and Mina had their first meeting of the assistant editors for next year’s yearbook. Tommy already had their five-question ‘Yearbook Likes and Dislikes’ webpage up on the school intranet, and lots of people were posting answers, and since you had to log in with your student ID to get on the computers in the first place, Tommy could look at the files and tell who entered what. And that was how he knew that Pete and Paul were spending lots of time filling out the form over and over, and typing in really horrible answers to try and screw things up for the next yearbook group. Mr. Carson said he would deal with that, but Alex said, “Don’t until they stop wasting their time, because they’re not hurting anyone except themselves right now.” Then the whole yearbook team was really impressed with Alex and Mina’s plan for the yearbook pages and the special CD they would include.







And on Saturday morning, she flew back to Camp Atron to get hit and knocked down and thrown some more. She had been practicing really hard every night — with her boots on too — and so she felt okay about some of the stuff, and massively not okay about some other stuff. But Staff Sergeant Meadows was good with that. She showed him everything she was doing okay on, and he corrected some little things so she could do better. Then she showed him all the things she was not doing okay on, and they worked on that stuff a lot more. She figured it was going to take her weeks to learn all that stuff. And the ‘tan belt’ syllabus talked a lot about the mental and character parts, which she was skipping over, and that worried her.




Well, it worried her until the sergeant said, “Tera, you’re well beyond that. The character part is there to make sure that the student is hard-working and responsible and community-oriented. It’s hard to be more of all of those than a superhero who’s risking her neck fighting supervillains just because it’s the right thing to do.”




About all she could do was blush and say, “Oh.”







On Sunday, she worked on her last English assignment, which was the final paper of the year. It took her half an hour of thinking about stuff and exactly fifty-two minutes of writing, because she timed herself. Then she stuck it in her home notebook to sit for a week. She still was going to have a final in English, just like in everything else. And she worked extra-hard on Spanish, because Senora Martinez was not happy with all the classes Alex had missed, mainly while superheroing, not that she could ever say so.




And Willow called on the Terawatt phone. “Tera? I’ve got a little of that CIA traffic decrypted, but most of the decryption is gonna take me a really long time. It’s just massive amounts of CPU time trying a zillion different possibilities.”




“Okay…”




Willow groaned, “We need to figure out what to do about Jack. Because this is a teenage girl, and the CIA has hunter teams trying to track her down and maybe shoot her! And they started up in like Finland but then they jumped to Northern Africa, and now they’ve moved up into Southern Europe, I think. And they know who the girl’s going to go after, but I can’t crack that part because it’s a codename with no external meaning. And what if Jack buries this and they kill the girl? How am I ever gonna go on a date again with him if he might do that kind of stuff?”




Alex said, “I don’t have any decent advice, Burn. I mean, I want to trust him, but he’s DHS. And this is CIA stuff. I just don’t know. I mean, would he just cut us out of the loop?”




Willow said, “Well, we don’t know anything useful. So tipping him off about this can’t make things any worse. And even if we could get you to Europe, I don’t think we could do much. I mean, I could tell you where the hunter teams are to maybe a circle with a forty or fifty mile radius, but that wouldn’t help at all. You wouldn’t know where to go in the area, or which team to look for, or how to spot them, or anything. And none of that would help you find the girl! And we don’t know how much trouble you’d get in for superheroing outside the U.S. I mean, what if the French fired missiles at you? It could be really of the bad!”




Alex said, “I could puddle into a jet flying to Europe without a whole lot of trouble, but tracking someone down is so much an Acid Burn thing, not a Terawatt thing. I’m not Sherlock Holmes, you are.”




She could hear Willow being all self-conscious as Willow said, “I… I’m really not.”




But Alex went on, “And then we’ve got a big problem, because we don’t know if the girl is a supervillain or on our side or neither.”




Willow knew Alex had been taking the SATs, so she said, “D. Some of the above. Or E. None of the above.”




If it hadn’t been so serious, Alex would have laughed. But they talked it over for another ten minutes, and then dragged Alex’s mom in with the phone on speakerphone. They finally decided they needed to bring Jack in on the whole thing. As Alex’s mom pointed out, if Jack buried the case or cut them off, they would know the truth about him. Willow sobbed a little, which made Alex feel really, really awful.




Willow finally said, “Okay. I’ll call him and tell him about this stuff and send some of the intel to his IT people. And we’ll just wait and see what he does.”




Alex’s mom gently said, “Willow, he may not be allowed to do anything. He may be in the DHS, but even Pentagon generals can’t order the CIA around, and this sounds like one of those rogue CIA operations that maybe even the head of the CIA can’t stop.”




“I really hope you’re right, Barb,” Willow said unhappily.







And then it was sit-around-and-fret time. Well, sit-around-and-study-and-try-not-to-fret time. And sit-around-and-fret-while-trying-to-cheer-up-Willow time. The last week of school before finals was pretty easy, because she had her English paper all done and ready for editing, and she had her history paper turned in, and she had all her trig homework done, and she had the extra credit assignments in Earth Sciences already turned in. So she just let the teachers go through the review material, and she studied what they said to study. She even felt pretty good about how she’d do on the exams. Unless Jack wanted her to rush off to Europe and miss exam week, which would be mega-bad.




On Thursday, she and her folks got the bad news that Annie wasn’t going to come home for the summer, because she’d been offered a really incredible internship in the 3M chemistry labs in Minneapolis. Alex’s dad was disappointed that Annie wouldn’t be working on one of the projects at the Paradise Valley chemical plant, but it was really important that Annie took one of the internships that M.I.T. would issue special credit for. So Alex told Annie good luck, and then after the phone call she and her mom hugged each other and cried some.




On Saturday, after her martial arts lesson, Jack was there again. And he was with Riley and Graham, which meant it wasn’t for a fun lunch before he went off to wine and dine Willow.




She went with them to the same conference room, which had mostly Mexican food laid out this time. While they ate, Jack filled her in on his progress on the ‘unknown girl with unknown powers tracked by unknown CIA teams that the CIA was insisting were not in the field’ problem.




He really sounded grouchy as he said, “I even called in a few favors, and nada. No one wants to admit this girl has any connection to any CIA projects current, past, or even future. I’m holding ’em to that. If we catch a break later on, we’re going to cram that party line down their throats.”




Riley said, “I know a few guys who know a few guys, and the CIA definitely has some military on active teams out of the country, but it’s all Need To Know. I don’t even know if these are the right guys, or if these teams are the ones we want.”




Graham said, “Walter went through legit channels and hit the CIA liaison with official access protocols, and we’re waiting to hear if that pans out.”




Jack said, “I went and talked to my boss, who went and talked with his boss, who really doesn’t like some of the crap the CIA’s dumped on the Pentagon, so win-win for us. If Walter can’t go through official channels, we’ll see if a four-star can stomp on someone in the know, or at least get the Defense Secretary to apply more pressure.”




Then he leaned forward and said, “If the CIA lets us in, we may have to sign off on a lot of non-disclosure agreements. I have no idea how that’s supposed to work for a superheroine with a secret identity, but I’m sure the beancounters won’t care as long as they have a CYA.”




Alex frowned, “I really don’t care about signing something that says I won’t talk about stuff, as long as we can stop this mess and save the girl if she’s a goodguy and stop her if she’s a badguy. I mean, it’s not like I’m not already keeping a ton of secrets.”




Jack said, “Yeah, but we trust you. These CIA pinheads don’t know you. And they don’t even trust me.” He looked at the expressions in the room and said, “Okay, bad example. They don’t even trust Finn, who’s just disgustingly wholesome.”




“Thank you, sir,” Riley said with just a little sarcasm in his voice.




Jack pretended he didn’t hear it, even if he didn’t completely keep the smirk off his face at getting a rise out of Riley, and he said, “So. Bottom line. Looks like you can do your exams without worrying about any big news on the ‘unknown superpowered girl’ front. If we get any updates, we’ll give you and Acid Burn a heads-up.”




Jack wanted to chat about Alex’s finals and summer prospects and stuff. He pretty much hinted that he wanted A.L. Mack to do a special internship taking some photos for the U.S. Defense Department on something he wasn’t able to talk about yet, but he wouldn’t come right out and say it. And Alex wanted to keep working at Gloria’s shop, even though the news crews and paparazzi were starting to leave town now that the Danielle Atron thing was wrapped up and Terawatt might not be making monthly appearances in Paradise Valley anymore.




So Alex told him that she had a part-time summer job she really liked, and she was planning on working on a couple projects and taking some on-line coursework.




Jack finally asked, “Now you’re sure you don’t want to go to the Air Force Academy? We’re way better than the Army and Navy, and Colorado Springs is a much cooler place than Annapolis or West Point.” Two men cleared their throats as a reminder that Jack was the only Air Force officer in the room. Jack suppressed a grin and went on, “We could definitely get you in, and we could guarantee where you’d be working four years later, and we could even guarantee the Academy wouldn’t complain too much when we whisked you off to save the world once in a while.”




She told him, “I still want to try photojournalism as a real job. I mean, don’t you think heroes in the comic books who don’t have a real job end up sitting on the couch watching Oprah most of the time? And I like taking pictures. I’m good at it.”




Jack smiled, “In case you haven’t noticed, you’re pretty good at a lot of stuff.”





53. International



Alex was sort of glad not to hear back from Jack for a week. It gave her a chance to have a normal finals week at school. The exams went really well, even if she thought Mr. Nieder was still sort of grouchy at her. She and Mina had another short ‘yearbook staff’ meeting, and without Jack or Greta around, she managed to keep everyone on topic and get the whole meeting done in under thirty minutes so she could even get some stuff done in study hall afterward.




So she was done with school for the year when it next came time for Terawatt to go back to Camp Atron. She was getting in about an hour of practice every night, even if most of it was during study breaks when she was really sick and tired of reviewing history and Spanish. She was even figuring she would take a two-week break and just veg out before she started tackling the on-line computer courses Willow had found for her.




So naturally, Jack was waiting to see her when she finished her lesson with Staff Sergeant Meadows. And he didn’t look like he was there to take her to lunch and just chat. Okay, he pretty much never looked like that when he was in his ‘important colonel with tons of impressive medals’ uniform.




He walked her to the conference room, where Riley and Graham were sitting. And stuff was different. Riley and Graham had more stuff on their uniforms, and they had different things on their collars. She burst out, “Did you guys get promoted?”




Jack grinned, “Okay, you both owe me ten.”




Riley blushed and said, “We didn’t expect you’d notice.”




Jack said, “Well Major Finn, why don’t you get Captain Miller to help you with the food?”




She said, “And you’ve got more stuff on your uniforms.”




Jack said, “I got ’em some more fruit salad for several missions we can’t tell you about yet.”




She would have said something else, but the aroma of spicy grilled steak hit her nose and made her start salivating. Jack had provided some grilled steak burritos and tacos, with all kinds of yummy toppers like salsa and pico de gallo and guacamole and sour cream and stuff.




She was already eating her second grilled steak burrito before he said, “Looks like we’re gonna be up to bat soon.”




She carefully chewed and swallowed before she asked, “You mean the Europe thing?”




He nodded. His taco had enough super-hot hot sauce on it to burn a hole in the table, but he seemed to like it that way. He said, “Yep. The CIA’s in a whole lotta trouble, and they’re scrambling for help from the State Department and the Prez, since they have half a dozen countries demanding someone’s head on a platter. And they still don’t have the girl. And they’re pretty sure the sixteen-year-old girl completed her mission by assassinating a highly experienced CIA senior officer when said officer should have had the drop on her to start with. In the middle of Berlin. So right now, it looks like the CIA’s gonna be in even more trouble without our magnanimous assistance. Plus, they might now realize that they have about as much chance of bringing this kid in as Bambi has of beating a T-Rex. Even if right now everyone’s seeing this kid as a cute, winsome Bambi pursued by a big, evil T-Rex.”




Riley said, “So are we the only ones who realize just how dangerous this girl might be?”




Jack said, “Maybe. It looks like we’re about to dive right into a great, big, international jurisdictional dispute that’s gonna be uglier than that mess in Myrhorod.”




Alex noticed that Riley and Graham both winced a little. She just asked, “What’s Meer-ho-road?”




Jack said, “Myrhorod. Town in the Ukraine. All you get to know is it was SRI business, and it was messy, and lots of people died, and a lot more would’ve died if we hadn’t gone in when strictly speaking we didn’t have permission to do so ahead of time. If anyone brings it up, give them the ‘need to know’ routine like you’re stonewalling them.”




Alex asked, “But you told me the name of the town. Why?”




Jack smiled at her, “Well that would be because Annie Farrell is now an Air Force second lieutenant acting as my adjutant in the SRI.”




Oh crud. She didn’t think she could pull that off. She said, “But… but I don’t know how to stand at attention or salute or anything!”




Jack said, “Hey, it’s easy. If I could learn this stuff, anybody can.”




Graham said, “You already know how to be self-disciplined and play a part. In an hour or two, we can teach you enough to fake it in front of people who won’t be watching the lowly second lieutenant.”




Alex checked, “Do I have an hour or two?”




Jack said, “You have a day. Meet us on the tarmac at oh four hundred tomorrow. We’re flying to Berlin. I’ll have a passport and ID and docs for Lieutenant Farrell, along with uniforms and clothes in your size. We’ll coach you on the flight to the Big Apple. Bring the same stuff as last time, only make it six sets of undies, just in case. You don’t want to have to wear Bulgarian undies. I think they make them out of recycled sandpaper.”




“Are we gonna be in Bulgaria?” she asked.




He said, “We start in Berlin, but I have no idea where we go from there. First, we pick up a CIA bozo in New York and we get a briefing on the way ‘over the pond’ as the Brits like to say. We then go straight to Berlin.”




She asked, “Is the CIA guy read in?”




Jack said, “Not on his life. They don’t trust us, and we don’t trust them. We especially don’t trust them not to bury this whole thing, when they’ve got a slew of dead CIA operatives, at least three dead ‘auxiliary associates,’ and God only knows how many dead civilians all over Europe and Northern Africa. This is a screw-up possibly big enough to sink the careers of half of the top administrators in the CIA, because somebody lobbied for this disaster, and a bunch of somebodys authorized it.”




She checked, “So how do we know anything the guy tells us is true?”




He gave her an evil grin. “We leave our sat phone live. Acid Burn and our IT people are going to get to listen in, and verify whatever they can. Then, when we get to Berlin, we check with anyone there who isn’t CIA and get their version, which we also feed to our hackers.”




“Anything else?” she asked.




Jack said, “Yeah. You can tell Team Terawatt where you’re going and why, since Acid Burn is going to get full details. But you and Burn can’t tell them what the CIA tells you, or what we find out they actually did, or what we do about the CIA’s business.”




She asked, “And how are you gonna get Acid Burn to agree to that?”




He grimaced and said, “I’m going up there right now to clear it with her. And explain why our dinner date for tomorrow night is off.”




Alex said, “Well, at least I got through exam week without having to run off for a couple days. This secret identity stuff is a pain.”




He nodded. “Yeah. We’ve got to come up with something to get you out of school without repercussions. After all, we’re gonna have to swing this for next year, and then four years of college, and then all kinds of secret identity situations.”




She flew home worrying about how to tell her parents and Ray.







After she showered, she called Ray over to her house. Then she got her dad to come in from working in the yard, and she got her mom to stop working on her thesis for a bit. Once she had all of them together, she said, “I’ve got Terawatt business tomorrow, starting really early. I don’t know how long it’ll be. Maybe a day, maybe a week, maybe more. But it’s in Europe.”




“Alex! You don’t have a passport!” her mom squawked.




“What about your job at Gloria’s?” her dad asked.




“What about our date Monday?” Ray wondered.




She frowned, “I don’t need a passport. Alex Mack won’t be leaving town. Jack has another ID for me. And I don’t know about Gloria. I’ll ask Robyn if she can help out. And Ray, I’m really sorry, but I don’t know! We have a girl running loose in Europe, and there may be people trying to kill her, and even if she wasn’t a supervillain when this all started, we think she assassinated a really experienced CIA senior officer, so she may be a supervillain now, or at any minute. If we can’t rescue her soon, this is just gonna get worse. And some of the stuff I find out is going to be ‘national security’ so I won’t be able to talk about it. But tomorrow morning mega-early, I’m flying to Berlin with Jack’s team.”




Her mom scowled, “I don’t like this. I mean, where does it all end? Are you going to be this colonel’s private superhero for the rest of your life?”




She admitted, “He offered to get me into the Air Force Academy guaranteed, with special rules so I can take off with his team whenever there’s another crisis, and then a guaranteed job on his team when I graduate. So I could end up being his private superheroine if I decide that’s what’s best. But he also offered to get me into any of the top photojournalism schools in the country if I wanted, so I could be a jetsetting photojournalist, but then it might be pretty much impossible to maintain my cover if everywhere Alex Mack goes, Terawatt pops up.”




Her dad asked, “So Alex, what are you going to decide?”




She sighed, “I don’t know. I may have to keep my options as wide open as I can for as long as it takes, so I can see what I need to do. If it turns out that the best way to be a superhero is to be Lieutenant Alexandra Mack, U.S.A.F., then that may be what I choose.”




Ray got up and gave her a huge hug. Then her folks did too. And that evening, Ray came over for dinner and watched a movie with her instead of taking her out Monday night. Afterward, she took Ray out to his car, and they sat in it and kissed for a long time. Her mom didn’t even text her when it was time to come in.




No, when Alex came in, she went into the home office, and her mom was sitting in there crying. She just hugged her mom for a long time before she went to bed.







She got up at three and showered and got dressed in something that wasn’t bulky, so she could keep it as an emergency outfit in her gymbag. The gymbag was already packed, including two boxes of protein bars that were stuffed in all around her Terawatt uniform. Not that she thought Jack would let her starve, but it was better to be prepared. Her mom was up just to see her off, and had a fast breakfast all prepared for her. Four English muffins with fried eggs and Canadian bacon and cheddar cheese, so they were like Egg McMuffins only better. And a half gallon of milk. She chowed down on everything, hugged her mom, and went silvery. As she flew off to Camp Atron in the darkness, she tried not to think about her mom standing there crying.




She zoomed past the gate guards and out to the tarmac, and even though she was ten minutes early, the Cessna was still there ahead of her. There was a refueling truck, and Jack was outside the Cessna, impatiently pacing back and forth.




She landed in front of him and smiled, “Lieutenant Farrell reporting for duty, SIR!”




He smiled back. “You’re out of uniform, lieutenant.”




She admitted, “I was kind of hoping I could get some help with that, colonel, because I don’t even know how to wear the uniform and salute or stand at attention or anything.”




He gave her a smirk. “We’ve upgraded the team.”




She said, “Well, I already saw Riley and Graham got promotions.”




He grinned, “While Sergeant Scott is off interviewing a couple possible new team members for me, we have a Special Forces ell tee who is going to be helping you get ready.” He turned his head toward the jet. “Yo Joe!”




A woman stepped off the jet with a surly expression. Alex noticed right away that the woman was wearing a really crisp, neat, first lieutenant’s uniform. And a deep scowl. And that was probably some kind of body armor under the uniform blouse, and some kind of bulge under her uniform jacket that might even be a handgun.




The female officer marched over and said, “Sir, you said you wouldn’t say that anymore.”




Jack grinned, “I said I wouldn’t say it anymore in front of anyone else on the team. ‘Annie’ here is an auxiliary.” He turned to Alex and said, “Annie Farrell, about to be a second lieutenant? Meet Josefina Lupo, First Louie, Special Forces, on loan to us to see if she works out.”




Alex said, “Pleased to meet you.” She even put her hand out to shake hands.




Jack smirked, “Watch it Annie, she’s a lot stronger than she looks. We shook hands, and I had to go in the bathroom so I could cry without anyone seeing me.”




Lieutenant Lupo stared at Alex in disgust. “What kind of joke is this? She’s… what? thirteen?”




Okay, so Alex wasn’t wearing any makeup at all yet because she was going to see what Jack gave her and then put on too much makeup so she could try to look like she was maybe early twenties. But that was kind of rude.




Jack lied, “I dunno. When you get to be my age, anyone under forty looks pretty much the same.”




Alex looked at the lieutenant. She was Hispanic-looking and very pretty, with dark hair pulled back in a military style. She was maybe twenty-six or so. But she wasn’t any taller or wider than Alex was. Still, Alex had seen people who had superpowers, so she was going to be careful. She gave it the ‘official’ sound when she said, “For purposes of this mission, my name is Second Lieutenant Annie Farrell. I’m going to need a lot of help from you on stuff, so I’d appreciate it if we could get along.”




Alex could see the moment that Lieutenant Lupo decided to show her who was boss. A hard look appeared in her eyes, and she put her hand out in a matching handshake.




Alex tried putting her telekinesis right on the skin of her hand, instead of an inch or two above it. The lieutenant grabbed her hand and squeezed.




Alex could feel the pressure even with the telekinesis protecting her hand. She smiled and said, “Nice to meet you.” The lieutenant clenched her jaw and squeezed with everything she had, which was really not nice.




Lieutenant Lupo finally gave up and let go. She obviously wanted to ask what the heck Alex was, but Alex could also tell that the lieutenant knew she wasn’t supposed to ask that kind of question. “Call me Jo, except in chain of command issues, when I’m ‘sir’ or ‘Lieutenant Lupo’.”




“Yes sir,” Alex said.




Jack said, “They’re done refueling, so let’s get a move on. The Big Apple is a goodly ways away, and I’d like to get there early enough to inconvenience our Company contact.”




The lieutenant said, “Yes sir.”




Jack said, “Okay ‘Annie,’ here’s lesson one. You’re lower-ranking, you salute first and hold it until the higher-ranking person returns it. Lupo, demonstrate please, and then correct her posture.”




Lupo gave a crisp salute and Alex mimicked it as much as she could. It wasn’t like she hadn’t seen people saluting other people a gazillion times in movies and tv programs. Lupo still had to correct her stance, which movies never showed.




Jack said, “Okay, next rule. Getting into a jet or a car? Seniority. You get in first and wait, I get to go last. I get out first, you go last and wait to get out. If we’re in a live op, that doesn’t hold.”




Lupo gasped, “Sir! You can’t put her in a live op! She’s a civilian. She doesn’t have the training!”




Jack smiled smugly, “When it gets down to it, Lieutenant Farrell has the skillset and the training. In fact, you don’t have Need To Know yet on that.” Lupo didn’t say anything back, but that was definitely a ‘no way’ face.




They took their seats, and buckled up as the jet taxied over to the runway. It took off at a steep angle and accelerated rapidly. In maybe ten minutes they were at thirty-five thousand feet and approaching the jet’s top speed.




Jack said. “Okay kiddies. We have a little over three hours to get Lieutenant Farrell up to speed. Lieutenant Farrell? Change into your uniform and go with the same makeup. I’ve got those Birth Control Glasses for you. Then you’re going to be carrying a valise for me. My papers, your files, and an electronic tablet that’s your system as my adjutant and computer guru.” When Alex looked at him in surprise, he added, “You’ll be my own personal Acid Burn.”




She said, “Yes sir. But you know my real skill level on computers.”




He grinned wickedly, “Yeah, but Acid Burn is going to be backloading your tablet for you, so you’ll have lots of intel to report and cool graphics to show. And you can signal her anytime you want.”




Riley said, “Here’s your ID and your history for this op.” He handed her a small wallet, a passport, and a couple sheets of paper.




Graham said, “And we’ve got your uniform hanging in the john.”




Lupo said, “That’s not large enough to change clothes in, sir.”




Alex gave her a smile, “Thank you, sir, but I can manage.” She stepped into the john and went silvery. She pulled the uniform into her morph and changed into ‘Lieutenant Farrell.’ She overdid the foundation and stuff so she looked older, and she put on what Jack had called the Birth Control Glasses. Then she put up her hair under a wig cap which was way easier to do when you could use telekinesis to scoop all your hair up toward your crown, slipped on the ugly brown wig, and checked her appearance.




Oops. She took off the fun earrings. Not appropriate for serious lieutenants.




She stepped out and took her seat again. She wasn’t going to use her Terawatt voice, but Lieutenant Farrell ought to be more serious and military than Alex Mack. So she went with her ‘mom’ voice. “Sorry I took so long, sir.”




Jack just grinned. Lieutenant Lupo stared in astonishment.




Then Alex spent the next couple hours studying. How to salute, when to salute, how to play adjutant to a bigshot colonel, military regulations, Annie Farrell’s fake background, how to do cool things with the computer tablet in the valise, all that stuff.




She felt like she needed another couple days of study and practice, even if the tablet was loaded with files that had all the information she needed, and someone snarky, probably Jack, had a file on the tablet that was a summary of do’s and don’ts for a measly second lieutenant.




Before they landed, Jack used their satellite phone to call their CIA guy and bug him about not being late. Alex figured Jack waited just long enough to make the guy scramble like mad to meet the Cessna on time. Then Jack called Acid Burn and his IT people on the sat phone and left it on, so they could eavesdrop when the CIA guy was talking.




Then they did a steep, rapid descent. It was kind of fun, actually. Alex didn’t know which New York airport they landed at, but it was maybe an official Air Force Base somewhere near New York City. As soon as they were down and off the runway, they were getting refueled and a harried guy in a wrinkled black suit with a wrinkled hanging bag was scrambling in.




“Colonel O’Neill? I’m… Alfred Trevor. I’ve been TDY’ed with giving you a G3 on the current 7-9. I’ll need everyone to sign NDAs first as per O.G.D. 19A.”




Jack said, “N.O.Y.L.”




“What?”




Jack leaned forward, “Not. On. Your. Life. We are U.S. Department of Homeland Security. We’re already under UCMJ and top secret clearances. Furthermore, my adjutant will be taking everything you say and verifying it, because your people have been lying their asses off to me for two solid weeks. Right now, I don’t even believe your name is Alfred Trevor.”




Alex recognized Jack’s ‘good cop bad cop’ routine, so she cleared her throat. “Excuse me, sir, but we do need the briefing, and perhaps we should at least hear what Mister Trevor has to say.” She checked her tablet, and there was a message from Acid Burn with Alfred Trevor’s file. She added, “Even if he really isn’t Alfred Trevor, who retired from the CIA last year at the age of 57.”




‘Alfred’ said, “Sorry, but I was told to use one of our stock cover stories. Do you want that sitrep or not?”




Alex used her telekinesis to slide her Terawatt phone out of a pocket and get a silent picture of ‘Alfred.’ She slid the phone back in her pocket, downloaded the picture to the tablet, and sent it from there through the sat phone to Jack’s guys and Willow.




Jack said, “We want the sitrep. We’re not signing anything. If you won’t even tell us your real name, we’re not going to trust anything you’re telling us.” He leaned forward and acted angry. “You’re the people whose asses are in the slings. You’re the wackos who are murdering innocent civilians up and down Western Europe and can’t stop a little girl from running amok and maybe making you look like dweebs. Like even bigger dweebs. Now you need our help, because we’re what the President and the State Department are providing. So you’re gonna put on your big boy diapers and tell us what the hell is going on!”




Alex looked at her tablet. Jack’s IT people had already searched through the entire CIA personnel database and come up with a match on the image. Wow. They were really good. She said, “This is James Robert Pressman, CIA senior intelligence officer, on assignment in Langley, minimal fieldwork experience.” She looked up from the tablet and lied, “I can give you his bank balance and his credit history too, if you’d like.”




Mister Pressman blanched.




Jack smirked, “Now then, Jimmy, how’s about you pull that stick out and tell us what we need to know? Because otherwise, I’m gonna walk right into that international jurisdictional dispute and come down on the side of the Brits. Who want your boss’s head on a silver platter. And there’s not gonna be any dance of the seven veils to go with it. And guess what? If I side with the Brits and tell your boss you welshed on the deal and that’s why I’m not helping, he’ll make sure you go down in flames with him. Hell, he’ll make sure his dirty laundry gets dropped right in your lap. So I’d guess you’d be looking at twenty-five to life in Leavenworth for this screw-up, Jimmy-boy.”




Alex wondered if Mister Pressman might faint right then.




Lieutenant Lupo said, “Sir, I’d be willing to work on him some. Special Forces has plenty of ways of making people talk without getting blood all over the place.”




Alex wondered if Mister Pressman might pee himself.




Alex looked at her tablet. There was a message from Acid Burn and two messages from Jack’s IT guys, captainmal and jackryanrules. The message from jackryanrules said ‘paid 20k down on 380k house owes 240k on 30 yr mortgage w 17 yrs to go’. The message from captainmal said ‘Yale grad skull & bones 34th in class’. The message from Acid Burn said ‘visa & amex say he cheats on wife @ massage parlor every tu & th’.




She said, “Sir, I think we should just ask his wife if she has looked over his credit card bills lately, and point out the twice a week trips to that massage parlor he keeps going to. Then ask her if she’s been checked for STDs lately.” She looked at Mister Pressman and said, “Since you still owe $240,000 on your mortgage after thirteen years, I think a divorce would bankrupt you and keep you penniless for the next seventeen years. Or should I keep hunting through your records? Maybe check who you visit at that massage parlor so regularly? Maybe check your fellow Yale classmates who were also in Skull and Bones for any interesting secrets? Maybe…”




“Okay! Okay, I’ll fill you in! For God’s sake, don’t tell my wife!”




Jack ruthlessly said, “Good. And then you’re gonna go get tested for STDs and tell your wife if you have something she needs to worry about, you little creep.”




Pressman cringed and stared at the floor. “It’s Erik Heller. He went rogue fourteen years ago. Agent Marissa Weigler saw him kill a civilian, Johanna Zadek, and kidnap a girl believed to be Johanna’s two year old daughter Hanna. A couple weeks ago, Langley got an uncoded transmission from a beacon up around the Arctic Circle. It was Heller’s old signal. Weigler was notified as per order 674 dash J on rogue agents, since Heller was one of her people at the time he went rogue. Weigler then met with CIA higher-ups and got clearance to send two Nordic-trained HK teams in to apprehend him.”




Jack interrupted, “Why did Heller wait fourteen years to send a signal he had to know would alert Weigler?”




“We don’t know. But when the teams got there, they found a handmade home in the middle of nowhere. They sent two men in, and there was no response. Heavily-armed men, and they just went silent. So they sent in one full team and found two dead men, no Heller, and a girl.”




Lupo asked, “A sixteen year old girl?” Alex got it as soon as Lieutenant Lupo asked the question. It was the two-year-old girl Heller took fourteen years ago.




“I… I guess. Maybe. His daughter, I guess.” Alex figured he was wrong or else lying. Or maybe he wasn’t nearly as smart as Lieutenant Lupo. “So they took her for questioning to a base in Morocco. Weigler’s orders.”




Jack said, “Morocco? This is making less and less sense as we go.”




“They had her in a secure base, and she asked to see Marissa Weigler. She used Agent Weigler’s full name. So Weigler sent in someone made up to look like her. The girl snapped her neck, took out the first guard into the room, took his gun, shot the following guards, escaped the base, and fled north into Europe.”




Jack said, “Well duh. Sounds like you guys demonstrated all the competence of Tom and Jerry so far.”




“Then Erik Heller killed a couple policemen, and Weigler insisted on keeping a lid on things in direct contravention of orders. Things got worse when three ‘auxiliary assets’ began intervening as well.”




Jack said, “So. Bottom line. Death toll?”




“Two operatives in Finland. Five in Morocco. Two policemen. A British family of four caravanning across Africa and Southern Europe. The three auxiliary assets. Marta Zadek. Erik Heller. Several other possibles that may or may not be connected but we’ll probably get blamed for them. And finally Marissa Weigler.”




Jack said sarcastically, “Nice work. I’ve seen smaller body counts in terrorist attacks.”




Alex worked her tablet and looked at the maps that were being sent to her. They made no sense. Why did this stuff start in Finland, jump to Morocco, then go back north, and then head toward Berlin? She looked at the notes from the IT guys and said what they were saying. “Sir, we need more intel on the deaths, and any forensic work that might have been done.”




Jack looked at Pressman and asked, “Well?”




“We have the bodies of the two men in Finland and the five in Morocco. They’re all CIA or CIA-connected military, and so we could keep it internal. Everything else? Weigler couldn’t keep a lid on any of it. The British have the bodies of the family. The Spanish have the bodies of the policemen and two of the auxiliary assets they wouldn’t let us reclaim. The Germans have most of the rest of the bodies, including Agent Weigler’s body, which they have refused to turn over to us yet.”




Alex worked her tablet some more to read some additional messages. “At the Berlin meeting there are going to be State Department and intelligence sources from Finland, Morocco, Britain, Germany, Spain, France, and Belgium. So far. Perhaps we can get some forensics from some of them.”




Jack said, “Good. Because I sure as hell don’t believe any of this bullshit. We have to suspect Weigler went rogue as soon as she couldn’t capture Heller or the girl. There’s no way an agent fourteen years out of the loop and listed as ‘rogue’ could call up current CIA auxiliary assets, so we need to find out who pulled them in. And we have to suspect anything Weigler told anybody, including that Heller killed the Zadek woman fourteen years ago.”




Riley said, “It would make a lot more sense if Heller was trying to save the mother and daughter, Weigler killed the mother and blamed Heller, and then Heller spent years training the daughter to kill Weigler. It could be his only way to get at her.”




Jack looked at Pressman. “Your girl Weigler is looking less and less like Girl Scout of the Year.”




Alex found another message on her tablet from captainmal. ‘project galinka only overlap of heller & weigler personnel files’




Then there was a message from jackryanrules. ‘galinka scrubbed from cia project-level databases — against cia rules!’




She said, “Sir, I have some more intel. The only overlap the CIA personnel databases have for Erik Heller and Marissa Weigler is something called Project Galinka. But the project has been illegally scrubbed from the official CIA databases.”




Jack said, “Our Miss Weigler is looking less and less like a reliable data source.” He glared at Pressman. “What’s Project Galinka?”




“No idea.”




“Who would know about it?”




“No idea.”




“Who CAN tell me about it?”




“No idea.”




Jack fumed, “Jimmy, you’re just a font of information, you know that?”




“I don’t even know how your lieutenant is getting into our data or finding these correlations. Projects aren’t supposed to be scrubbed from the databases, but it still happens once in a while. If it’s a scrubbed project, there shouldn’t be anything on it.”




Jack said, “What? You think I picked key members of my project using a Ouija board?”




Alex kept working, because she had at least three people firing off stuff at her, and she could hardly keep up with it.





captainmal: no project records




jackryanrules: searching personnel records for mentions




Acid Burn: checking all cia auxiliary personnel files




captainmal: project ran for 3 yrs, scrub occurred 14 yrs ago




jackryanrules: 3 more mentions, all dead




Acid Burn: check cause of death on each and verify




jackryanrules: I know how to run an investigation, thank u!




Acid Burn: sorry




Acid Burn: gotcha! professor howard royer locke, Princeton geneticist, named as university cooperator on galinka. and… listed as suicide. 14 yrs ago




captainmal: check grad students and associates




Acid Burn: on it




jackryanrules: all 3 dead listed as suicide, all three ate a bullet




Acid Burn: ditto on locke




captainmal: someone really wanted this cleaned up




jackryanrules: locke specialized in genetics and biochemistry of the fetus. eww.




Acid Burn: uh oh




captainmal: what?




Acid Burn: found a live grad student of locke. this is uber-bad.




captainmal: what? yr killin me!




Acid Burn: grad student margaret k walsh who wrote her dissertation after lockes death on controlled mutagenesis in the hominidae embryo. research 17 yrs ago.




jackryanrules: hominidae == chimps






Alex stared at her tablet and gasped, “Crud!” She hastily entered into her tablet: hominidae isnt just chimps




She felt sick to her stomach, but she concentrated on being Lieutenant Farrell. “Sir? I know what Project Galinka was. And I know why Marissa Weigler scrubbed it and killed that woman. And I know why she kidnapped the girl and took her to an isolated base away from Heller.”




Pressman gasped, “How is that possible? No one knows that! Even my boss doesn’t know that! Even our computer people don’t know!”




She said, “The project was scrubbed. But mention of the project was still accessible in individual personnel files. Everyone else with Project Galinka in their file ‘committed suicide’ by shooting themselves. So I think we have multiple murders going back at least fourteen years. One of the suicides was the university cooperator on the project, who’s in the CIA auxiliary personnel records. He had a grad student who did her doctorate research then and is still alive. It’s Maggie Walsh. Her doctorate was on…” Alex had to peek at the tablet again. “ ‘…controlled mutagenesis in the hominidae embryo.’ Hominidae are not just chimpanzees.” She hadn’t really thought her science classes would help her be a superhero, but this was right out of her Earth Sciences class. “Hominidae includes homo sapiens. And Walsh did her doctoral research seventeen years ago, when this girl was being conceived.” She took a breath. “This girl is one of her experiments.”





54. Berlin



Jack said, “I knew that woman was bowling with less than ten pins. So they screwed around with human embryos. Women had babies. Weigler let the project run until… what? Let’s assume Heller tried to rescue a woman and her two-year-old, then Weigler killed the woman but Heller got away with the kid. She immediately scrubbed the project and killed anyone she thought might spill the beans. And then she had to catch the kid and find out what she knew and maybe even find out what she could do.”




Riley said, “So Weigler probably enlisted those CIA auxiliary assets, maybe off the books, maybe not.”




Graham said, “We’ll need forensic evidence to figure out who killed who.”




Lieutenant Lupo said, “But we definitely aren’t going to take the word of Weigler or any of her minions on anything.”




Jack said, “If she claimed the sky is blue, I’m looking out the window for verification.”




Alex hadn’t eaten since just before they landed in New York City, but she was so not hungry. This was horrible.




Jack ruthlessly told Pressman, “And that research into the charming history of Marissa Weigler and Project Galinka puts this squarely into my jurisdiction.”




It took six hours to get from New York to Berlin. Six really miserable hours, since Pressman didn’t know anything else, or at least managed not to spill anything else even when Lieutenant Lupo threatened to teach him the meaning of the word ‘bastinado.’ Alex had to look the word up. Eww.




They landed in Berlin ten hours after Alex flew down to the Cessna back in Paradise Valley. It would have been two in the afternoon back home, but it was eleven at night in Berlin. They had to land at a NATO base and get driven to accommodations, which meant Alex had to go with the not-so-friendly Lieutenant Lupo to the female officers’ quarters, where they would be sharing a room. Alex had a hanging bag and her valise, which had all of Jack’s files, and it had the stuff for her computer tablet too. Her gymbag was locked in the hold of the Cessna with a security alarm on it and an M.P. guarding the jet for Jack. Lieutenant Lupo had one hanging bag and a weapons case that she warned Alex not to touch under penalty of losing a couple fingers. Wow, what a fun roommate.




They got into their small room, and the lieutenant showed Alex where to hang up her clothes, where to secure valuable stuff like the tablet, and where the bathroom was down the hall, so they could brush their teeth for bed and shower in the morning. Alex needed to wash all the makeup off her face, too. And she had to drape her wig on a bent coat hanger so it could air out.




Oh, and Lieutenant Lupo was wearing some really fancy thin-plate body armor under her blouse. Given some of the stuff Alex had seen already, that seemed… reasonable. Alex chowed down on three of her protein bars while the lieutenant went through some martial arts katas.




Once Lieutenant Lupo got ready for bed, she put an automatic under her pillow, held onto a sheathed combat knife, and slid into the bed.




The lieutenant said, “You’re gonna have to lie down and be quiet. Even if you can’t sleep, try. Because I’ve got to get some sleep, and we’re going to be getting up at six local time. I want us to shower in shifts so no one has a chance to toss our room while we’re both out. I took some melatonin a couple hours ago, but the colonel said you have weird allergies and not to make you take anything.”




Alex just said, “Thank you, sir.”




Lieutenant Lupo fell asleep in maybe twenty minutes, but Alex was still awake. It didn’t help that the lieutenant snored, just a little. It wasn’t a big loud snore. It was a soft snore like a purr from a really big kitty. That made Alex smile, and she had to make an effort not to giggle when she thought about it.




Thinking about that kid out there made the giggles go away really fast. What powers did the girl have? What powers could the other children have had, and did that awful Weigler woman kill all of them off? What if there were other sicko people out there experimenting on embryos? Or on little kids?




And oh my God, what had Maggie Walsh been doing between Project Galinka and Jack turning her down for the SRI? Alex got up and quietly used her tablet to send a message to Willow to start looking into Maggie Walsh’s other research work.







Alex woke up when Lieutenant Lupo yelled in her ear, “Drop your (something bad) and grab your (something rhyming), Farrell!”




“Oh crud!” she squeaked.




Lupo snapped, “Get up and grab your gear and prep. I’ll be back in five.”




Alex got the tablet unplugged from the special converter that turned the wall current into something the tablet could use, and she got the cord and converter and transformer and everything put in a ziplock baggie so they could sit in the valise and not get in the way of Jack’s files. She checked that the day’s uniform was ready to wear, and she put her jammies and stuff in the pockets of the hanging bag. As soon as Lupo came back, Alex grabbed her robe and dopp kit, put on her ugly glasses and wrapped a towel around her hair, then rushed down to the showers for a really fast shower. It was way easier to make it fast when there was absolutely no privacy and like twenty shower heads in one big shower room. That was just as yuck as showering at school after gym class or when she was running track.




She got back to the room just in time to see Lieutenant Lupo hiding a knife and a derringer on her while she got dressed. Alex toweled her hair dry and put it under the wig cap, then got dressed as fast as she could with someone watching her, which wasn’t nearly as fast as she could get dressed if she could go silvery.




The lieutenant was at least nice enough to help her with her cap and the ribbons on her uniform. Alex said, “I really don’t like wearing ribbons I haven’t earned.”




The lieutenant gave her the first real smile Alex had seen out of her. “Good for you. But covert is covert. Can you back up what they claim?”




Alex shrugged, “Oh sure, if I have to.”




Lieutenant Lupo gave her a shark-like grin. “You think you could take me? I’m used to fighting big Army guys who know if they lose to a little girl they’ll get shit from their squadmates for months.”




Alex just said, “Need To Know. But yeah, I could take you. You don’t think the colonel brought me along because I can pretend to be a computer guru, do you?”




The lieutenant said, “I know why Finn and Miller are in the SRI. I’ve heard about them. They’re badasses. And they can pretend they’re not. I know why the colonel’s in. He’s got one hell of a rep if you can get the right spec ops guys to talk about the wrong stuff over a few whiskeys. I just can’t figure you out. You look like you’re maybe eighteen tops, so there’s no way you’ve ever had any military training. We go all the way up to Paradise Valley to pick you up and there’s nothing there worth messing with, except that superhe… Oh holy crap.”




Darn it! She so stunk at the secret identity thing! She frowned, “You can’t talk about it. Ever. That’s one of the big secrets of the SRI.”




Lieutenant Lupo gaped, “There’s more?” She stopped for a moment. “There’s nowhere we can spar, right?”




Alex admitted, “I don’t spar like normal people, anyway. I’m working on it.”




The lieutenant said, “Okay, okay… We have to get going. Mess hall, meet up with the team, prep for the eight ack emma conference here on base, the whole deal. But some day I want to spar.”




Alex said, “Right now I’d settle for you showing me to the mess hall and helping out when I eat more than anybody else our size.”




Lieutenant Lupo suddenly froze. “Our size? Damn it. Of course. O’Neill could have picked anybody, but he picked me. And I’m maybe the only person on his lists who could also body double for you in a pinch.”




Wow, that was a crazy idea… that could work. Jo was the same height, and the same shape, and the same build. Jo could probably wear Alex’s Terawatt costume except for the thing about the neckline not opening up. With a heavy makeup to hide Jo’s darker complexion, Jo could maybe pass as Terawatt if she didn’t have to do any superpowered stuff. And maybe Jo could pass — at a distance — as Alex Mack someday while Alex was being Terawatt!




Alex said, “Jack’s a lot sneakier than you’d think.”




“Jack? You get to call him Jack?” Alex just shrugged. “Oh. Right. Not really military.”




But the whole ‘secret identity not a secret anymore’ thing made Lieutenant Lupo loosen up a lot, at least with her. Maybe Jo just felt like she wasn’t stuck with some token girl who would be useless in a live op. Or maybe Jo felt like she was dealing with a serious organization, instead of some creeps who were messing around with a teenaged girl. Or maybe Jo was really impressed with the whole Terawatt thing. Alex had a feeling she’d probably find out by the end of the mission.




They got to the mess hall after the colonel, but Alex had noticed that Jack liked being early to stuff he cared about. She followed Jo through the line and copied Jo, even if Alex got two plate-sized waffles instead of Jo’s one, one on top of the other so it was harder to spot, and extra butter and syrup, and three fried eggs instead of Jo’s one. Jo looked at her like she was crazy and there was no way she could eat all that.




They sat down across from Jack, after Jo carefully stood at attention and said, “Permission to join you for breakfast, sir.” Alex had learned enough that she knew you didn’t salute if you had your hands full.




Jack gave Jo a nod and said, “Ya sure, you betcha” just like he was from Minnesota or something. Then he waited until Alex was done with her waffles, and he slid a plate with three pastries onto her tray. Jo didn’t say anything.




Jack gave her a raised eyebrow, so Alex carefully said, “The lieutenant figured it out this morning. The pickup site.”




“Aht! Well, next time we’ll address that. Meanwhile, eat up. It’s gonna be a long morning, full of synchronized arguing and freestyle boring and advanced finger-pointing and my least favorite sport, extreme butt-covering.”




Jo subtly watched her, but Alex was really hungry, so she just ate. She ate everything on her tray, plus the pastries from Jack, plus ten strips of bacon from Riley, plus a German potato thing Graham handed her, which was really good.




Jack asked, “Anyone seen Jimmy the Alfred Impersonator?”




Graham said, “He took off as soon as he could. He had a black sedan waiting for him off the tarmac.”




Jack rolled his eyes. “A black sedan? Was it driven by a mysterious stranger in a trench coat and dark glasses? Could these guys be any more cliché?”




Riley said, “They’re already mounting a big CYA effort, and my connections tell me we may have one of their HK teams moving north of us toward Finland. Maybe they think the girl doesn’t have anything else in her life so she’ll just go home and try to pick up the pieces.”




Jack said, “Yeah, right. A ‘special’ girl who’s been trained to be an assassin by a guy who’s had nothing on his mind for fourteen years but revenge? We’ll be lucky if she’s not a psychopathic thrill killer by now.”




Graham added, “Who kills people by throwing cars at them.”




Jo said, “If I were in her shoes, I’d aim for home in the most obvious way possible, just so I could take out as many of Weigler’s people as I could before they took me down.”




Jack fumed, “Great, more casualties and probably more innocent bystanders. Why haven’t these guys shut down Weigler before this fiasco?”




Riley said, “Could be Bond Syndrome. She was an extremely sexy, extremely charismatic agent with some big successes. If she was a psychopath, she may have had the extra charisma going for her on top of that.”




Alex raised her hand until her fingertips were about at neck height. “Umm, sorry sir, but Bond Syndrome?”




Jack grinned, “Made-up phrase. What was the first thing you thought when Finn and Miller walked up to you?” Alex blushed. Hard. Jack nodded, “Exactly. A truly gorgeous female agent has minimal ability to avoid attracting attention on assignments, but she can manipulate her colleagues and superiors even when they should know she’s doing it, just because of the attractiveness factor. Weigler may have used her attractiveness as a weapon, and may have used it in more than one way. If she also seduced several of her superiors, she could have controlled her own career path while making it look like her bosses were doing their jobs. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if she was behind whatever ruling about rogue agents ensured that she would be the one notified if Heller turned up again.”




Jo looked at Alex and explained, “Intelligent psychopaths tend to be very dynamic and charismatic, because they’re never nervous in a social setting. They just don’t care if you like them. Weirdly enough, this makes more people like them, because they seem so ‘cool’ and ‘suave’.”




Ugh. So now Alex knew something else gross and sick about how the world worked. Being a superheroine had some major downsides. 




So Jack laid out how he thought the meeting would go, and what he wanted everyone to do. Alex noticed that Jack was expecting Riley and Graham and Jo to all be able to ‘chat up’ people and get them to talk about their stuff. And Alex checked her tablet for any new intel from captainmal and jackryanrules and Acid Burn. They had already thwarted five different attempts to hack her tablet or her network connections remotely, and they had sent messages to all of the hackers to knock it off and just come ask ‘Annie’ questions face-to-face. Also, Acid Burn had found out that Maggie Walsh had done post-doc work at Yale, then had taught and done more research at Yale while earning another doctorate, then did research at Princeton, some of it on off-campus projects, and also did a sabbatical at an NIH research lab in there, then a project with the Desert Research Institute before heading back to Princeton. Alex sent her a ‘good job’ and a request to get all of Maggie’s research papers catalogued and reviewed by qualified people. Who had ethics. Acid Burn emailed back that the ‘review’ part was going to be the SRI’s job since they should have done that already.




And then it was off to the meeting. Jack had ‘Lieutenant Farrell’ carrying his valise and handling his email and all that stuff. But really, all the hard computer stuff was being handled by Jack’s people and Willow, so she just had to play adjutant and remember which side she walked on when she was with Jack, and that kind of stuff.




They got to the meeting room, and Alex saw what it was going to be like. There were narrow rectangular tables arranged in a big square around an open area that people could walk in and out of through openings in the middle of each of the four sides. That split the tables up into eight segments, two per side. And it looked like each segment was taken over by a country. Jack had a place to the left of a U.S. State Department official and two guys in suits who had to be CIA. On Jack’s left were the French, who looked like they didn’t want to be near the Americans. To the right of the CIA guys, just around the corner of the square, were the Spaniards, who clearly didn’t want to be near the CIA guys. The other segments were taken up, according to their little placards, by state department officials and U.N. representatives and intelligence agents and military guys for England, Germany, Finland, Morocco, and Belgium.




The not-so-important people, like her and Jo and Riley and Graham, had seats back against the walls behind the big cheeses at the table. That meant they had to sit next to three nervous U.S. State Department underlings and four panicky CIA underlings, including that Pressman jerk.




Riley and Graham stood at parade rest on either side of her and Jo, making everyone else move away or else get glared at by really threatening-looking Army Rangers who could clobber you if you ticked them off.




The German State Department bigwig led off the meeting, and it pretty quickly got just as boring as Jack had promised. Each country got to complain on and on and on about how the CIA wasn’t supposed to be running loose killing their people or other countries’ people who just happened to be vacationing in their country, thereby making their country look bad. And the CIA guys tried to cover their butts every chance they got. At least Alex had a computer tablet, and Willow had uploaded four different solitaire games on it.




All that went so long that the meeting still hadn’t gotten to the Brits by lunchtime. So lunchtime was extra uncomfortable, with everyone eating in one big mess hall while not talking to the other groups and like that.




Except for the SRI. Riley went over to talk to a couple German military guys he knew from some NATO exercises. Graham went over to talk to a British lady he had met on some assignment. Jo went over to chat with some Spanish diplomats who were thrilled to have a really hot Hispanic woman go flirt with them. So it was just Alex and Jack. She had already eaten two protein bars, so her tray wasn’t ridiculously over-full, but she still had more to eat than Jack did. And Jack had a big slice of pie that was for her. He really did seem to spend a lot of time taking care of his people. She wondered if he’d still be nice to her if she really screwed up.




When she really screwed up.




Three nerdy-looking guys came by their table, and were going to run off when they saw Jack there, but Jack waved them over and grinned, “I’m just gonna go off and do boring military stuff. Now nobody be mean to the lieutenant, or I’ll sick those really huge Army Rangers on you.” But he gave them a big, snarky grin so they chortled. Nervously.




All three of them sat around her and started talking. “Annie? You sent me the message?”




She smiled, “If you’re one of the five people who have tried to hack my computer or my connectivity since three this morning, yeah.”




They looked at each other.




“Five?” 




“Who else?” 




“Couldn’t be the Moroccans, they’ve got the computer skills of a Mac user.” 




“Maybe the Sour Kraut.”




Alex had a list of the five usernames and everything Willow had backtracked on the names. So she glanced at her tablet and asked, “Would that be Werner Schneider, working from the MAD office out of Koln?”




All three laughed. The one with the London-y sounding accent grinned, “You pegged him in one. If you ever meet him, you’ll see. He’s the grumpiest computer hacker on this side of the pond. I’m James.”




“Annie.” She shook his hand. From Willow’s work she knew he was James Marlowe, a computer guy for MI6, which had a representative at the British table.




The one with the French accent smiled, “Ignore Jammy Jimmy. He’s always getting us in trouble. I’m Jean-Pierre.” She shook his hand, but he held onto her hand a little too long, which was sort of creepy.




The one with the Spanish accent said, “And I am Alejandro, and as you probably already figured out when you backtracked my work, I am with the CNI. I am the best computer hacker here.”




She gave him a smug smirk and pretended she was really Acid Burn. She said, “Second best. But you shouldn’t take that as an insult, because I’m far better than any of the dorks at the CIA.”




James grinned, “I saw you sitting with the hot Hispanic, in between the two rocks of Gibraltar. You’re not CIA?”




She said, “Nope.” She even popped her ‘p’ like Jack just for fun. “A couple weeks ago, I picked up some encoded CIA traffic that sounded like it might fall under our purview — which I can’t tell you about — but Colonel O’Neill has been ragging on the CIA ever since, trying to get us in the door so we could find out if this really should be turned over to us. Last night, on our way over here, we finally got a briefing from the CIA, because everyone knows their ass is getting roasted and they wanted some help from the State Department and the Pentagon. So we’ve been hacking into CIA records ever since. They’re not happy with us, and they’re going to be a lot less happy with us when the colonel steps on their faces and takes this mess out of their hands.”




James nodded, “Our people think they know what happened. We’re going to blow everyone’s minds when we present after lunch.”




Jean-Pierre shrugged, “Jimmy always thinks his teams are going to shock everyone, and they’re usually lagging far behind us.”




James smugly said, “You haven’t seen what our new analyst can do.”




Alex put lots of smug in her voice as she said, “I always look forward to seeing what other competent people can do.” She glanced at her tablet and added, “As opposed to the lame attempts from your friend the Sour Kraut, who couldn’t even get past my automated defenses. If he doesn’t stop, I may have to do something.”




Alejandro said, “He’s behind a serious firewall and he only works from mainframes. He’s highly protected.”




Alex glanced again at Willow’s notes on her tablet and said, “Midframe at best. He’s currently working from a terminal hooked up to a Unisys system. And since it’s a Windows Server multi-processor box, I can crash it if I feel like it.” She really had no idea how Willow found out some of the stuff she could find out, even when Willow could crack most people’s firewalls like they were raw eggs.




Jean-Pierre said, “As they say in your movies, ‘we are not worthy’.”




Alejandro grinned, “I cannot wait to send the Sour Kraut an IM that the Americans backhacked him so thoroughly that they could tell us what system he’s on.”




Alex knew what Willow had already said about the German guy, so she repeated it. “He’s not very creative, but he’s very stubborn.”




Jean-Pierre looked at his pals and laughed, “Just like all the Germans!” James and Alejandro gave him high fives.




After the three computer guys left, Alex checked her tablet some more, and Willow had sent her instructions for interfacing the tablet with the LAN in the conference room in case Jack asked her to show everyone some of the stuff the real hackers had worked up last night.




Wow. Willow even had a presentation file she could use. Alex went through the entire file just to make sure there weren’t any surprises.




And sure enough, there were surprises. She dumped everything into her valise and went straight to Jack, who naturally was being sarcastic with someone. This time, it was an old British general with a huge nearly-white mustache and a ton of ‘fruit salad’ all over the front of his uniform, and a French general who had a huge medal that went with a big sash thing. There was no way she could interrupt that talk. So she just stepped to Jack’s side and stood there like a good little adjutant.




Jack finally looked her way and said, “Okay lieutenant, don’t salute.”




She pretended to be confused. “B-but sir…”




Jack looked at the generals and said, “This is my adjutant and computer hacker extraordinaire, Lieutenant Farrell. Lieutenant? Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson and General du Vallée.”




She went ahead and saluted both of them and acted overwhelmed. Okay, these were big, important generals. She was kind of overwhelmed.




Jack asked, “Anything new and exciting on the computer-y front?”




She said, “Yes sir. I won’t touch on the efforts of the English and French to hack my tablet and our connectivity, because the CIA and the Germans have been a lot more persistent, and they’re not the only ones.”




Jack impertinently asked, “So who’s got the best crackers?”




She knew what Willow had emailed her, so she said, “Spain, then France, then England, then the CIA people, then the Germans. The German programmer is apparently known in the European infowar community as the Sour Kraut.”




General du Vallée snorted with amusement. He then asked her, “The CIA? Are you not here to help them?”




Jack said, “Nope. We’re here to take this case out of their incompetent hands and save the day.”




The British officer winced a little as he said, “This isn’t going to turn into another Myrhorod, is it?”




Jack scowled, “Not if I can help it.” He turned to Alex and asked, “And what does all that hacking and cracking fun have to do with things?”




She said, “I did backtracking on every one of the attackers. The British hacker, James Marlowe of MI-6, had a set of brand new files on his computer, so I peeked at them. One of them is by their data analyst they’re going to involve after lunch. I think we want to meet with her.”




“Aht! No poaching of other people’s personnel, Farrell. Especially in front of said people.”




She tried to give it a stiff ‘lieutenant’ tone. “Sir, I would never do that. It’s just that she’s…”




But the brigadier was gesturing to someone behind Alex, and that person was walking up, with bushy brown hair coming into Alex’s peripheral vision.




A female voice with a crisp British accent asked, “Yes Brigadier, what can I do for you?”




The British brigadier said, “This young lady wants to speak to you.”




Alex turned her head and said, “Lieutenant Annie Farrell, U.S.A.F. And you’re Hermione Jean Granger, parents Derek and Jean Granger, within a year of finishing your doctorate in ethnography and social policy at Cambridge, even though you still haven’t told your professors who you really work for. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”




Hermione wasn’t the only person who stopped and stared at her. Everyone did.





55. Not Quite Magical



Hermione gritted her teeth. “And why would you know this much about me?”




The brigadier said, “Jack, would you care to explain why one of your people has this much intel on one of my people?”




Jack smoothly said, “Ted, I would love to.” Then he turned and looked at Alex. “Farrell, would this be one of the women on your short list, like your redheaded friend?”




“Yes sir, she would be.”




Jack turned back to the men and said, “As you may have guessed, Farrell is not just another pretty face. She’s possibly the best hacker on the planet, and she’s also a highly trained military asset. She just hasn’t been out of the Academy long enough for me to get her a promotion to first louie yet. But one of her personal projects was scanning the globe for more women like her. Extremely intelligent, highly creative, and also serious threats when in the field. She came up with half a dozen so far. That’s how we found Lieutenant Lupo over there. She also found Captain Samantha Carter, the astronaut, but she’s off limits while she’s busy NASA’ing. I don’t understand Farrell’s programming or her algorithms or her search methods, but your Miss Granger turned up too.”




Hermione scowled. The brigadier huffed, “Miss Granger has certain highly classified events in her history which should not be looked into by anyone’s computer searches.”




Jack said, “Well, we’ll be good little boys and girls. Right, Farrell?”




She quickly said, “Yes sir!”







Hermione let herself be led by the brigadier over to where Mr. Parker, her boss at MI-6, was waiting impatiently. She knew that the Parkers had a long, long history of service for the Crown, going back to before the Napoleonic Wars. Sir Peter Parker, Vice-Admiral Christopher Parker, Admiral Peter Parker, and so on. Still, it was slightly droll that Mr. Parker’s first name was Peter, given the current popularity of the Spiderman character.




Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson said to Mister Parker, “Did you find out what I asked about O’Neill’s people? Because they’re finding out about us, including things that should be kept under hatches, like Miss Granger’s history.”




Mister Parker said, “Yes sir. We already know about Jack O’Neill’s past.” He looked at Hermione and explained, “He’s a legend in spec ops. He’s supposedly the field director for the American Department of Homeland Security’s HWAAA program, but our contacts tell us he’s really running a black ops group called the SRI under the DHS banner. He and his people handled the Myrhorod disaster, and the Siberian fiasco before that.”




Hermione gulped a little, because several of the top SIS agents had been sent with two crack SAS teams to intervene in whatever was going on in Siberia, and none of them came back alive. She checked, “Operation Siberian Egret, sir?”




Mister Parker nodded unhappily. “O’Neill has rounded up the cream of the crop by anyone’s standards. And the fact that most of his people are still alive, when none of ours survived that one op, speaks volumes. As far as we know, in five separate incidents in former Communist countries, he has completed mission objectives in all five, and lost a grand total of three agents. We lost sixteen in Operation Siberian Egret alone. Riley Finn was first in his class at West Point, with Graham Miller second. In any other year, Miller would have had a first. Finn was also a really impressive decathlete for West Point, and a lot of sports experts think he would have placed a lot higher than fourth at their college national championships if he had trained like most decathletes do, instead of focusing on being first in his West Point class. Josefina Lupo is the only woman ever to finish first in her class at West Point, and she also ended up leading her group when she went through Special Forces training, which was popularly believed impossible for a woman before she did it. Finn and Miller both have medals we don’t even have classifications for. And Lieutenant Farrell doesn’t exist.”




Hermione instantly realized what Mister Parker meant before she said something stupid, like ‘of course she exists, I just talked to her.’ The woman wasn’t Lieutenant Farrell. She asked, “CIA? NSA? NSC?”




Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson said, “She certainly ate our hacker team for breakfast, while calmly sitting in the meeting room this morning.”




Mister Parker said, “She doesn’t show up anywhere. She may be a cover story, but it’s also possible she cleared her own records so thoroughly we can’t trace them.”




Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson said, “Jack claimed she was probably the best hacker on the planet.”




Mister Parker said, “She’s too young to be any of the major names. But it’s possible she’s good enough that no one’s gotten a name for her yet.”




Hermione winced a little. “Are you suggesting she might be better than, say, S4l1x680 or P$ychon4ut? Because our people couldn’t stop either of them back when they were active. They both stopped on their own. If the colonel has her in a protected situation, she would never need to stop, and we might not be able to block her without completely disconnecting our information from the internet.”




The brigadier said, “I find it rather disturbing that she found out about Miss Granger. The intelligence on Harry and his father is supposed to be unavailable by computer, and the information on Miss Granger was supposed to be unrecorded. That means we have a leak, a mole, or a serious protocol error.”




Mister Parker said, “Unless they got their information from the other side.”




Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson said, “That’s an even less appealing option, Parker.”




Mister Parker said, “There’s yet another option that’s even less appealing, sir. O’Neill’s project? The SRI? It’s not commonly known, but it’s the Superpowers Research Initiative. He may have someone with enough psychic powers to read it out of our heads. If that’s true, there’s no stopping them from finding out any secret you’ve ever known.”




Hermione winced, “And if they really are the Superpowers Research Initiative and they’re after this girl, that suggests a few things I really don’t wish to think about without a pint in my hand.”







Alex watched avidly as the British delegation took their turn. Unfortunately, that meant she actually paid attention while their head diplomat complained about CIA incompetence and cowboy activities for almost half an hour. Alex was really glad when the intelligence lead stood up and introduced Hermione.




Hermione stepped into the middle of the square with just a notepad and a remote control. She said, “First off, I want to thank everyone for their cooperation in compiling and sharing forensic results. We could not have managed this without the complete cooperation of everyone’s intelligence agencies and police forces. This is the sort of arrangement that makes the EU strong.” Alex noted that a number of people around the room really liked that bit.




Hermione started operating the remote control, and a map of Europe appeared on all four video screens. Alex could see a bunch of little skull-and-crossbones symbols that probably marked all the dead bodies involved in this thing so far. Hermione started manipulating the map as she said, “We started with deaths spread out over half of Western Europe and no idea who or what was connected to this CIA problem. But our people naturally focused on the British deaths first. A family of four caravanning about northern Africa and southern Europe. They were all shot at close range, execution style, with .380 caliber bullets that our forensics people identified as coming from a Walther PP, based on the marks on two shells found at the scene of the crimes. Each one was shot in the chest and head at a range of four or five feet, and the peculiar shape of the powder burns suggest that a modern silencer was used as well. So where else does this particular gun show up? Oddly enough, everywhere. 




“A little old lady in Germany is shot to death in her house with no signs of robbery. Marta Zadek has no known enemies and no known living relatives. Lo and behold, it’s a .380 caliber, and forensics matches the bullets with the ones that killed the family of four. Former CIA agent Erik Heller is found dead in a Berlin street, killed by… the same gun. And finally, CIA officer Marissa Weigler is found dead at a closed amusement park, killed by the same gun, which is modified for the CIA silencer found in Weigler’s pocket. She has her fingerprints all over the gun and the silencer and the magazine and the bullets in the magazine, and she has powder residue on her hand as well, so we have reason to believe it’s her firearm. There’s also an arrow in her hip. And someone else’s blood drops moving down the slope she apparently fell down, over to near her body, where she was shot, and then leaving.




“But the interesting features don’t stop there. The arrow matches several arrows shot into the body of a small-time German criminal, Gustav Knepler, who was apparently shot with the same Walther and then used for target practice post-mortem by some manner of psychopath. That Walther is almost certainly CIA-issued, and the property of agent Marissa Weigler.




“And that leaves us with five more bodies with tentative links to this mission gone askew. Two policemen, and three men who are apparently CIA ‘auxiliary assets’: a man named Isaacs and two of his underlings. The policemen were killed by a strong individual, approximately six feet tall from the angles of the cuts, highly trained in knife fighting since the killer took out two police officers, and using some manner of combat knife. The auxiliary assets had not left Isaacs’ nightclub at the time of these murders, and Weigler and the girl were probably not in the vicinity. So the most likely suspect is Erik Heller, who is the right height, with the right training. The two underlings were later killed while the girl was suspected to be in the area. Both were killed in fairly brutal hand-to-hand combat by someone who was stronger than a normal man, knew how to use that strength, and was noticeably shorter than both men. Given that, the only reasonable suspect we have is this girl. Isaacs was killed with a steel pipe in a street fight, and Heller’s prints were found on the pipe, so we are conjecturing Heller killed him too.




“And that leaves us with the blood droplets. Weigler shot someone at the amusement park. That someone shot her with an arrow at roughly the same time, then finished Weigler off with her own gun. The fingerprints on the gun that aren’t Weigler’s match no one in any of our databases, and no one connected with any of these crimes, so we’re considering it might be the girl. The girl appears to have lived her entire life ‘off the grid’ as the Yanks say, so we have no prints for her. If this is the girl, she’s probably seriously wounded and gone to ground nearby. By now, she may have died of blood loss, or be desperately ill from infections. So we should begin a door to door search of everywhere a teenaged girl might hide out, starting with a one-mile radius about the last murder site. She was shot by a professional. She’s injured. She can’t have gone far.”




Alex watched as the CIA guys tried to object to Hermione’s conclusions. And she watched as the State Department guy blustered and stalled. And she watched as Jack shut all of them up.




Jack stood up and said, “I’m Colonel Jack O’Neill, Department of Homeland Security. We were brought in just yesterday to save some CIA asses, and we’ve already solved this case. And I can tell you that as far as we know, everything Miss Granger deduced or guessed is correct. But there’s a lot more.”




“You can’t!” one of the CIA guys shrieked.




Jack pointed at the senior CIA officer. “Keep your boys under control, or I’ll have my people throw them out on their ear.” He turned back to the crowd. “Fourteen years ago, Marissa Weigler told her CIA bosses that Erik Heller shot and killed Johanna Zadek, who happens to be the daughter of Marta Zadek. Erik Heller disappeared with Johanna’s two-year-old girl Hanna. The girl has apparently been using the name Hanna Heller ever since. We didn’t believe the information we got in our briefing, so we checked everything we could. Weigler scrubbed a project called Galinka, which turned out to be the only intersection she ever had with Heller. As far as we can tell, she is the one who shot Johanna, and Heller has been hiding out for fourteen years waiting for a chance to get even. Weigler or someone on her orders then killed everyone else on the project, except one grad student who is still out there. But all three other CIA officers on Project Galinka ate a bullet and were listed as suicides. Same for the university cooperator, Professor Howard Royer Locke of Princeton. The only survivors of the project were Erik Heller and the little girl, Marissa Weigler naturally, and Locke’s grad student. I can think of four possible reasons why the grad student didn’t get killed, and all of them are pretty nasty. My best guess is Weigler let the grad student kill Locke in exchange for staying alive, but that’s pure guesswork. Why? Seventeen years ago, the grad student did her doctoral research on…” He turned and looked at Alex.




“Controlled mutagenesis in the hominidae embryo, sir,” she quickly reeled off.




“Controlled mutagenesis in human embryos,” Jack growled. “Project Galinka must have found a way to experiment on women without their knowledge, or at least without their full knowledge. We may never know, but I’d guess abortion clinics, planned parenthood clinics, maybe clinics that did embryo implantation and other kinds of work for women who had trouble getting pregnant. The women just didn’t know that they had Frankenstein’s monster growing inside them.




“We have no idea why Heller went rogue. Maybe he fell for Hanna’s mom. Maybe his conscience finally woke up. Maybe he figured out that Weigler was going to put a bullet in his head pretty soon. But our current best guess is that he tried to run with Johanna and Hanna, and Weigler tried to stop him. He’s probably been training Hanna for years on how to be a soulless assassin just to take down Weigler. The CIA has videotape footage of Hanna inside the base they took her to in Morocco, and whatever’s on that footage scared them so bad they still won’t release it to us. But here’s what I was told last night: Weigler sent a double in to see Hanna when Hanna asked for Weigler personally. Hanna killed the double before anyone could react. Hanna dropped the first armed guard into the room, took his gun, shot the guards behind him, finished the job, and was good enough at evasion to escape a CIA base on full alert. Maybe that’s true. Maybe she had a few abilities they weren’t expecting.”




He turned his head. “Miss Granger, you didn’t tell us about the anomalies in the DNA of the blood samples you got at Weigler’s death site.”




Hermione coolly answered, “We’re re-testing, because the results that came back can’t be right. They have several sequences that are completely wrong for a normal human.”




Jack said, “That would be because Hanna Heller is not a normal human. She’s a pretty sixteen year old girl… who happens to be stronger and quicker and more durable and tougher than anybody in this room. If we’re lucky, that’s all we’re facing. But this is someone who will not stop just because she gets shot. You haven’t been told about how the CIA found her. Two full CIA Nordic teams went to find Erik Heller. Two heavily-armed men went into a small cabin and never came out. A full team went in and found the girl and two dead agents. They just assumed Erik Heller had killed the two men and made his escape undetected. We know better. Two heavily armed men on a CIA hunter-killer team entered a small house and were brutally killed by a sixteen year old girl. How dangerous do you have to be to take out two armed men who are in that house looking for a trained attacker? Well, that’s how dangerous this little girl is.”




Jack stepped into the middle of the square. “Some of you already know who I am and what I’ve done. The rest of you need to ask around. This girl had her DNA tampered with as an embryo, and she has superpowers. The CIA hasn’t admitted it, but they have at least one HK team, maybe two, moving north toward Finland, looking for this girl. They’ll eventually find her, at which point they and everyone in the vicinity will die. The only team on Earth prepared to handle a problem like Hanna Heller is mine. At any minute, the CIA guys in this room will get a message from their bosses that the President of the United States has told them they’re off this case and it’s mine now. They weren’t smart enough to realize that Marissa Weigler was running a rogue project seventeen years ago that dealt with experimenting on humans. They weren’t smart enough to realize that Marissa Weigler scrubbed that project fourteen years ago and killed anyone who threatened her personal security, even though lots of those corpses were CIA personnel. They weren’t smart enough to realize that she was playing them again when she talked them into going after ‘rogue agent’ Erik Heller before someone got hurt. They weren’t smart enough to figure out that Weigler was going rogue, hiring assets off the books, and killing anyone who got in her way. They aren’t smart enough to deal with Marissa’s little creation. I’m asking all of you to confer with people who know my rep, and then let me and my team handle this as gracefully as possible. Thank you.”




He walked out of the square and past the shocked CIA men. He cocked his head slightly at Riley, and Alex had to shove her tablet into the valise to keep up with Riley and Graham and Jo, who were all trooping out after Jack.




Jack led them all the way to the mess hall, which was only serving soups and sandwiches in between meals. He said, “Lieutenant Farrell, go get me two pieces of pie. Whatever looks good to you. And bring two forks.”




Alex hopped up. Jo and Riley went with her. Jo said, “I feel the need for speed. Or at least an ice cream sandwich.”




Riley said, “Graham had this apple strudel stuff at lunch that smelled amazing. I want a piece.”




Alex said, “Thanks for coming over and helping me out. Both of you.” They pretended they didn’t know what she was talking about. But if she’d had to go over by herself, she wouldn’t know if Jack was plotting behind her back or not, and she really needed to be able to trust him.




When they sat back down, Jack took a couple bites of one pie, and left all the rest for Alex to eat. 




Jo asked, “Sir, how did you know about the anomalies in the DNA samples?”




Jack said, “I guessed. Granger wasn’t going on about what they could tell about the girl from the DNA, and she said they had plenty of blood samples. Bill Lee lectured at me enough about Maggie Walsh’s papers in genome mangling that I figured I knew what was going on.”




While half the team snacked, Jack said, “Half the people in the room won’t believe, even if they know about some of our missions. We may have to haul out our big gun and convince them superpowers are real. Then we’re gonna have to convince their intelligence people to trust us enough to help us find Hanna. Then we’re gonna have to do our job and round her up. I really doubt she’ll feel like cooperating, after what Marissa’s been doing, and the great white north is her hunting ground. If we’re insanely lucky, she’s rational and ready to pull in her horns. If not, we may have an angry superpowered kid to handle. Worst case? She’s already lapsed into full-fledged supervillain. I just doubt we’re there yet, because there’s not a string of dead bodies pointing toward Finnish soil right now. Fortunately, we do have the only team on Earth capable of catching her without just sniping her from a klick away.” He turned his head slightly. “And Lieutenant Lupo? You get to experience all the fun of an SRI field op. It’s like a trip to Disneyland, but without the copyrighted characters.”




Riley said, “So we let everyone argue among themselves all afternoon, then consult people in the know after hours?”




Jack nodded, “Yep. And Farrell may have to deal with an angry British data analyst with top secret backstory.” He flicked his eyes back behind Alex and toward the doors into the mess, where Hermione was standing and frowning. “So… I go put a word in the ear of every general and senior intelligence officer who wants to talk to me. Finn, Miller, Lupo. Go work the room like you were already doing. Feel free to be as honest as you want about Marissa and The Company, because nobody in that room except those CIA dorks is going to be sympathetic to their plight. Even that State Department guy wanted to punch Pressman and his bosses in their oily faces.”




Jack led everyone else out of the mess hall, just stopping for a second to point Hermione at Alex.




Hermione strode over and sat opposite Alex. “Okay, Annie Farrell. Or whatever your real name is. How do you know about me?”




Alex said, “Just pretend my name is Annie. I can’t give you more than that right now. What I can give you is going to be completely insane. So let me make some completely wacko guesses about your past. If I get close enough, just wince.




“Your parents are dentists. At eleven you went to what we in America would call a private school, maybe in a castle in Scotland. You were the swotty smart kid who had her hand in the air every time, and you weren’t making friends. Plus you had big buck teeth that the other kids made fun of.” The alarm in Hermione’s eyes told Alex that she was batting nearly a thousand. “There was a boy. Maybe his name was Harry and maybe his pal was named Ron. And maybe a psychotic villain was after Harry and trying to get at something in the castle. Harry was ridiculously brave, and really humble about it, which made a lot of girls think he was hot stuff. But he needed a brain, and you ended up being his ‘data analyst.’ Harry saved the day with Ron’s help and your help, and then the adults stepped in and said ‘oh you should have come to us’ and ‘oh no, don’t do this again’ and things like that. But things didn’t stop. The psychotic villain and his minions and his connections kept coming after Harry and kept doing things that you had to stop, and in the end you found out that the headmaster knew all along, and was letting Harry get ready to take down the Big Bad and face that kind of problem in the real world. Harry and Ron are now in your SIS, and you’re the ‘bright boy’ in MI-6 data analysis now.”




Hermione gulped and said, “I can’t talk about it. But… how did you know? Some of that… We didn’t tell anyone! And it’s not in our records!”




Alex asked, “Are you dating Ron?”




Hermione nodded tentatively. “We’re not supposed to. SIS rules.”




Alex said, “My name isn’t Annie or Farrell. I’m not any kind of military officer. And I only help out, I’m not officially in the SRI.” She saw the reaction in Hermione’s eyes, and she said, “Someone told you what the SRI is. That’s okay. The colonel’s stressing that pretty hard, so everyone in the room should know what it is by tomorrow morning.”




“I’ll be checking up on his story as soon as I’m done with you,” Hermione said.




Alex nodded, “Good. Verify everything you can. Check on what he’s been doing the last couple months in the United States, because we’re getting supervillains popping up all over the place, mainly thanks to Danielle R. Atron.”




Hermione said, “And that’s how you knew about Marissa Weigler.”




Alex corrected her, “No, it’s how we knew that superpowers could possibly be involved in this case. We just had to sit on our hands until the CIA was in so much trouble that they had to beg the Pentagon for outside help. We didn’t find out about Marissa Weigler or the project or anything until last night, on the way over here. We just work faster than most people. And we know a few things that most people don’t want to know about. Like how I really know about you.”




Hermione just said, “I’m waiting.”




“It’s Terawatt. A couple months ago, Terawatt had something impossible happen. Well, more impossible than usual. A woman came from another dimension and asked for Terawatt’s help in stopping an attack on multiple universes that would eventually threaten the entire multiverse.”




Hermione lectured, “There’s no evidence that alternate universes exist, despite a lot of theory on the quantum foam and the many-worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics.”




Alex kept going. “Even better: other universes far enough away from us have slightly different physical constants — or at least that was the working theory, I don’t know enough physics to understand it, much less verify it — and apparently we still have a strong anthropic principle, so we have worlds much like us, but with slightly different physical laws. In one such world, magic is possible using wands. That world was the one where they were based and where they went through inter-dimensional portals to stop a true hellgoddess. In that world, perhaps the brightest witch in decades is a young woman named Hermione Jean Granger.”




“Now I know you’re having me on.”




Alex said, “I can’t prove it in any way, other than telling you things I was told about that Hermione, which may be absurdly close to things from your own life. But I can put you in touch with Terawatt, who wants to talk to this world’s Hermione and maybe enlist you in her fight against supervillains. I’d expect you to talk to your superiors about this and keep them in the loop. But Terawatt has a link to the U.S. military in Jack O’Neill, and it would be good if she had a link to European military or intelligence services, because the number of superpowered people is not going to taper off. If the colonel is right, there will be more problems around some of the most dangerous biochemical spills in the former Communist countries, and there will be ongoing problems in similar places all around the world. And then there are insane people like Marissa Weigler and Maggie Walsh and Danielle Atron, all of whom make Victor Frankenstein look like a certified public accountant.”




Hermione said, “Well, I can certainly agree to talk to Terawatt and help her find a liaison with the British government. Perhaps even the EU. But I doubt anyone would want me to be that liaison.”




Alex didn’t say anything, but Terawatt was definitely going to make it one of her conditions that Hermione be that liaison. She made sure she got Hermione’s work number and work email, just so Terawatt would be prepared.







After Hermione left, Alex moved to a table by a wall, so she could use the converters to charge her ‘Annie Farrell’ cell phone and her tablet while she worked. The Sour Kraut was still trying to hack her tablet. Didn’t that guy ever quit? Apparently not. Willow had sent her a message that ‘Annie Farrell’ had already pummeled his firewall and crashed his Unisys server, but the guy was back at it, on another terminal on another midframe.




Oh, and Jean-Pierre had sent her a note asking her out to what he called ‘a romantic dinner for two’ in his hotel room not too far from the base. And he suggested she bring a change of uniform so she would look fine in tomorrow’s meeting. Eww.




James sent her a note telling her that Hermione Granger was angry with him, but he knew her boyfriend so he’d talk her out of it by tomorrow. So much for Hermione keeping the thing with Ron quiet.




And Alejandro sent her an apology for Jean-Pierre’s antics, saying that Jean-Pierre had all the class of a tomcat… and just as many diseases.




Acid Burn and captainmal and jackryanrules were hard at work trying to track down any trace of Hanna, so Alex sent them everything she had heard in the meetings, or guessed based on what they said in the meetings. And she thanked them for making her look good.




In a matter of minutes, she got a new email from captainmal.




Bad news. Atron just escaped from prison. All the solid doors between her cell and the exercise yard were found unlocked and/or open. Her cellmate was in the exercise yard screaming for help. Atron apparently held the woman’s head against one of the poles of the security fence and drove a long spike through the woman’s mouth. Sideways through both cheeks. And then spot-welded the spike to the pole so the woman was trapped there by her face. Cellmate was so terrified of Atron she refused to say anything. No sign of Atron.




Alex gritted her teeth in frustration. How did Danielle Atron get superpowers again? Because that was what it had to be. Telekinesis to open or unlock doors, lightning to weld that spike to the post, silvery shapeshifting to go through the barred doors, and maybe the shapeshifting to go through the fence and escape. Or else flight. Or superstrength to leap over the fence. Or something new.




Any way Alex looked at it, Atron was superpowered again and on the loose. She went looking for Jack, because he needed to know ASAP.




56. Appearance



Alex needed almost an hour to find Jack, because he wasn’t in the meeting room, and he wasn’t in any of the conference areas around the meeting room, and he wasn’t in any of the offices close to the meeting room, and he wasn’t in any of the private conference rooms that were locked so Lieutenant Annie Farrell couldn’t check inside. She had to find an unlocked, empty conference room, go silvery, and go up into the ventilation ducts to peep into each one of the locked rooms, one by one.




And maybe she needed to stop and listen to what some of the people were talking about. In one room, some Moroccans were arguing with some Spaniards who apparently knew about Jack and wanted to convince the Moroccans to cooperate without telling stuff they weren’t supposed to tell. In another room, one of the British intelligence officers was explaining what little he knew about Myrhorod to some other intelligence officers. She was pretty sure one of the others was one of the French guys who had made a pass at Jo, and one was a stiff German who didn’t seem to like the British guy. In yet another room, the American State Department guy was horse-trading favors with the Belgian and French state department types to try to get them to do what he wanted. And in yet another room…




Ick. Couldn’t these people keep their pants up and their skirts down at least until nighttime? Eww.




In the last room she checked, three of the CIA guys were conferencing with the people back home, probably in Langley or D.C. if she had everything straight. They were whining about Jack making them look stupid, while their bosses back in America were telling them to shut up, because Jack was also making them look not guilty. Being dumb and getting taken advantage of by Marissa Weigler was way better than being directly involved in the murders and possible tortures of a bunch of foreigners. And since Weigler was dead, they didn’t have to worry about throwing a fellow agent to the wolves. And anyway, she probably deserved it if she had a gun and still couldn’t defend herself against a teenager. Alex wanted to leap out of the duct and yell at those guys for being so dumb that they hadn’t realized Marissa had been murdering their fellow CIA agents for at least fourteen years.




So no luck searching for Jack anywhere around the conference room, where she thought he was supposed to be. So she tried looking in a bunch of other places that made sense to her, which was why it took her so darn long to find him.




He was in the officers’ club buying whiskeys for some of the other high-ranking officers and talking them into doing what he wanted. She figured she had better let him do that, because it was important, and there really wasn’t anything the SRI could do about Danielle while they were in Berlin. She decided she had better let him do the casual chat thing he did so well, when he wasn’t doing the annoying stuff he also did really well.




So she called Acid Burn on her Terawatt phone. Willow already knew about the prison break.




Willow said in that AutoTuned voice, “I’ve been running stuff off some NSA hardware and monitoring the police bands down there at the prison, and there aren’t any signs of superpowered activity, which maybe just means she’s lying low right now, or she’s long gone. And they’ve got roadblocks and stuff on all the major roads for miles around the prison, and they’re searching with K-9 squads too, lots of luck on that one. I alerted all of Team Terawatt, and G.M. says he’s brewing up more GC-161 for the team just in case, and lots of antidote. Then I made sure the Paradise Valley police knew, and I sent a bunch of mean emails from hundreds of different usernames to the state governor’s office about the whole ‘Danielle Atron is locked up so we do not need a superheroine anymore’ dealie.”




“Good work.”




Willow asked, “Is Big Cheese taking it okay?”




Alex admitted, “I haven’t been able to tell him yet. He’s in a bigwig meeting and it’s really important, and they’re not gonna want me interrupting whiskey-on-the-rocks time for this.”




“Ooh, keep an eye on him. He’s not really a big drinker. Except on quiz nights.” Willow giggled at the memory.




Alex said, “I’m sure he’s being really careful. I don’t think he likes to lose, and not getting his way on this thing would be a big loss.”




Willow said, “The Germans are already launching a big search cordon all around that amusement park. Did you know the owners had it closed for repairs and they wanted to have it open again by next month, but the whole ‘dead CIA bigshot next to your flume ride’ thing is really messing up their grand opening plans? So the police searched the entire amusement park first including all the underground areas. And someone at your conference probably leaked stuff, because the police are specifically looking for a sixteen year old girl who may have a bullet wound.”




Alex said, “The only place I know about near there is the Knepler house where Mister Knepler got shot and used like a target. Can you get me directions from the base to that house?”




“Oh sure, I’ll upload that to your T-Phone. Be sure to use it with the GPS tracking app, so you can’t get lost. You gonna pay it a little visit?”




She said, “I’m thinking about it. I want to check with Jack first.”




Willow said, “You might want to wait until dark, just to be sure. Some of these Europeans may be touchy about unexpected stuff zooming over their heads.”




Alex muttered, “Ooh, good point.” It was hard to look at the nice, clean, neat, undamaged area around her and see it as the center of a World War.




Willow said, “Oh! And someone in your area is having the police check every pharmacy and doctor and hospital and clinic, well that’s not what they’re called in German, to check for injured sixteen year old girls, or missing meds, or missing suture kits over the last week. I don’t know how they’re gonna check the illegal places, since your Erik Heller wasn’t big on the legal.”




Alex said, “I need to let the police do their job. Mister Iowa thinks the Company may still have at least one team moving north tracking Hanna.”




Willow said, “I heard that part over the phone yesterday. I’ve been trying to get into their command and control system, but it’s all encrypted pretty well, so I’m still hoping to get lucky on the decryption, but don’t count on it. The signals are getting reflected off a military satellite, so all I have is some really general info. It looks like they have one team in northern Germany and one team in the Latvia-Estonia area. Or something close. The second team could be on a ship in the Baltic Sea, for all I can tell.”




“That’s really useful, though. Thanks,” Alex said. “Captainmal and jackryanrules coming up with anything?”




“Oh yeah!” Willow said enthusiastically. “They’re really good. I think they’re kind of frustrated that I can crack their firewalls and they can’t crack mine, but mine is a homebrew, and it’s got my own hacks of the standard packet filter software, and I don’t always need massive throughput so I can do some more intensive filtering and blocking a lot of the time. Plus, they don’t know that they’re using my software for one of the layers in their firewall.”




Alex said, “Big Cheese seems to have gotten some of the top people around for his project. I wonder how he managed it.”




Willow said, “He’s good with people, a lot better than plenty of senior officers, and he has an awesome rep as a spec ops guy. I mean, he’s legendary! More than that. He’s like legen…DARY! And your Mister Iowa? First in his class at West Point and youngest major since the last war. His pal was second in the class right behind him. And your new roomie? Only woman ever first in her class at West Point, which is pretty much impossible when you have to include your physical training scores in there too. And she’s one of the only women ever to get all the way through Special Forces training, and she didn’t just squeak through, she was numero uno in her training group, which the Defense Department didn’t think was possible before she proved ’em wrong. Big Cheese just keeps rounding up the big guns. Like you.”




Alex said, “We may need that kind of ability if we’ve got to find Hanna and bring her in. We’ll probably have to go after her and she’ll have home field advantage.”




Willow said, “I have no idea what the Company teams are doing, since there isn’t anything in the police reports to go on, and I’ve been looking through everything in the entire Baltic Sea area, and I’m handling the German and Finnish reports myself but I’m running the other reports through a translator, even if the results are kind of wonky. I mean, a computer just doesn’t grok a real language well enough to translate it cleanly. You get weird stuff. The classic urban legend on this is the first Russian-English translation system, supposedly they gave it ‘the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak,’ translated it to Russian and then back to English, and got ‘the vodka is good but the meat is rotten’.” Alex managed not to giggle out loud. “That’s probably not true, but it’s one kind of mess-up that you see. So I’ve been scanning the translations, and nothing looks likely. I think they’re wandering around aimlessly hoping for a small miracle, or that someone calls ’em home before they have to justify wasting all this time and money.”




Alex grumbled, “Great. Danielle’s on the loose and has superpowers again. We have no clues on Hanna. The Company still has two teams in the field, and they don’t want to hand the case to the SRI. Anything else yucky?”




Willow didn’t say anything for a few seconds. She finally whispered, “We lost Maggie Walsh?” Alex just clenched her teeth. Willow said, “Captainmal traced her to a private airport outside of Sewell, New Jersey. She was taking these weird hops, probably trying to lose anyone tracking her. But she vanished from there, and we have no idea where she went. Jackryanrules is pretty sure she couldn’t have taken another flight out of there unless she wanted to wait at that little, nothing, private airport without food or a place to stay for about a week and a half before the next flight that went anywhere. So we think someone picked her up in a car and drove her away. We have no idea where.”




Alex said, “Are we checking everything she’s done since Project Galinka?”




Willow said, “Yeah, but the post-doc and second doctorate stuff isn’t on-line except her research papers. She wrote or co-wrote fourteen published papers in a single five year period, plus three papers she wrote from her doctoral dissertation, which is pretty insane. The people ‘cap’ talked to said one published a year is pretty major, unless you have a slew of grad students so you can make each of them write a paper a year and slap your name on it. And she wrote a ton of papers out of the Desert Research Institute thing.”




Alex asked, “What did she write on?”




Willow said, “Well, the last? Sequencing the genomes of several arachnids and insects, analyzing intron patterns across major taxonomic categories for desert hardiness, studying genetic keys to adaptability to desert climates, like that. We can’t get a ton more than that, because the Institute had a major fire just a little while ago, and their computers are all dead or off-line. ‘rules’ is checking to see if it’s possible Walsh flew in and torched the place to cover her tracks. Meanwhile, the NIH stuff we can look at? Eight papers she wrote or co-wrote on oncogenesis — that’s normal cells turning into cancer and cancer growth and like that — but the real research-y stuff the NIH has all locked down and won’t let us peek at because of some ‘don’t talk to anyone about this’ clauses in the grants. And the Princeton and Yale and later Princeton stuff, we’ve got the research papers, but not the details of the research. Did you know her first thing was an MD-PhD.? She’s crazy smart. Okay, big emphasis on the ‘crazy’ part of it. The Yale stuff is on genome sequencing and parsing, but some of it was apparently off the books for some government research deal. The Princeton stuff, before and after Yale, is pretty much on biochemical control of genome changes. The later papers she published are all on really awesome stuff like maybe modifying your genes to make you less likely to get breast cancer if it’s in your family tree. The Princeton guys don’t seem to know why Walsh wasn’t all up with the pharmaceutical companies on this stuff, because that would make them tons of moolah too.”




Alex grimaced, “So she’s gone somewhere private. A secret research lab that could pay her what Yale or Princeton could? Who could that be?”




Willow said, “The guys have some ideas on that, and none of them are good. I mean, we’re talking ‘working for KAOS’ kinds of stuff.”




Alex sighed and signed off. Jack was going to be so happy when she told him all of this stuff.







She went back to the officers’ club and found Jack just sitting there listening to one of the generals telling a story about some duke getting the back of his uniform pants caught on a helicopter door and nearly getting a helicopter-assisted wedgie when the pilot tried to lift off while the guy was still caught.




She walked up, saluted, and took her position on the correct side of her officer. Jack introduced her around as his genius computer hacker who figured out all about Project Galinka when the CIA itself couldn’t. The generals and colonels all congratulated her on her skills and her hard work, and she just stood there and said ‘thank you sir’ a bunch.




Jack finally asked, “Lieutenant, you come all the way in here to get a Cosmopolitan? Or did you find out something else I don’t want to hear?”




“The latter, sir,” she said. She kept it like Annie Farrell didn’t get when Jack was teasing. She said, “I found information that the CIA still has two teams out looking for Hanna Heller — or Hanna Zadek if you prefer — but I can’t crack the encryption they have on their C & C, and they’re reflecting off a mil sat, so I just have general locations. Northern Germany and Latvia. Also, some of the Germans in the meeting room this morning leaked intel and already have the Berlin police searching for a sixteen year old girl who may have been shot. I haven’t come up with any police reports that look like signs Hanna has been moving, but I’m having to run the Latvian and Estonian and Lithuanian and Polish and Finnish police reports through translators, and computer translators are never as good as humans. Also, I have unfortunate news on the homefront, some of which will probably make the international news.”




“Like what?” Jack asked.




“Danielle Atron escaped from prison already. The method she used suggests she got her superpowers back.”




The British general huffily said, “We didn’t hear about Atron wielding superpowers!”




Jack said, “Yeah, we tried to keep it out of the news. She managed to give herself… what was it?”




Alex said, “Lightning blasts, telekinesis, and shapeshifting. Also, according to Terawatt, Atron glowed purple when she got excited.”




Jack suddenly slapped himself on the forehead. “CRAP! If she got her powers back, we need to check everyone else who took that stuff!”




Alex cringed inwardly, but said, “Yes sir, I’ll get right on it. The other news? Dr. Maggie Walsh, who we identified last night? In the last few weeks, she flew a very roundabout route to a small private airport in New Jersey and has vanished.”




Jack said several really naughty words, including a couple combination words she’d never even heard before.




Alex moved out to a place she could sit and she emailed Acid Burn and captainmal and jackryanrules. “Need checks on all GC-161 perps in case their powers are coming back too.”




In a matter of minutes, she got a message back from Jack’s IT guys: CA prison system just didn’t bother to tell us Cready has been begging for more antidote.




Oh great. So there were more problems going on, and some people just didn’t bother to notify the system, including the people who needed to know the most. Fabulous. So not of the good, as Buffy would say.




Oh crud. Something horrible occurred to her. She sent another message as fast as she could type. “Check on Macks and R.A.”




Okay, the prison guys probably thought Cready was just a loony, or trying to make people think he was a loony. She really felt sorry for him. She didn’t think she could stand it if she was a flaming blob of fire all the time, and it never stopped burning her skin, and she couldn’t go back to normal, and she wouldn’t be able to eat or sleep or anything. Even if he’d been a bad person before, that was pretty much like being in hell.




Still, it seemed like her problems just kept expanding and multiplying, like one of Maggie Walsh’s cancers. She really wished she could talk to other-Willow and other-Buffy, and maybe even other-Riley, about their world’s Maggie Walsh, because they might have some helpful insights.




It felt like a really long time, but her phone insisted it was only four minutes before Acid Burn was back with another message: “All okay. GM says they weren’t exposed long enough for permanent changes in their DNA so they are fine and they will stay fine.”




Whew. She should have thought about this a long time ago, and she hadn’t. She didn’t want to think about all the bad stuff that could have happened to the people she loved. She couldn’t stop thinking about all the bad stuff that could have happened to them. She needed to be a better superheroine. That was all there was to it.




At dinner in the mess, she filled the team in on the assorted bad stuff she’d learned, plus the stuff she’d discovered while peeking in the private conference rooms. Okay, she didn’t mention the thing with the French female officer and the Belgian intelligence agent doing that stuff on that table, because, well, ick. Everyone else gave their news. Riley was pretty sure the Germans would side with Jack, and Graham said that the Brits were divided down the middle on whether to throw their support Jack’s way, with the military squarely in the ‘support’ camp and the intelligence divisions opposed. Jo said that the Spaniards just weren’t sure, even if the diplomats were saying they would probably support Jack. Then Alex explained about Herr Knepler’s house and how she wanted to go check it out.




Jack nodded. “That’ll work. Go as Terawatt. Get there a little before sunset, so you can look around inside near the front windows without using a light. Then fly back here and land outside the conference building right at eight. I’ve got a list of about ten dorks who can’t wrap their heads around superpowers being real, so I’m gonna challenge all of them, and they’ll give me the ‘put up or shut up’ routine if I play it right. So then Terawatt flies in and does a little demo, and impresses the tar out of ’em. She then flies off into the night, and comes back a little later from a different direction as a puddle so no one knows. In the morning, we call for a vote, get some cooperation, and see if we can figure out where Hanna is hanging out. Maybe she’ll be up for a little cross-country skiing.”




Riley said, “Colonel, I think we have to assume she may be up for a little biathlon. If she was trained by this guy since she was potty-trained, it’s pretty unlikely she can’t use a rifle well.”




Jack said, “Good thing we have a bulletproof superheroine.”




Jo said, “And we may have problems with the CIA’s HK teams. We’ll need to know whether they’ve really been called off.”




Jack grinned at Alex. “Fortunately, with the best hacker on the planet, we can get that intel.”




Alex thought about saying something smart-alecky, but Annie Farrell wouldn’t. She said, “Yes sir.”




Jack grinned, “As it happens, I already got that gymbag out of the jet and I’ve got it in my quarters, which has an Air Force guard detail on it 24-7. I’ll bring it down to your quarters right after dinner, and Lieutenant Lupo will be on guard duty while you do that voodoo… that you do… so well.” He gave Jo a smirk. “You wanted to see how exciting our job is, so…”




Jo said, “This ought to be a lot more interesting than I expected tonight would be.”




Jack nodded and said, “The real fun will start tomorrow. As soon as I stick our collective necks out, we’ll have to deal with Hanna before anyone can chop them off. And we have yet to find out if Hanna is going to be a rescue, a salvage, or a capture.”




Alex said, “I’d like to play it as a rescue, if we can.”




Riley gently said, “She may not let us. She’ll probably assume we’re just more of the CIA’s teams.”




Jo said, “However, she probably won’t assume Terawatt is.”




Jack said, “If she’s been living in a hut in Finland with no electricity her whole life, she may have no idea what Terawatt is.”




Riley said, “That should work to our advantage. Hanna won’t know what Terawatt can do, and may not even believe in Terawatt’s powers.”




Jack just gave him an eyebrow and said, “Lucy, you got some ‘splainin’ to do.”




Riley gave him a little grin and said, “She must have ridden with the British family from Morocco to Spain, because Weigler and her pet psychos wouldn’t have bothered to interrogate and kill them otherwise. So I think we can assume Hanna doesn’t have flight or superspeed or any other sort of transportation power. When she fought auxiliary assets 2 and 3, she used hand-to-hand. We’ve been told that in the Moroccan base she used hand-to-hand and skill with a handgun. That doesn’t sound like she has any sort of ranged attack, like lightning bolts or telekinesis. And Weigler shot her at close range, drawing blood. That doesn’t sound like she has Terawatt’s shapeshifting abilities either. I think that, based on the evidence we have so far, we’re talking about advanced human characteristics: strength, stamina, quickness, toughness… Lieutenant Lupo could probably take her in a fight.”




Alex thought that was pretty smart of Riley to figure all that out. She just hoped he was right.




Jo looked at Riley and said, “Sir, I’m not sure whether that’s an insult or a compliment.”




He nodded, “To most people, it would be a compliment. To everyone at this table, it might be taken as an insult.”




Jack said, “Let’s get to work. Farrell, you have computer geeks to contact and ask for help on reading police reports. Everyone else, let’s do that chatting thing.”




Alex moved to her quarters, where she could sit on her bed and IM back and forth with Acid Burn and Jack’s IT guys. She let Acid Burn do the fancy bits, so Willow made every one of the computer hackers get a personal email supposedly from the ruler of their country telling them to stop trying to hack Annie Farrell’s computer. They were all forged, naturally, but Willow had to show Alex how to examine the packets in order to tell they were forged. Not that you could tell who really forged them, or anything like that. Willow was way too good for that kind of slip-up.




But Alex was getting kind of concerned. Somebody should have seen Hanna somewhere by now. It had been days since she killed Marissa Weigler. The big Berlin manhunt hadn’t found anything. The checks on local doctors and pharmacies and clinics, whatever the Germans called them, hadn’t turned up anything, either. Alex was really hoping Hanna wasn’t dead in some storm cellar or something equally awful.




The news on Danielle Atron and Maggie Walsh wasn’t any better. The prison authorities had finally given Cready some antidote just about the time his clothes started smoldering. And there was no evidence that Walsh had anything to do with the mess at the Desert Research Institute, but something weird had happened there, and there was a dead body the SRI was trying to get for a proper autopsy, but the local sheriff was being a big pain in the butt, and the state police liked local sheriffs a lot better than pushy, mysterious feds with weird three letter acronyms.




Five or six years ago, Alex would have absolutely been backing that sheriff. Nicole would have been leading a protest, and Alex would have been waving a sign and being all angry at the ‘big government’ meanies. Now? Maybe she was a big government meanie now. She didn’t think she liked that idea. And she didn’t like the thought that she had changed so much inside her head that she was now wishing that local sheriff would stop being a big jerkhead. She wasn’t at all comfortable with the idea, or the idea that her beliefs might keep changing. And what if they changed to something like Marissa Weigler’s beliefs, or Maggie Walsh’s beliefs? She really didn’t want to end up being one of the supervillains the SRI had to thwart.




A little later, Jack dropped off her gymbag, along with three cheeseburgers. Alex wolfed down the burgers, because she was probably going to miss out on late snacks in the mess hall. About ten minutes later, Jo came in to ‘stand guard’ while Terawatt did her thing. Alex started by using her telekinesis to take the screws out of the screen over their air conditioning duct.




Jo gaped in shock as Alex went silvery, and then puddled into the gymbag. She stayed silvery as she slipped into the ductwork and flew up to the roof, where the HVAC systems were. In various places, she pushed a few filters and fanblades and a fancy filtration system out of her way, and she slipped out one of the big air intakes. Then she stayed silvery as she puddled across the roof of the building. She flew like that over to the air traffic control tower, and she puddled up the side of the thing to the top of its roof. Then she flew straight up, still silvery, until she flew up into a big cloudbank.




Once she was hidden in the cloud, which was really more like a big fogbank than she had expected, she went normal and used Willow’s GPS program to figure where to go. Willow had a map image and a Google Earth image and an integrated image, so Alex managed to figure out where to head off to. She flew several miles until she thought she was in the right area, and then she went silvery to zoom down to rooftop level. She found a big building with a big roof, and she picked out a spot where she could go normal again without anyone seeing her, unless they were hiding on the roof already.




She used Willow’s GPS app again. She had gone a little on the wrong angle, and a little too far, but she hadn’t gotten herself totally lost. She just had to go silvery and go about a quarter mile east and back toward the base.




She floated down to the level of Herr Knepler’s roof. He had a nice little house that sort of reminded her of a fairy tale cottage. It took her a few minutes of checking the doors and windows and stuff to find the not-quite-closed attic window on the back side of the roof. It looked like someone had climbed up a drainpipe to the roof, forced the window, and gone in that way. There was some long-dried blood on the drainpipe and the roof. A couple handprints, and some smears. But whoever it was had gone back out and not gotten the window closed all the way. If it was Hanna who had done that, she was one tough girl. Alex wouldn’t have wanted to try to climb a drainpipe to a roof with a bullet hole in her.




Alex used her telekinesis to open the window, and she stayed silvery as she checked out the house. She figured that if Hanna — or somebody else — was still in the house, there wasn’t much Hanna could do to her silvery form. The house looked untouched. Alex didn’t see anything suspicious in the kitchen or the bedroom or the bathroom or the sitting room. Or parlor. Or whatever it was called.




The basement, on the other hand, was chock full of suspicious. There was a basin that had probably been bloody water, but was now dried up. There was a trashcan with bloody rags and bloody gauze and bloody stuff. Alex used her telekinesis to lift stuff out piece by piece, because she really didn’t want to touch any of it.




Eww. There was a bloody pair of needle-nosed pliers. There were two bloody sewing needles bent into curves, with some heavy black thread still attached. There was a pair of scissors with a tiny bit of blood where you’d cut a thread. There was no bullet. Alex was guessing that Hanna had stitched herself up and maybe still had a bullet inside her.




And there were blood drips on the floor in several places. Alex took a couple pictures of the blood drips, and even found a ruler and put it on the floor next to a couple of the spatter-y drips so maybe someone could study the pictures and figure out something. She sent the pics off to Willow right away, and wished she could send some solid stuff, like the dried blood, because maybe Jack had someone who could analyze it and figure out how many days ago Hanna had left the traces.




But all the blood was dry. The sleeping bag in the corner of the basement had some blood about halfway down on the inside — one big spot and two smaller spots — but that was all dry too. The canned food that had been left looked like it was several days old.




Alex figured she had better search the house really thoroughly, in case there were hidden rooms or something. But she didn’t find anything like that. She did find a couple hidey-holes, like one under the refrigerator that was big enough to hold maybe a small briefcase. And one in the bedroom in the wall behind the bed that was big enough to hold several handguns. But nothing big enough to hold a sixteen year old girl.




She ate a protein bar she had tucked in her right glove, and she waited until it was dark. Then she flew back out the attic window, closed it all the way and locked it on the inside with her telekinesis, and flew straight up until she was sure no one would notice her.




It was a lot easier to fly back to the air force base. She could see it from miles away, for one thing. She landed on top of the air traffic control tower, where she could keep an eye on the area where Jack was going to do his little demo. And she checked her Terawatt phone, which told her she still had fifteen minutes to waste.




So she called Hermione on the number ‘Annie Farrell’ had gotten.




“Who is this? Why am I seeing a ‘restricted’ number on this line?” Boy, someone was feeling grouchy.




Alex said in her best Terawatt voice, “The individual using the name Annie Farrell gave me this number, Miss Granger. I am Terawatt. I will be arriving at the air force base where Colonel Jack O’Neill is currently pulling together a group of diplomats who refuse to believe in me. I would appreciate it if you could be there.”




“Am I going to have to clap my hands if I believe?”




Alex managed not to burst into giggles, but she still snorted. “No, Miss Granger. I am going to ask for you as my liaison to the EU intelligence community. It would be helpful if they could see that you are someone they have already met. Please be outside the conference building at eight.”




Alex hung up and hoped that Hermione wasn’t at some hotel five miles away, instead of still being around the conference. Maybe she should have called earlier, or planned this out ahead of time.




After that, she called Riley.




“Finn here.”




“Terawatt. Hanna Heller hid out in Herr Knepler’s house after the shooting. She was shot, but she still climbed a drainpipe and went in through an attic window she had to force. There’s signs that she fished around inside herself with a pair of needle-nosed pliers but didn’t find the bullet.”




Riley groaned, “That’s not good. And she must be really tough, too.”




She added, “And she stitched herself up with a bent sewing needle. Ouch. There’s food eaten there, too. And a sleeping bag with three bloodstains, one big, two small, all about waist height inside it. I’m taking a wild guess, but maybe she got shot in the, umm, abdomen.” Yay for SAT words, anyway. “And maybe she slept there for three nights before she took off. Maybe it took her that long before she felt up to going anywhere.”




Riley said, “That’s a pretty remarkable recuperation, especially if she still has a bullet in her. The abdomen is a bad place to get shot. It’s really, really painful. Even a nick on your kidneys or your intestines, and your condition will slowly degrade as you get an infection and internal bleeding. We need to find her and get her some medical aid.”




Eww. She signed off and floated around a bit, waiting for Jack’s big grandstand play.




A minute or two after eight, a small crowd came out of the main doors of the conference building. Alex figured that was her cue. She flew way up into the air, circled around so she was flying in from the west at about a thousand feet, and then went vertical so it looked like she was standing on air. She held her hands out in front of her and about two feet apart, so she could make really big electrical arcs between her palms, so she’d be mega-visible. Then she flew in at about thirty miles an hour, coming in at an angle so she could land gracefully and walk forward to Jack’s group of disbelievers. It was just too bad she couldn’t have a swirling magic wind about her that would make her hair swirl like in a Revlon ad but then be perfect when she landed.




Ooh. She could do that with telekinesis! It was too bad she hadn’t practiced that in front of a mirror first.




She came down with her right leg slightly raised, which just looked better when she practiced and watched herself in a mirror. She stopped about two feet above the asphalt and floated forward toward the nervously-looking crowd. Well, a dozen nervous-looking diplomats and intelligence officers and military types, and one smirky American.




She made sure she was in Terawatt mode as she said, “Colonel O’Neill? Your people contacted me and said I was needed for a superpowered problem? I hope this is serious, as I have two problems and two investigations going on back in the States at this very moment.”




Jack strode forward like he dealt with superpowered stuff every day. Oh wait, come to think of it, he pretty much did. He grinned, “Terawatt? We have a superpowered teenager avoiding pursuit between here and Finland. We need to track her down first, and intervene second. And before we can track her down, we need to convince these gentlemen that superpowers are real, and that approaches that work for ordinary criminals are not going to go over well this time.”




She drifted forward until she was within a couple feet of the group. And she floated downward some, so she was only a couple inches off the ground. Maybe these guys would be looking at her face — or more likely, her boobs — and never notice she wasn’t standing flat-footed on the asphalt. That would be good. If they reported that Terawatt was a busty, 6’3” blonde, no one was going to connect her with little Annie Farrell.




Okay, sometimes Alex wished she was a busty supermodel blonde with amazingly long legs and perfect features. But she also knew just how much work went into looking that good all the time, and it was way more than guys realized. Libby spent so much money on clothes and accessories, and she spent so much time on her hair and her makeup, and she had to fix her hair or her makeup half a dozen times a day, even when she was inside a school building. And ‘being popular’ was a lot of work. Way more work than guys realized. For guys, ‘being popular’ meant being a sports star, or clowning around, or doing fun stuff with pals. For girls it was way more complicated, and way more work, and involved way more concentration on clothes and fashion and everything, because girls noticed that stuff. If a guy wore the same jeans and sneakers to school six or seven days in a row, none of the other guys noticed, much less cared. If a girl wore the same jeans and sneakers to school three days in a row, other girls wondered if she needed to do laundry. And heaven forbid you should wear the same top twice in a row, even if you really liked it. Then there was the whole thing with being friends with the ‘right’ people and not hanging with the ‘wrong’ people and dating the right boys. Her sister Annie wasn’t good on all the rules, so she had depended on Alex’s advice sometimes for dates and stuff like that, but she just didn’t want to spend the time and effort to be in the popular crowd. Alex was pretty sure from what Annie told her that wasn’t a problem at M.I.T., and Annie had lots of friends who felt the same way, even if the guys Annie had dated there sounded like they were really nerdy.




Alex was kind of surprised that what most of the big, important people there wanted to do was… shake her hand and tell her it was an honor to meet her. Weird. And no one said, “It’s a trick!” But maybe that was because they could see her and talk to her and shake her hand and see that she wasn’t a hologram or hanging from wires or anything like that.




She said, “We all know that there are going to be more and more superpowered problems in the coming years, so I would like all of us to work together as a team to help each other. I may be American, but I am not solely here to help Americans. I’m here to help everyone. If our superpowered girl wants to be a hero, I want to help her. If she wants to be a villain, I want to stop her. So perhaps I could circumvent Colonel O’Neill and have a liaison to the EU intelligence and police communities? That way, you could always contact me directly, anytime you had a superpower crisis. Colonel O’Neill is quite good at what he does, but you will always view him as being American military first.”




Jack pretended to scowl, which the diplomats liked seeing. One of them said, “But how would we find a liaison this quickly?”




She said, “I have already chosen one. Her name is Hermione Granger, and she is a data analyst for MI-6, and my sources tell me that she gave a very intelligent presentation in your meetings today. If you want someone else at a later date, I would appreciate it if she was kept on as part of the liaison committee.”




“Is Miss Granger here now?” someone asked in accented English.




“I-I am right here,” Hermione said, stepping forward. “I really didn’t think that… Good Lord. I am merely a low-level data analyst.”




Alex said, “Data analysts are what I need. They’re what we all need. If we are going to work together to protect people, we need data input, and data analysis, and information flow. We don’t really want diplomatic crises or people arguing about whose personal territory we might step on.”




Jack deliberately played ‘bad cop.’ “That may be, but we were expecting you to go through American channels. And Miss Granger is… what? Eighteen?”




“I’m twenty-one,” Hermione said grumpily.




But Jack opposing Terawatt’s plan was all that it took for all the Europeans to band together and support it. They had probably been looking for a way to spit in his eye after his big stunt in the meeting that afternoon, and so Jack was working the room yet again. Most of them might never know that they were doing exactly what he wanted.




Okay, Hermione looked like she had already worked it out.




Alex said, “I know the German police are extremely competent, so they will find Hanna if she is in the area. So I am moving north toward the Baltic Sea, in an attempt to locate her before she has to defend herself and injures herself or others.” She turned her head and said, “Miss Granger? My people have already come up with your private and work numbers, as well as your private and work email addresses. You will hear from me shortly.” Alex lifted twenty feet into the air and said, “Good evening, and thank you for listening to me.”




Then she turned so she was lying on her stomach with her hands pointing forward, and she jetted northward at her top speed. Since she didn’t go very high up, she was lost to their sight as soon as she disappeared over the closest buildings.




57. Hunt



Alex stayed close to the rooftops and flew in a big circle so she could come back to the base on the side where the officers’ quarters were. She went silvery so she could change shape, and when she got back on the base, she dropped down to a foot or two above the ground to fly in to the buildings. She had to hop a couple security fences and dodge an armed patrol, but it wasn’t hard. Not when she was flying at ninety miles an hour and she was a barely noticeable blob in the dark.




She flew into the HVAC ducts on top of the officers’ quarters, fixed the filters she had moved out of the way a couple hours earlier, and flew back to her room. Jo was patiently sitting there with an automatic in her hand, just waiting for someone dumb enough to try to bust in. So Alex gave her the full treatment. She flew into the room as a blob and went normal, hovering upright a foot above the floor.




Jo’s jaw dropped open, and she said a couple words that would have gotten Alex’s mouth washed out with soap.




Alex put her hands on her hips and said in her Terawatt voice, “Excuse me citizen, but that sort of language is not appropriate, and I would appreciate it if you refrained from using language like that around impressionable children.”




Jo laughed out loud.




Alex went silvery, dove into the gymbag, and changed back to Lieutenant Annie Farrell. She had to go check her makeup and wig, though. While she was fixing her too-heavy makeup and putting her ‘Annie’ glasses back on, she told Jo what she had found at Herr Knepler’s house.




Jo said, “If she really is well enough to travel, she could have covered up the injury, put on a clean blouse and pants, or maybe a skirt, and hitchhiked north. She’s a pretty girl. She wouldn’t need to steal to get meals or have a place to sleep. And she might be hanging out with other teenagers in a youth hostel or something. She could be at the coast already, looking for a ship to take her back to Finland.”




Alex said, “Well, at least if she gets to northern Finland, she can be in places where there aren’t lots of innocent bystanders.”




Jo frowned, “Yeah, but that means the Company can let their Hunter-Killer teams really crank it up. Full military gear, full military support, maybe APCs or choppers. It could be… messy.”




Alex said, “And then maybe we’d have even more countries really mad at us.”




“That too.” 




Jo made sure the M.P. that Jack had put on their door wouldn’t move until they came back. Then they went off to find the colonel and see what he was going to pull out of his sleeve next.




They still hadn’t found him, when Alex’s Terawatt phone went off in her pocket. She was in public, so she hunted for an empty conference room. She had to use her telekinesis to open the door from the inside, and then she put it on speakerphone so Jo could hear too.




Willow’s AutoTuned voice said, “We found something. The Finns have someone looking into a possible stowaway. A freighter from Stralsund, Germany up to Oulu, Finland, which is really high up in the Gulf of Bothnia, docked there and after unloading everything and getting ready for return cargo, they found signs that someone had hidden in one of the holds for the entire trip. It would’ve been freezing cold, with no food and no light and no potty. But the stowaway left food wrappers and two jars of… umm…”




Jo said, “One of piss and one of shit. We got it.”




Willow asked, “Who’s that?”




Alex said, “Lieutenant Jo Lupo, Special Forces. Jack’s new hire.”




“Oh!” Willow said. “Captainmal said she was a real bad mammajamma and she could kick Special Forces guys’ butts, and Jack was trying to get her into a Navy SEAL training course this summer, which was like impossible because the SEALs only accepted super-macho he-men who’d have a cow if some girl your size kicked their heinies.”




Jo’s face lit up. “Wow! They told me no way. He’s doing that for me? I’m not even officially on the team yet.”




Alex said, “Jack takes really good care of his people. He already told me he can either get me into the Air Force Academy guaranteed, or else he could get me into the top photojournalism programs in the country.”




Willow purred, “And he’s really hot, too.”




Jo frowned, and Alex said, “This is Acid Burn. She’s Terawatt support. No connection with the military or the DHS.”




Willow said, “Okay, so anyway, I kind of ‘lost’ the electronic version of the report on the freighter so it won’t get to where it’s supposed to go, so maybe the CIA dorks won’t be able to trace her. But they’ve already moved out of Germany because the whole German police force got mobilized to look for Hanna, so they’ve got both teams on a ship of some kind in the Baltic, and it’s not Navy because it’s not on the official military broadcast bands, so it’s some sort of CIA cover deal, and it’s already moving toward Finland, so they may have given up and just be moving to her house ’cause they already know where that is.”




Jo said, “She should know that and not go back there.”




Alex said, “But she’s been shot. And she’s hurt. And she doesn’t have anywhere else to go in the whole world.”




Willow said, “And the blood spatter Terawatt photographed? It matches a blood drop falling from about navel height on your average-height sixteen year old girl. So if she’s been shot in the guts she may be really sick by now and in tons of pain, and not thinking too clearly. You better figure she’ll need a ton of antibiotics and analgesics as soon as you find her, plus major abdominal surgery as soon as you can get her somewhere safe. And if she’s as strong as we think, she’s probably a danger to any nurse or doctor working on her, and she’ll probably shake off sedatives and anesthetics way faster than a normal girl.”




Alex said, “Roger that, Burn. Over and out.”




Jo waited until Alex put the phone in her pocket to ask, “Does she breathe?”




Alex grinned, “She’s just a babbler.”




Jo said, “So she’s your super hacker the colonel was talking about. And she speaks Finnish. And she knows field medicine. Who is this woman?”




Alex said, “She’s just really bright. And I’m sure she’s using a computer translation on the Finnish. Well, partly, anyway. She taught herself German and Finnish, I think, when she read ‘Lord of the Rings’ and she wanted to learn to speak the elf languages.”




Jo checked, “And this Hermione Granger is another super-genius with amazing skills too?”




Alex nodded. “And once you’re fully read into the SRI and you’ve signed everything Jack wants you to sign, I’ll tell you how I really found her and Hermione. And four other women. And you totally won’t believe that story.”




Jo said, “So we may get to go take out a couple Company HK teams, and then face down a superpowered threat so we can get her to a hospital where she’ll be a danger to everyone? This job is either the best job on Earth, or the worst.”




Alex said, “Danielle Atron is on the loose again, and Maggie Walsh disappeared, so she’s probably working on something horrible, and we need to go investigate the Desert Research Institute once we’re done here, so if you’re looking for the most important job anywhere, I think you found it.”




Jo asked, “What about counter-terrorism?”




Alex grimaced, “How long do you think it’ll be before terrorists figure out the best way to be a terrorist is to get superpowers first?”




Jo said, “But they won’t be able to get the superpowers.”




Alex said, “Danielle Atron will sell it to ’em. She doesn’t care who gets hurt, as long as she gets paid.”




Jo asked, “You really think the superpower problem will get that bad?”




Alex said, “Worse. Danielle Atron was going to sell GC-161 enhanced foods and drinks all over the country. Only a couple people and the FDA stopped her at the very last minute. How many countries have an FDA as strong as we do? Sooner or later, we may have a country-wide epidemic of superpowers somewhere. Once that happens, it’ll be a bigger crisis than the Mideast. If it happens in North Korea, it’ll instantly be the start of a world war. If it doesn’t happen in North Korea, countries like North Korea will pour everything they’ve got into making it happen so they can win the wars they’ve been dying to launch.”




Jo carefully said, “You’ve been thinking about this, haven’t you?”




Alex nodded unhappily. “A lot. For a really long time.”




Jo asked, “How long have you had… this?”




Alex admitted, “Since the first day of seventh grade.”




Jo was so startled she stumbled and nearly fell. But Jo was fast and agile, so Alex didn’t need to use her telekinesis to catch her. “Damn. That’s either awesome or horrifying.”




Alex admitted, “Or both. A lot of times, it was both.”







The next morning, Alex and Jo rushed through their showers and everything, and still didn’t beat Jack to the mess hall. While Alex ate, Jo filled the team in on Acid Burn’s news. Alex ate everything on her plate plus hash browns from Riley, pastries from Jo, ham from Graham, and a big piece of pie from Jack. She noticed that the mess had blue jello, and Jack wasn’t sharing that.




Jack said, “Okay boys and girls, we now have a clear majority of voters, so we’ll let the meeting room stick it to me. Then we’ll spring our little surprise on them, and yell at the CIA bozos some more. After that, we’ll go hop in our little Cessna and head up to Rovaniemi, where Walter’s arranged for a winter-equipped chopper to meet us.”




Alex raised her hand again, keeping it down where only her team would see.




Jack said, “Rovaniemi. Northernmost Finnish air force base. Got some nice American fighters and other hardware. Seems I know someone who knows someone, so they’re fine with us flying in to rescue a Finnish citizen from an evil CIA plot.”




“Thank you, sir,” Alex said in her Annie Farrell voice. She wished she knew more geography stuff and military stuff. She didn’t like being the dumb kid in the group.




She grabbed her valise, made sure she had half a dozen protein bars hidden down in the bottom, and checked her tablet once more. She said, “It looks like both CIA teams are moving through northern Finland now, sir. Maybe they didn’t get the message.”




Jack said, “Or maybe that naughty Marissa handpicked her teams.”




Riley said, “Or she gave them an order so they won’t stop until they get the right counter-phrase. I’ve seen intelligence officers operating under scenarios like that. It keeps them from getting knocked out by disinformation, but it’s a disaster if things go wrong back at HQ.”




Jo said, “And Weigler’s never going to be giving these guys a countermand now.”




Jack smiled, “Unless you guys figure out what it could be.”




Alex immediately sent Willow a message asking her to work on the problem.




Jo said, “If we narrow a list down to, say, half a dozen codephrases, and we guess the wrong one first, the teams may not stand down when we get to the right one, because it’ll seem like we might have extracted the intel instead of having Weigler’s cooperation.”




Jack nodded, “There is that. But I figure we ought to take a crack at it. What can it hurt?”




Riley said, “If we can come up with half a dozen possibles, maybe we could give them to the CIA operatives at our table and they could try before we have to engage our own people.”




Jack said, “Okay. Let’s have our half dozen possibles.”




Alex glanced at Willow’s reply and quickly said, “Galinka. Locke. Walsh. Zadek. Oncogenesis.”




Jack smiled, “My girl’s wiping the floor with you people.”




Riley handed Jack a handwritten list on a small piece of notepaper. Jack looked over it. “Oh, nice work, Finn. You picked three out of Acid Burn’s five. Plus ‘hominidae’ and ‘Heller.’ I think you win the free pie at lunchtime.”




Alex asked, “Would Weigler really want to remind everybody of people she murdered? I wouldn’t. I kinda doubt ‘Locke’ or ‘Zadek’ would be it.”




Jack shrugged, “They’re all possibles. If Weigler’s going off a different sort of list, we’re stuck anyway. So we’re good to go. Be sure to look surprised when the room hits me with the big command, and probably a timeline we can’t possibly make. I already told our pilots to have the Cessna ready, so go pack your bags right now and run ’em out to the Cessna so we’re ready to make our dramatic exit.”




Alex and Jo did a fast walk back to their room. When they got there, they found Jack still had an M.P. on the door, and Jack’s hanging bag was shoved inside already. Alex had everything packed into her hanging bag even before Jo did, and her gymbag was already set to go. They hauled it all out to the Cessna and saw Graham and Riley already on their way back to the conference room. By the time they got near the right hangar, the Cessna was already out of the hangar, being refueled, and going through another maintenance check. They rushed back and still got to their seats a good two minutes before the CIA guys came trudging in.




Jack blocked the CIA guys’ path. “Hi there. I know you already got the order to pull your HK teams out of the field. Guess what? They’re still out there. My computer analyst is still finding encrypted signals reflecting off that milsat. You may need a secret countermand to stop them. Here’s our little hacker’s list of possibles. Give all of them a try. You might get lucky.”




The CIA guys weren’t exactly grateful, but they didn’t wad up the list and throw it on the carpet either. And one of them took the list and walked off to a corner of the room to make a fast phone call, so maybe they were even listening.




Jack took his seat and waited impatiently. He started taking sheets off the notepad the meeting organizers had provided, folding them into paper footballs, and trying to ‘kick’ them through the goalposts, meaning between Riley and Graham. And Alex couldn’t use her telekinesis to block them, as he knew full well, the big stinkbug. She figured it would be even more frustrating if she was one of his officers.




He carefully lined up another paper football, got his flicking finger ready… And she gave one side of the football a tiny push so it went flying off to the side and nearly hit one of the diplomats.




Jack pretended he did it on purpose. One of these days, he was going to be in so much trouble.




But Alex kept watching him, because he made two more paper footballs and tried to catch her looking somewhere else so he could flick one at her. She pretended she was looking at her tablet, so she could catch him at it. As soon as he lined the next one up at her head, she used a tiny telekinetic block on the other side of his football, and that one went flying off past Riley and nearly hit some French guy. Jack had to stop it when everyone else came into the meeting room.




She really wondered what Jack was like when he wasn’t the guy in charge of the team. Did his commanding officer have to yell at him a couple times a day?




The German diplomatic lead got to start things off. “Guten morgen. I believe we all know what we need to decide this morning. Many of you have come to me about this, and several of you told me that Terawatt appeared last night to ask for support in protecting this girl.”




He went on and on for a while, before he finally asked for a vote on whether to ask for sanctions against the CIA. Naturally, everyone wanted that, except the CIA and the U.S. State Department. At least Jack abstained, even though she knew he wanted to vote for it.




Then the guy blathered on for a while longer before asking if the room wanted the SRI to take over, with a set time limit before they needed to retire from the field. Everyone wanted that, except the CIA guys. Jack asked for three weeks, but she knew he was just yanking everyone’s chain. The rest of the room wanted to give him between four and ten days, so they ended up with seven days. It was pretty clear everyone thought they were shafting Jack with a time limit like that.




So the German guys summed up that the CIA had to withdraw all their people, and Jack had 168 hours starting right then.




Jack stood up and said, “Thank you, everyone. Last night, Terawatt found that Hanna Heller was shot in the abdomen by Marissa Weigler, patched herself up with some sewing needles and thread, and hid in a basement for three nights. While you were voting, my computer hacker found out where Hanna Heller went after that. She stowed away on a Danish freighter that landed in Oulu a couple days ago. We have reason to believe we know where she’s headed, and we hope to have her on the way to a hospital well within that seven-day margin. So, guten tag and thanks for all the fish.”




He stepped away from his chair, gave his team a tilt of the head, and they all marched right out of the room.




Jack quietly said, “Let’s move it before someone gets the bright idea to ask for everything on the tarmac to be grounded for an emergency inspection or something.”




Alex checked her tablet as they hurried off to the Cessna. There was a message from Hermione that was a thumbs-up, and a couple messages from her hackers. James, Jean-Pierre, and Alejandro were all cheering her on. The Sour Kraut was letting her know he was giving up. And the CIA hackers were pretending they hadn’t tried to hack a fellow American’s computer.




They were in the Cessna and off the ground in under ten minutes. The pilots really cranked it up, and they were rocketing into the sky like someone had told them they would be in a huge hurry.




Jack said, “Okay. Rovaniemi will have a chopper for us. Walter made sure our standard winter gear will be there when we land. But that only covers Finn, Miller, and me. We’ve got gear for you two, based on Lupo’s sizes. But Annie gets no firearms. She can carry her tablet, some spare chargepacks, our sat phone, our central comm unit, and extra rations. Plus her Terawatt gear.” He pointed at Alex. “Can you cross-country ski or downhill ski?”




She nodded, “Sure. Some. I’m better at downhill, but I’ve done both. But for fun, not for all day and packing a heavy load. I probably need to do it Terawatt style.”




Jack said, “Stewie sent us some IR gear, so we’re going to try and spot her even when she’s hiding from us. Same for spotting the CIA teams. Any word from IT on the CIA teams?”




Alex quickly checked, and she said, “Not really. They now have one team up around the Arctic Circle and one team moving north probably in the Gulf of Bothnia, but those are as good as Acid Burn can get from the satellite reflections.”




Jack said, “Swell. Let’s assume HK team one is hiding out around Hanna’s house. They know that location. HK team two is probably sweeping north toward there, hoping to catch our girl in between. If we can get a GPS lock on the house, we can start there and head south.” He looked at Alex. “Any chance of that?”




Alex sent a note to Acid Burn and captainmal and jackryanrules: can we find the GPS info the CIA got when Hanna and Erik signaled the CIA to start this mess?




She instantly got a note from Acid Burn: on it




And then a note from captainmal: CIA won’t spill, we’re looking for options




Alex said, “Sir, the CIA won’t tell our IT people the GPS coordinates.”




Jack grimaced and said, “What a surprise.” He took the sat phone, called Walter, and in seconds, Walter was re-directing his call, to Samuel Daystrom, who was one of the executive assistants to the director of the CIA.




“Samuel Daystrom here.”




“Hey, this is Jack O’Neill of the SRI. I just pulled you guys’ fat out of the fire in Berlin, and now I find your people have the GPS coords for Erik Heller’s house and won’t tell us. Do I need to go straight to the State Department and the head of the DHS and get you guys buried under a GAO audit of the whole Marissa Weigler mess?”




“Don’t you think you’re being a little harsh?”




Jack snapped, “Harsh? Harsh? Fer cryin’ out loud, harsh is Marissa Weigler killing every single goddamn CIA agent on Project Galinka except the one that rescued a kid and got away, and she framed him for murder so he couldn’t come in again! Do you have any idea how many people she’s killed — that she wasn’t supposed to — in the last seventeen years? Do you have any idea what the American public will do to you guys if it gets out what Project Galinka was?”




“Wait a minute, even I don’t know what Galinka was, and I have Top Secret clearance.”




Jack said, “And that’s reassuring. Because she got a mad scientist to experiment on human embryos to try and turn the kids into little super-soldiers. Even better? The moms probably had no frigging idea they were lab rats! As soon as this gets out, every single CIA officer with more than twenty years in will be tarred with Weigler’s brush! So… get me those goddamn coordinates in the next hour or I’ll call the President myself!”




He hung up and sat back in his chair. He smiled, “Ahh, that was cathartic.”




Alex was just glad she’d done enough studying for SATs that she knew what that meant.




Meanwhile, they were zooming northward. The flight app Willow had on the tablet assumed fastest possible takeoffs and landings, and flights at 725 miles an hour on optimal flightpaths. So that app was telling Alex they would be flying for less than two hours total to get to Rovaniemi. And Rovaniemi was one hour ahead of Berlin.




Jack’s intimidation score was still pretty much maxed out, because that Daystrom guy called back in forty minutes with the GPS coordinates.




Alex entered them in her tablet and started pulling up maps on her tablet. “Sir, I figure Hanna’s house is a little over a hundred miles north-northwest of the Rovaniemi base.”




Jack said, “Sweet. Okay, here’s what we’ll do…”







When they landed in Rovaniemi, it was sort of cold, even though it was summer. The thermometer outside the plane said it was fifty-five degrees Fahrenheit, and that might have been from the warm, sunny tarmac instead of some shady, natural spot. She didn’t bother looking at the Centigrade numbers, because she wasn’t any good at converting that stuff in her head. The tablet said the high for the day at the airport would be about sixty-three, with a low tonight around fifty. There was still a bunch of snow on the ground, even if there wasn’t nearly as much as there would have been a month ago, when Marissa Weigler started all this up again.




They moved inside the hangar and changed inside a couple offices where no one could see them. Alex was glad they didn’t have to put on the full Nordic gear that the guys brought along just in case, because that stuff was like being prepared to be at the South Pole. And she had a frontpack that held a portable sat phone, the tablet, the comm control, and extra protein bars for her. Since the sat phone only weighed about ten pounds, the total weight of everything including the pack was only about twenty pounds. Easy as pie. She had that, and her gymbag. The others were loaded up like they were going to be in a small war. That did not make her feel better. Riley even had a sniper’s rifle in a heavy case over one shoulder. And Alex knew Jo had a P-90, a sidearm, a combat knife, two throwing knives, and a hideout derringer. Plus way too much ammo. Graham was carrying a rifle with an M-203 grenade launcher slung under the barrel, and a bunch of ammo. She was really, really glad they weren’t hunting her.




They ate a rough lunch and piled into the helicopter Walter had procured for them. Then they flew straight to the GPS coordinates for Hanna’s house. At ten thousand feet up, Jack was studying it through a fancy telescope. He said, “Yep, they’re dug in around it and probably hiding inside it.” He sketched out the house and the possible outside defensive positions.




Jo said, “Sir, taking that position without destroying the house is going to be… difficult.”




Jack just gave her a big smirk.




“I’m Terawatt” to the tune of “Supergirl” by Saving Jane





I’m in Paradise Valley

I’m delaying

Danielle Atron will catch me

and she’s not playing





One, two

There’s so much I need to do

Two, three

Everyone depends on me

Three, four

I don’t know what is in store

Four, five

But at least I’m still alive





I’m Terawatt

I’m everywhere

My lightning bolts

You’ll stop and stare

I’m flyin’ high

In super-clothes

I’m overhead

And nobody knows

I’m, I’m

I’m Terawatt





There’s a fiery disaster

You can’t stop him

Comin’ faster and faster

But I’ll drop him (but I’ll drop him)





One, two

Now there’s more I need to do

Two, three

There’s a guy no one can see

Three, four

Is he getting in your door?

Hold on, cuz we know there’s several more





I’m Terawatt

I’m everywhere

My lightning bolts

You’ll stop and stare

I’m flyin’ high

In super-clothes

I’m overhead

And nobody knows

I’m, I’m

I’m Terawatt





I’m talking on my wire

Stop a guy on fire

Save a teenage liar

Oh, oh, oh





I’m Terawatt

I’m flyin’ high

In super-clothes

I’m overhead

And nobody knows

I’m Terawatt

I’m everywhere

My lightning bolts

You’ll stop and stare

I’m flyin’ high

I’m overhead

And nobody knows

I’m, I’m, I’m, I’m

I’m Terawatt

I’m, I’m,

I’m Terawatt

I’m, I’m,

I’m Terawatt








58. Seek



Then they did what no one else on Earth could do: they dropped a superheroine on the badguys. She went silvery and dove into the gymbag to change into her Terawatt costume. Then she stayed silvery as Riley opened the chopper’s side door and she flew out.




There was no point in taking her tablet or her Terawatt phone, but this time she was wearing an earjack and the tactical communications system that went with it. The thing only weighed about three pounds total, including the batteries. She had it and a couple other things in a fanny pack, even if she could feel the wire going from her ear, down her neck under her Terawatt leotard, and out at her right hip to sneak into her fanny pack.




She just went into freefall as a silvery blob. Jack was sure the CIA guys were in no way going to be looking for Hanna to fall from the sky on top of them. No, they were expecting her to be coming in from the south, or maybe sneaking around through the forests to come in on foot from somewhere else.




The house was a pretty A-frame with some nice little windows and two doors. One was bumped out so it could be a mud room or an atrium to keep the house warmer when people came in from the freezing winter weather. The other door looked like a normal door into the house.




She caught herself about a hundred feet above the house and flew right to the bottom of the more normal door. It had rough weatherstripping on the inside, so she had to use her telekinesis to push it out of the way so she could slip in unnoticed.




There were five guys in the house. Two were sleeping up in the loft, one was cooking, one was talking on a comm system, and one was sitting by the fireplace sharpening a knife. She figured that meant they did shifts so no one was outside all the time, maybe only four hours at a time since it wasn’t warm outside.




She puddled up to the loft and shocked both sleeping guys into unconsciousness. Then she went for the guy with the knife and shocked him. After that, she puddled over and knocked out the cook. When he fell down, the guy on the comm system cursed and jumped up just in time to get zapped from where she was floating.




She went normal and said, “Terawatt to base. Five interior down, comms probably alerted.”




“Base to Terawatt,” Jack replied. “Good. Hit the three outside positions, then search around for more operatives. I don’t expect to find any, but let’s look.”




She puddled back out the more normal door, noticing that the ‘weatherstripping’ looked like animal hide with the fur on the outside to better keep out any drafts. She stayed a silvery blob and flew only a couple inches above the ground to the first hiding spot, which was the roof of a shed. That guy had a rifle and was under a tarp. She flew under the tarp and zapped him a good one, then dumped the rifle off the roof.




The second guy was in a little hole they had dug in a still-unmelted snowdrift. The third guy was up in a tree. She zapped both of them, even if she was sort of worried about the tree guy falling thirty feet and getting killed. But he was tied to the limbs of the tree, so he just hung there. She untied the knots with her telekinesis, pulled him and his ropes into her silvery morph, puddled down the tree trunk, and dumped him inside the house on the floor. Then she went back and pulled the other two outside soldiers into her silvery form so she could dump them in the house too.




“Terawatt to base. All known forces handled. Now searching the area for more troops. Over.”




“Base to Tera. We’re coming in now, and searching with IR. We’ll alert you if there’s any other threat.”




She took a quick look around the little house. She found Hanna’s bed up in the loft. All Hanna had in the whole world was an old encyclopedia, a book of fairy tales, and a couple sets of clothes made out of caribou hide or something. And a knife. And a bow and arrows. What kind of creep raises a little girl with no dolls and nothing to play with and no one to be with?




It took about five minutes for the chopper to land in the open area in front of Hanna’s house, and then the team disembarked in two seconds. By then, Alex had every one of the CIA badguys dumped in front of the fireplace. She had some zipcuffs in her fannypack, but she didn’t use any of them, since all the soldiers were shocked unconscious. She had also swung wide around the house, the outbuildings, and everything else that might hold a CIA guy with a rifle. Plus, the chopper had made two circuits around the house as it descended, so she was pretty sure the team had studied the entire area with their IR viewers and telescopes and everything.




Jack ran up to her and said, “The place is clear, as far as we can tell. You got all the Company men?”




She nodded and led them inside, where all eight guys were unconscious, side by side, on the floor in front of the big fireplace.




Jack smiled at her, “Sweet.” He pointed at Graham and Jo. “Go through their gear, make sure they’re not still armed, and zipcuff ’em. Hands and feet. Then Miller stands guard on ’em while Lupo goes outside and does a search for tracks and other indicators.” He pointed at Riley. “The radio’s still live. Try to get a command post and see if you can shut down the other HK team.” He pointed at Alex. “How are you doing on temperature?”




She shrugged. “I was mostly silvery outside, and they’ve got the house warm enough in here. So I’m okay.”




He nodded and said, “Good. You’ve got overwatch for Lupo.”




Alex nodded and went silvery before she followed Jo out the door.




Alex stayed a silvery blob, but flew up to about a hundred feet over the house, so she could watch out for Jo. She kept an eye out, in case anyone tried sneaking up behind Jo, or coming out of some hiding place before Jo could react.




Jo was really good. She moved all over the area around the house, spotting footprints and following the tracks. Alex had to go normal one time so she could contact Jo. “Tera to Lupo. Tera to Lupo.”




“Lupo to Tera. See something?”




“No, but you’re following tracks to that big tree over there. I already got the guy hiding up in it.”




“Roger that. Over and out.” Jo still followed the tracks to make sure there wasn’t something else out there.




And Jo found the original tracks coming in toward the house. They led north through a dense patch of forest to another clearing, where it looked like a good-sized helicopter had landed and dropped them off. Jo searched all around that clearing too, but didn’t find any more tracks.




When they moved back into the house, Jack let them take a break before he had everyone report. Alex dashed out to the outhouse, which was way too cold, and then she ate two energy bars while Jack got everyone into the living room area.




Jack had people report in reverse order of seniority, so Alex went first. She explained what she did. Then Jo explained about finding the landing spot and making sure there weren’t any outriders who were off somewhere in the distance. Graham explained how he disarmed all the HK team. And Riley explained how these guys’ ‘command’ would just not listen to reason and recall everyone.




Jack looked at Alex and said, “Acid Burn called in with a note for you. The second HK team is still out there, and moving north pretty rapidly. She’s estimating somewhere around thirty miles an hour, which means no chopper but definitely something you can drive. And their ‘command’ is out in the Gulf of Bothnia, which means a ship. If they have a freighter, they could have a couple choppers and a small platoon of APCs and sno-cats they could lift out of the cargo holds with a crane and then put on a dock, or for the choppers, launch off the deck. When Riley couldn’t get their C & C to act rational, I used the sat phone and gave Langley a heads-up. They think it must be a CIA ship that’s under Liberian registration, with one of Weigler’s people at the helm. They’re trying to get him to come back in from the cold. So to speak.”




Alex asked, “If they have sno-cats or whatever, what’s Hanna gonna do?”




Jack said, “Either be run down, or be run over. We need to move south and find her before they do.”




Riley asked, “Do we abandon the house and leave these idiots?”




Jack said, “Hell yeah. This house is not a part of our mission.” He looked over at Alex. “Which of these pinheads is their team leader?”




Alex pointed at the guy who had been talking on the radio. He was also the guy with the fancy insignias on his beret.




Jack called the chopper pilot and told him to ‘wind it up.’ Then he had Alex put a coat and baggy pants and a big hat on over her uniform. Alex found out why. Jack threw a pitcher of ice-cold water in the head guy’s face and slapped him until he was conscious.




The guy way over-reacted when he came to and saw his whole team was captured. He said, “You’ll get nothing out of us. Nothing!”




Jack said, “You’re too stupid to know anything, anyway. Now we’re gonna leave. You can cut yourself loose in no time and get your radio working a few seconds after that. By then, we’ll be long gone. Your command on that little freighter has gone rogue, and you’re in deep shit. Call Langley at once and get new orders before that ship-bound moron gets you and all your men twenty-five to life. Assuming you don’t end up with all of Europe trying to blast your asses off. Your bosses have really pissed them off.”




Jack led his team off at a trot, and they were in the chopper and flying south long before any of the CIA team was out of the house to see them, or shoot at them. Not that they could have shot at them, because Graham had all their firing pins dumped in a pile outside the house.




Jack gave the helicopter pilot some orders over the chopper’s comm system, and the guy began sweeping from side to side as he flew south. 




It was loud inside the chopper, so Jack used the team comms. “We need to pick up Hanna’s trail. Terawatt goes to talk her down. The rest of us move on and find the motors, and assess threat.”




So they were swinging east and west as they flew south, so they could cut across Hanna’s trail sooner or later, and know where she was. After all, they knew where she was going and where she had been, so it wasn’t like Hanna had a lot of choices anymore.




Jack was using a high-powered telescope, while Riley and Graham were using fancy IR viewers. And the helicopter was moving really fast, even with the back-and-forth search pattern.




Riley gestured hastily and then barked into his comm system, “Got a maybe!”




Jack said, “Got a track. Okay Tera, you’re up.”




Alex went silvery, and Jo cracked the chopper’s side door about three inches. That was plenty for Terawatt. She flew out and zoomed down to find the track they had spotted. She needed to work fast to confirm it was Hanna or make sure it wasn’t, so she didn’t get left behind and the chopper didn’t miss their real target.




She flew down until she was maybe eighty feet above the ground. She stayed silvery just in case, but she could see the track. And the girl. Someone was running over the ground at a steady pace that should have been impossible for a girl with a bullet in her guts. But maybe it wasn’t Hanna.




Alex flew in to see better, and she spotted more stuff. Whoever it was, they had a rifle slung over their back and a pair of snowshoes slung over their other shoulder.




Whoever it was, they were paying attention, because Alex was still a good two hundred feet away when they whirled around and pulled the rifle up to open fire at her.




Well, she was still silvery, so she just kept going. The rifleman — okay, riflewoman — fired off a nice three-shot grouping that would have hit her right in the chest and head if she didn’t use her telekinesis to shove the bullets down into the ground. By then, Alex was within a hundred feet, and she could see that it was definitely Hanna, or at least a pretty Scandinavian girl who looked like she might be pretty sick.




Hanna fired another three-shot burst that Alex deflected into the ground, and then Alex tried to yank the rifle out of Hanna’s hands with a good telekinetic tug. But Hanna had the strap wrapped around one arm, and she was stronger than she looked. And Alex only had about eighty pounds or so of pull to use. Still, the rifle barrel went veering off to the side and nearly tipped Hanna over.




Hanna staggered and went down to one knee, but she protected her rifle. Alex wondered how hard Hanna’s training had been if she could do that instinctively when she was only sixteen. Alex was thinking that Erik Heller deserved a really big kick in the pants.




Hanna hastily struggled back to her feet, but by then Alex was only a couple yards away. Hanna pulled out a wicked-looking knife, but didn’t use it. She asked something in a language Alex had never heard before.




Alex said, “Speak English. I know you know it.”




Hanna tilted her head to one side and asked, “Why would a fairy need to speak English?”




Alex went normal, but stayed floating a couple feet in the air. “I’m not a fairy. I have superpowers. Like you do.”




Hanna said, “I will not go back with you. I will go… home. I do not think I will last much longer than that, because…” She glanced down at the blood leaking through her clothes just above her belt.




Jack’s voice blared in her earpiece. “Tera, we got four sno-cats coming up fast. We tried to buzz ’em off, but they’ve got RPGs along with machine guns. I figure you’ve got less than a minute to contact.” Alex didn’t answer him.




Alex said to Hanna, “You couldn’t get the bullet out, and you couldn’t sew up the damage inside you, and it really hurts, and you’re running a fever and feel awful, and you’re going to die soon without medical help.” Hanna nodded. Alex said, “I don’t want you to die. And I don’t want the CIA guys in the sno-cats to catch you. I want you to come with me.”




She had a momentary image of her floating there, saying in a ‘Terminator’ voice, “Come with me if you want to live.” But she figured Hanna wouldn’t get it.




Hanna jerked up her head and looked off behind Alex. Alex flew around so she was beside Hanna and could look in the same direction without having a wild child with a big knife right behind her.




Ooh, ‘feral’ was another SAT word. She should use that when she talked to Jack.




It was a few seconds before Alex heard the sno-cats. But they were closing in fast. And Jack said they had machine guns and RPGs and who knew what else. Plus sno-cat treads.




Hanna simply said, “It is too late to save me.”




Alex said, “Take my hands.” Hanna just looked at her. “Take my hands. Trust me.”




Hanna put the knife away and tentatively reached out. Alex grabbed her hands and said, “This may feel a little funny.”




She went silvery. She expected Hanna to scream or struggle or something, but Hanna just stood there like she was prepared for anything. Alex took both of them silvery and raced sideways along the ground toward a dense cluster of trees that was maybe a hundred yards off to the right. She found a dark little spot where there was still plenty of unmelted snow, and she let Hanna go normal. She made Hanna lie down there, and she said, “Don’t move. And don’t shoot anyone. I’ll be back in a couple minutes, after I take care of the sno-cats.”




“That is not possible. You do not have a rifle or anything.”




She gave Hanna a little smile. “I have superpowers. I don’t need a rifle. Now stay put.”




Alex went silvery again and flew south, staying just barely above the ground. Then she curved around and came up behind the four sno-cats.




It was pretty obvious the badguys had been following Hanna’s trail. They were laying back about a hundred yards from where the trail suddenly got messy and then stopped. It maybe looked like Hanna had dug herself in and was laying in wait. Like a girl with a rifle was going to stop four sno-cats with RPGs and stuff.




Whoever was leading the sno-cats was a big jerk, because two of the big machine guns opened up on the disturbed area where the trail ended, and then one of the guys put an RPG into the mess. Yeah, that would have taken care of Hanna. The creeps. Alex was really not happy with these guys.




They might have been creepy, but they were alert. One of them spotted her coming at them in her silvery form, and opened fire with one of those machine guns. But she was flying fast, even if she was low, so it took a second for the guy to track her. And then she used some of her telekinesis to push the bullets into the ground ahead of her.




And then she was darting underneath the guy’s sno-cat and firing off a huge lightning bolt into the engine area.




Not stopping, she flew out from underneath the front of the sno-cat, and she veered over to do the same to the other rear vehicle. She flew under the front, blasted the engine, and flew out underneath the back. A guy with an RPG on his shoulder was leaping off the thing, so she zapped him too.




She curved around the battleground, while the guys in the front sno-cats tried to figure out what was going on and where she was.




She rose up in silvery form about a hundred feet in front of the two lead sno-cats, and hurled smaller lightning blasts at both vehicles. The one on the right died with a sudden thunk, and the one on the left stuttered and nearly quit.




She stayed silvery, but landed so she could use all her telekinesis if she needed to. She yelled, “I am Terawatt! You are part of a rogue CIA op and you need to contact Langley immediately! Cease this assault, leave your weapons, and take your forces home on the still-working vehicles! This is your final warning!”




Maybe she needed to take ‘getting people to do what you wanted’ lessons from Jack, because it didn’t work.




One guy with an RPG and one guy with a machine gun swung them up to shoot at her. The guy with the RPG suddenly fell forward and went face-down into the muddy ground. The sound of a distant rifle came crashing past everyone.




“Weapons down! We have snipers!” the head guy yelled.




Alex tried not to look, because the downed guy might have had body armor, but it hadn’t done him much good. There was a lot of blood over there. And she tried not to be sick, either. She yelled, “You already got your final warning! Drop those weapons, pile onto the working sno-cats, and head home! Do not ask your command for orders! He is leading you in a rogue mission! Call Langley! But leave now!”




She reached out and yanked RPGs and machine guns out of guys’ arms, which really freaked them out. She didn’t see anything mounted on the backs of any of the sno-cats, but she wouldn’t have had enough power to yank a mounted weapon out of its socket anyway.




The guys piled into the two front sno-cats, got the stopped one started up again, and peeled out.




As soon as the vehicles were headed south, Jack’s voice popped in her earpiece. “Nice work, Tera.”




She touched the button so she could talk back. “Thank you, sir. I couldn’t have done it without that sniper fire.”




“That was Finn. What that guy can’t hit isn’t worth shooting at. We’ll be landing there in one. Get your girl and meet us.”




“Roger that,” she smiled. She flew back to the dense trees and found Hanna lying there peeking out between two low-lying shrubs.




Hanna said, “That was… amazing. How did you drop the last soldier?”




Alex admitted, “Sniper fire. My friends have a helicopter, and we’re gonna take you to Rovaniemi Air Force Base, and then we’re going to have some doctors fix you up or else we’ll fly you to our home so we can fix you up there.”




“Where is your home?”




Alex said, “The United States. But we’re not CIA. We came here to save you.”




“Why? You do not even know me.”




Alex said, “It’s what I do. I save people. I find superpowered people and make sure they’re good guys, or else if they’re bad guys committing crimes, I put them in prison.”




Hanna looked miserable. “I am… a bad guy. I have killed… many people. Eight of them. I broke into Herr Knepler’s house. I stole the clothes I am wearing, and the weapons I am carrying. And… and I have training I cannot simply turn off like… electricity. A boy wanted to kiss me, and I thought I wanted him to, but when he moved to kiss my lips, I… reacted.” She stared down at the ground. “I grabbed his head and almost snapped his neck. I am not safe around regular people.”




Alex said, “It’ll be okay. The people you killed were bad people who were trying to kill you, and I’ll do what I can to help you. Now we need to go get on that helicopter.” She took Hanna’s hands, went silvery with her, and puddled out to where the chopper was just touching down. She puddled up one strut and into the side door that Graham was holding open. Then she let go of Hanna and let her lie down on her back on the floor.




Jack called to the pilot, “Back to Rovaniemi, and step on it!”




Alex said to Riley, “Thanks for saving me.”




He gave her a little smile. “I wish we didn’t have to shoot ’em, but I wasn’t going to let that guy fire an RPG at you.”




Jack asked, “Finn, can you help her?”




Riley said, “I can try.” He started to open Hanna’s coat, and Hanna grabbed his wrists in a fast motion. Whatever Hanna tried to do, Riley countered it by shifting his weight and twisting his arms. He smiled down at her, “You’re pretty darn strong there, Hanna. But I’m not going to hurt you. I’m going to take a look at your wound.”




She said, “You are not a doctor.”




He smiled gently, “No ma’am. I’m Major Riley Finn, U.S. Army Rangers. But I have Red Cross and field medic training.”




Graham leaned over and said, “He grew up on a farm in Iowa, and figured out he could help people a lot faster than the ambulance could get out there and get someone back to the closest hospital. He’s been taking care of people for years.”




Hanna sagged back against the floor and said, “Iowa. Capital: Des Moines. Corn and soybeans and livestock. It sounds very… pretty.”




Alex said, “All she has in that house are an encyclopedia and a book of fairy tales.”




Jack smiled, “Well, we can fix that. And once we get her patched up, we’ll get her some better reading material.”




Alex said, “I’ll pick stuff out for her.” She figured he’d give Hanna a bunch of stuff like Charlie’s old books, or the Twilight novels. Hanna was not going to get stuck with books about trains and dinosaurs, or stupid stuff with sparkly vampires.




Jack just gave her a broad smile. She figured he was already up to something sneaky.




She said, “Hanna’s got soldier reflexes. You sneak up on her, and she’ll attack.”




Jack said, “Not a problem. We have actual soldiers with soldier reflexes.”




Riley let Hanna open her own coat and pull up her sweater. He frowned over the bleeding, sewn-together bullet wound and said, “This is pretty badly infected, and she probably has peritonitis too.”




It looked really gross and swollen and red and mega-icky, but Alex wasn’t going to say that out loud.




Hanna groaned, “Herr Knepler had penicillin. I injected myself with the liquid in the refrigerator, and put the powder into the wound.”




Riley said, “That — and your natural toughness — are pretty much the only things keeping you going right now.”




Jack asked, “Can we wait seven hours to operate and get that bullet out?”




Riley said, “Maybe, colonel. But her condition will just get worse.”




Jack asked, “How about we give her one of those IV things and get some electrolytes and sugars and antibiotics into her first?”




Riley rolled his eyes a little. He knew as well as everyone on the jet — except Hanna — that Jack knew exactly what an IV was. “Well sir, we could put an IV in each arm and dose her with everything she’s needed for the last couple days. But I’d really rather get her to a closer operating theater.”




Jack said, “Well yeah, me too, but we’re the only ones who have docs who are gonna understand that she’s gonna come out of the anesthetic extra early, and she’ll probably need abnormal amounts to knock her out in the first place, and she may have abnormalities when they open her up.”




Riley said, “They’re probably not going to ‘open her up,’ sir. Arthroscopic surgery’s going to be better, and I doubt we’ll be able to keep Hanna still for long enough to heal up properly if we let them do a large-scale abdominal exposure.”




Hanna said, “I will be fine.”




Riley said, “Well, her eyes are clear, and she’s tracking well. She was still able to run just minutes ago. Her fever’s not as high as I thought it would be. We can go seven hours until the operation, if we can help her on the flight home.”




Hanna said, “I had not seen a real airplane until I left father and went with the CIA teams, but they travel at three or four hundred miles an hour. You cannot get from here to Iowa in that time.”




Jack grinned and patted the back of her hand. “You need a better encyclopedia. We’ll be taking the fastest jet they’ll let us have. We’ll be doing nearly Mach one. And we won’t be going to Iowa.”




Riley said, “But someday I can show you my parents’ farm, if you really want. We have big fields of corn and soybeans, and we store our own silage, and we have our own feedlot. My folks still run the farm, but when dad’s ready to retire, my brother Joe’s going to take it over. He double majored in business and ag engineering at Iowa State, and he’s working for the beef cattle co-op dad’s in.”




Hanna said, “That sounds very nice, but I do not know what a ‘cattle co op’ is.”




Jack said, “Yeah. You can take Hanna and Terawatt, and they can benchpress the cattle and stuff.”




Hanna smiled, “You are very funny… for a soldier. You are not like the men who took me to Marissa Weigler’s base.” Hanna pronounced the name like it would be spelled ‘Veegler.’ Alex wondered if that was a German or Scandinavian thing.




Jack said, “Well, that’s because those guys were idiots. Creepy idiots.”




Alex said, “Colonel O’Neill runs the SRI. That’s America’s program the Superpower Research Initiative. He’s one of the good guys.”




Jack muttered loud enough for everyone to hear, “Well, I’m glad someone thinks so. My girlfriend’s mad at me for ditching our Sunday date, and my son and Cindy are mad at me for taking Space Ghost along on the last mission.”




Alex complained, “You can’t name him Space Ghost!” He just gave her a smirk.




Then she asked, “Well, why don’t you call your girlfriend up and apologize and tell her we’re on the way home, and offer to take her out when we get back, and stuff like that?”




He gave her a pretend-horrified look and pointed at Riley and Graham. “In front of the children?! I’m shocked you could suggest such a thing! Shocked and appalled!”




Hanna asked Alex, “Is he always like this?”




Alex admitted, “Well, a lot of the time.”




Hanna smiled, “You are very… fortunate. It must be nice to have a leader like this.”




Alex gave Jack a glance and said, “Yeah, but we don’t ever tell him that because he’ll get a swelled head.”




Jack pretended to be hurt, and went and made a call on the sat phone so there would be medical supplies and a bedroll and several blankets waiting for them. Then he explained, “Okay, boys and girls, we’re going to land as close to the Cessna as they’ll let us. We double-time it in, ignoring seniority, and Terawatt does her morph thing with Hanna. First one in rolls out the bedroll down the aisle, and Tera lays Hanna down on it. Once we’re airborne, Finn does what he can for Hanna and gets her all IV’ed up, and hopefully she can get some sleep on the flight back.”




Hanna said, “Some sleep would be… nice. It was very hard to sleep on the packing crates on that freighter.”




Alex wanted to say “Duh!” to that, because how could you sleep on rock-hard crates in the freezing cold with no light and no fresh air, and hardly any food, and a stomach that had to hurt worse than anything? Alex figured Hanna was way tougher than she was.




It seemed like no time before they were landing in Rovaniemi, and the chopper was only about two hundred feet from the Cessna, which was waiting for them. Alex waited until Riley and Jo were already in the jet before she took Hanna silvery with her, puddled across the tarmac — SAT vocab word! — and up into the jet to gently lay Hanna down on the cushy bedroll blocking the aisle. Jack clambered in last, because he was the slowest, and he took the front seat. Then Alex held Hanna and the bedroll in place with her telekinesis, while the jet took off and zoomed upward.




Once the jet was leveling off, Riley went to work. He knelt in the cramped space in between a seat and the seatback in front of it. He peeled Hanna’s sweater up and tugged her pants lower. Then he cleaned up the blood, painted some sort of brown solution on the sewed-up area, and injected some stuff with tiny needles. He saw Alex watching, and he said, “I don’t want to hurt her more than I have to, so I’m using some local anesthetic before I open the wound again.”




While he waited, he hooked up an IV into each of Hanna’s arms, injected stuff into the clear solutions, and hung them from the cabin ceiling. Then he gave Hanna a couple shots in her arms and let her fall asleep. After that, he cut open Hanna’s stitches in the bullet wound, removed the thread, which had blood and really gross yellow pus-like stuff all over it, and squirted a thick ointment into the wound. Then he taped it closed again and painted another thing on it.




He said, “Colonel, she’s got bad peritonitis. The bullet probably perforated her intestinal tract in several places, and nicked some other places. She’s lucky it didn’t hit her kidney or a major artery, or she would have bled out the first day. She’ll do better on the IVs than with food, and we’ll hit her with enough antibiotics to improve her condition until we can get her in an ER and clean her out and sew all the nicks and perforations shut.”




Jack said, “Well, we don’t have to move her. When we get back to base, Tera will puddle her straight onto a gurney, and we’ll go from there. Then after a refuel, we’ll jet Tera home.” He looked at Alex and said, “Keep the tablet. Acid Burn wants you to learn to be a computer guru.”




Alex shrugged, “I’m not that smart.”




Jack said, “You’ve gotta stop comparing yourself to your father and your sister and Acid Burn. Pick some dumb people to compare yourself to, like me.” He gave her a grin.




Jo asked, “What year are you, anyway?”




“Umm, junior. High school junior.”




Jo pushed, “And what’s your GPA this term?”




Alex admitted, “I don’t know yet, but pretty close to a four-point-oh. I think.”




Jo prodded, “And what are you taking next year?”




Alex blushed a little and said, “Umm, maybe AP calc and AP English and Spanish IV and AP chem. And maybe there’s an AP test for the Spanish too.”




Jack grinned, “And yearbook editor and photography club prez.”




Alex pointed out, “I’ve got a co-editor and a co-president on those.”




Riley asked, “Do you have an assistant editor for covering school superpowered battles?”




She winced a little and said, “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to deal with that.”




Graham asked, “What about editors to cover school activities that are bigger than the school? Like a county-wide project? Or a student who wins the Pulitzer Prize?”




She really winced at that. “There’s no way. I’m just a teenager.”




Jo looked back and forth. “What am I missing?”




Jack grinned, “Are you officially signing on as a member of the SRI?”




“Yes sir!”




He smirked, “Then you are officially in the know. ‘Annie Farrell’ is Terawatt.”




“Sir, I know that.”




He went on, “And Terawatt is high school junior Alex Mack, who uses the name A.L. Mack on her copyrighted pictures of Terawatt, and might be up for a couple Pulitzers next year for her photography. And as part of the SRI mandate, we’re going to protect Alex’s little secrets.”




Jo said, “I saw that video footage. How did she manage to do that and fight supervillains at the same time?”




Alex slid her phone out of her gymbag, slid it under the cabin seats, and brought it up behind Jo. Then she moved it around like it was panning about Jo’s face.




Jo looked at the phone and just said, “Oh. Right.”




Jack grinned, “Pretty versatile power, if you ask me. Probably great for practical jokes. Tying shoelaces together, locking and unlocking doors, deflecting footballs kicked by your commanding officers into the heads of State Department dweebs…”




She added, “Making your pen leak all over your pocket, messing up someone’s hairdo, unplugging your stuff that needs to be plugged in…”




Jack asked, “Can you pinch someone’s carotid arteries closed?”




She thought for a second then gasped, “Oh my gosh, I couldn’t do that, that could kill somebody!” She glared at him and said, “Sometimes you are not nice.”




He just said, “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’.”




Jo looked down at Hanna and quietly said, “I’d like to know what else Erik Heller taught her. That was basically a one-room cabin. No privacy at bedtimes… or anytime. And he probably wasn’t her real father.”




“Eww.” Alex really hoped Hanna hadn’t had that happen to her. Even if she knew it happened to young girls all over the world.




Alex suddenly felt sick as she realized something else. Jo slept with a gun under her pillow and a combat knife under the blankets. Had something like that happened to Jo? Maybe when she was a lot younger and couldn’t defend herself? Alex sure hoped not. Man, being a superhero made you learn all kinds of icky stuff about the world.




Jack grimaced, “Finn, make sure Janet gives Hanna a gynecological exam as soon as Hanna’s ready. And make sure Lupo’s present in case Hanna… objects strongly at some point.”




“Yes sir.”




The flight was fast, but it still took hours. Alex went silvery and changed back into her outfit she’d worn Sunday morning, so she could be comfortable. She had to clean makeup off her face too, and boy did that feel good not to have a pound of stuff painted on her skin anymore.




Jack said, “Oh, just in case you need to do some snooping around when I’m not there to provide clothes and stuff…” He gave her what looked like a small cloth valise.




She peeked inside it. There was a rolled-up ‘Annie Farrell’ wig with a pair of those BCGs, and a pair of ugly brown medium-heeled shoes, and a couple pair of pantyhose, and a polyester blouse and skirt and blazer that were folded up for storage. And there was a fancy earjack to synch with a phone or a computer tablet. And there was a woman’s wallet that had a New Mexico driver’s license and a debit card, both in Annie Farrell’s name. It had everything except a wig cap and the cosmetics she’d want to use. She figured Jack didn’t know about that kind of stuff.




He said, “And you can use the bag as your purse. The outfit’s not attractive, so you won’t call attention to yourself. And you definitely won’t look like Alex or Terawatt. Just don’t run up a lot of bills on that card, because Walter will glare at me the way he does, and you wouldn’t want that on your conscience.”




And there was the super-un-fun part of the return flight. Paperwork after the mission. Jack had her doing a mission report for him, and filling out two documents as ‘auxiliary project personnel.’ Ick. Still, she didn’t have a lot else to do on the flight, except worry about Hanna. And Jack had even more paperwork than she did, which he kept trying to talk Riley and Graham into doing for him even though Riley and Graham and Jo had their own paperwork.




They stopped in Greenland to do a fast refuel, and then they were flying again. And they landed in West Virginia seven hours after they left, which meant they left at two in the afternoon, and it was still two in the afternoon. Ugh. This was even worse than flying the other direction.




Alex went silvery and took Hanna off the jet to a gurney that a guy had in an ambulance. She hovered in mid-air and stayed silvery while Riley hopped in after Hanna’s gurney and the ambulance drove Hanna off to be operated on. Then she ducked back into the jet while it got refueled.




She went normal and asked Jack, “Will she be okay?”




Jack nodded. “Yeah, as okay as we can get her. We may have to teach her she can be around people without having to kill everyone, or at least not worry about everyone attacking her if she closes her eyes. But I think she’ll be physically fine.”




Jo said, “Sir, it might be helpful if Hanna got to spend time with a more normal teen. Like maybe…”




Alex smiled, “Me! She could come stay with me for maybe a month, or… I know! She could come stay with us for fall term at school, as an exchange student from Finland!”




Jack grinned, “Nice idea. But I think we’d better clear it with your folks first, and then hit the school with it second. You do realize that when she’s all cleaned up, she’s going to be the ‘sexy Scandinavian exchange student’ of every red-blooded American boy’s dreams, right? And she has no idea how to handle boys?”




“Except put ’em in a chokehold or snap their necks,” added Jo.




Alex said, “I know some nice boys who wouldn’t do bad stuff.”




Jack just smirked, “Kiddo, all teenaged boys, if given an opening, will try to do bad stuff.”




Alex fussed, “Not everyone’s as naughty as you! I mean, look at Grover, and… Oh, bad example.” After all, Grover had used his invisibility to stare at naked girls in the locker room showers. “Or…” Okay, even Ray had done plenty of naughty stuff over the years. “But…” And then there was Louis. “Okay, maybe you’re sorta right,” she reluctantly admitted.




Jo said, “He’s way more than just ‘sort of right.’ Trust me on this one.”




Jack grinned, “Alex is just never gonna have to worry about it, as long as she doesn’t let some frat guy drug her unconscious first. Some guy pulls the ‘ran out of gas’ ploy? She flies home. Some guy gets fresh? Zap! Some guy tries to mug her with a chokehold? She morphs, or she zaps him, or she telekinetically throws him onto a roof.” He thought for a second and said, “We’ll try to get you out here for a few days this summer, so you can help teach Hanna about being a normal teenaged girl. I’ve got a feeling she’s not up with the latest fashions and accessories.”




Alex said, “Please let Cindy pick movies for her to see. She totally needs to get used to the normal girl movie and tv stuff, not what you want to go watch. Unless it’s ‘The Wizard of Oz’.” Alex spotted Jo trying hard not to smile.




“What’s not to like about flying monkeys?” Jack asked.




Alex said, “Just teach her about Skype and get her a nice laptop, so we can chat.”




He said, “And I’ll make sure Acid Burn has updates on Hanna’s condition to send to you.” He groaned, “Now I’ve got to go explain that I’m buried under paperwork and ‘colonel’ business, so I can’t fly out and see her tonight.”




Jo asked, “He’s dating your Acid Burn? How did that happen?”




Alex said, “He figured out who she is, and he went by her home in person to tell her she wasn’t in any trouble. And she decided he was the hottest guy ever, and she asked him to take her out to dinner. And… stuff happened.”




Jack said, “You know how your typical lame Hollywood movies have that ‘nerdy but secretly beautiful female hacker’ stereotype? Always played by someone sexier than Miss America? Acid Burn to a ‘T.’ She’s way too hot to be dating me.”




Jack and Jo and Graham gathered up all their stuff and waved bye as the Cessna headed back to the runways. It took a little over three hours to fly to ten thousand feet above Camp Atron, so Alex was looking at over ten hours of flight time, and it was still close to two in the afternoon, even though it felt like it was about midnight. She was going to keel over before her bedtime tonight! She went silvery with her gymbag and her disguise kit, and she flew home.




59. Interlude IX



‘Mister Jones’ stood where he could watch the computer screen, the video feed, and also Maggie Walsh’s face. He knew The Collective had hired her for specific reasons, and he knew she was extremely talented, but he didn’t trust her.




In a matter of days, Walsh had bullied Ristersen and Hamarthi into changing the fundamentals of their approach, and as a direct result, they had a very interesting success on their hands after over a year and a half of abject failures. And now, Walsh was directing the two men through a series of tests on the product of their labors.




Walsh muttered, “What idiots. Trying to create life from amino acids! A monumental waste of time when it was easier to start with available DNA and simply modify the gene sequences.”




Mister Jones looked at the reddish protoplasmic lifeform in the Pyrex container. It looked to him like some sort of slime mold, but it was a lot more mobile. He asked, “And what is the point of this next test?”




She gave him a nasty smile and didn’t explain. The reddish lifeform ‘leapt’ as Ristersen jabbed it with an electrical prod, and it landed on his gloved hand. He began screaming as it ate its way through the glove and began devouring his hand.




Hamarthi panicked and tried to run out, but Walsh had already sealed the door. It took a long time for the protoplasm — or whatever it was — to consume Ristersen’s arm. Then it spread, covering his chest and head. Once it covered his face, he stopped screaming and finally collapsed. But the absorption process wasn’t finished by a long shot.




Hamarthi begged, and cried, and desperately tried to get out of the sealed lab room, but it did no good.




Walsh finally marked the time. “One hour and thirty-seven minutes to complete consumption and absorption.”




He said, “That’s not particularly useful.”




She gave him a glacial smile, “You fail to see where this experiment is heading.”




He had a brief moment of understanding, and he finally gave her a genuine grin, “Dr. Walsh, I have to admit, I have underestimated you.”




She said, “Notice that our lifeform is now roughly the mass of its original mass, plus that of Ristersen and all organics he was wearing, minus some small amounts converted in chemical reactions into other compounds. For example, the CO and CO2 readings in the lab rose significantly, mostly due to side reactions of the absorption process. Now that it has a suitable initial mass, I predict that the next absorption will take far less time.”




Hamarthi began to scream in panic as the mass moved after him. He scrambled about the lab, but there was nowhere to go in a small, sealed room. Eventually it cut him off by sliding under a table instead of running around it, as he was doing. The mass pulled him to the floor and flowed up his legs…




Mister Jones glanced at Walsh’s ruthless expression and softly said, “I really, really underestimated you. I apologize. I shall endeavor not to do so again.”




He didn’t say so out loud, but part of that estimation was going to involve never turning his back on her again.





60. Flank Attack



Alex ended up falling asleep before eight that night, so she slept way over twelve hours before she woke up. She looked at the sun coming in the window. She looked at her alarm clock, which some nice parent had thoughtfully turned off.




“Nine thirty? Holy crud.” She was starving, too. She fished a protein bar out of her gymbag and ate it on the way down to the kitchen. Then she fixed herself a four egg omelet with onions, green and red peppers, fresh mushrooms, some leftover broccoli too, bacon bits, and a bunch of shredded Mexican cheese. After she ate that and cleaned up in the kitchen, she realized something freaky.




She was bored. She had planned on two weeks of just vegging out, and she hadn’t even made it through one day. She hadn’t even made it through the morning! She called Robyn, and she called Gloria, and then she called Ray and talked for almost an hour. While she was chatting with Ray, she got out the slow cooker and set it up for beef stew.




She went off to Robyn’s house and hung out there, and ate lunch there, even if Robyn had to sneak her a couple extra sandwiches while Robyn’s mom wasn’t looking. Then she went over to Gloria’s shop and waitressed for the rest of the afternoon and early evening.




The big business from the news guys was down. Word was out that Terawatt had turned up in the Midwestern states, and then in Europe. So no one was expecting that the next big Terawatt appearance had to be in Paradise Valley. But it might be, so there were still some cameramen and photographers hanging around town being hopeful. But all the big name newscasters had left.




Gloria told her, “The extra profits were great, but the hours were killing me. You have no idea how many donuts I was making! I mean, I was having to come in two or three hours earlier, and then stay late to prep dough for the next morning.”




Alex told her, “I could’ve helped, especially with school out. And Nicole could’ve helped you with the baking part.”




Gloria gave her a one-armed hug. “You girls helped me a lot as it was. And Louis got my accounting software all set up, and he’s teaching me how to use it. All it’s costing me is a few donuts each time he comes by, and I probably would have ended up putting them out as seconds for the next day, anyway.”




Alex got home after her mom, but since Alex already had the stew going, her mom was doing dusting and vacuuming in the entryway and front hall. Alex was pretty sure she could do better on the beef stew if she put the peas and carrots and potatoes in later, so they didn’t get so overcooked, but her dad really liked it. Her mom thought they should try a lot of slow cooker recipes over the summer, so they’d have a list of good ones to go with once school started up in the fall.




So Alex said, “Umm, speaking of fall, how would you feel about having an exchange student? From maybe… Finland?”




Her folks looked at each other and did that ‘old married people’ thing they did sometimes where they pretty much had a whole conversation without talking out loud. Finally, her dad asked, “Finland? Isn’t that where the stuff started for your last… picture-taking?”




Her mom just asked, “What superpowers does she have?”




Crud, she just could not trick her parents. She completely stunk as a spy. She ducked her head, “Yeah, that’s her. Hanna. She has no one anymore. Her mom was killed when she was two. She spent fourteen years in the middle of nowhere above the Arctic Circle with no one but the guy she thought was her dad, who actually wasn’t, and I can’t tell you more about him than that, but he’s dead now too. And she grew up learning to hunt and stuff. She’s really smart, but she doesn’t know anything. Well, she knows stuff out of an old encyclopedia, and that’s it. She’d never even seen a plane for real until like a month ago. And she got shot, and we had to go rescue her, and Jack’s people are probably done operating on her, but she needs to meet real people and see what a real family is — I mean, a terrific family with great parents, not a dead mom and a psycho fake dad that Lieutenant Lupo’s afraid maybe molested Hanna — and she needs to go to a real school and learn how to live like a normal person.”




She looked up. Her parents looked horrified. Her dad said, “If she needs our help, we’ll help.”




Her mom said, “That poor child! Sure we’ll help. But… she won’t blast the house apart or anything, will she?”




Alex said, “She’s stronger and faster and quicker and tougher than a sixteen year old girl ought to be, but that’s it. And she’s ‘fight an Army Ranger’ strong and quick, not ‘rip doors off hinges’ strong and quick, or ‘throw cars at a superheroine’ strong and quick.”




Her dad said, “Well, as long as you can keep her off the school sports teams, all that sounds manageable.”




Alex carefully said, “Well… There is one thing… She’s… jumpy.”




“Jumpy?” both of them asked.




Alex nodded. “I think her whole life was hunting wild animals and having her ‘dad’ sneak up on her and attack her to train her to be a spy. So if someone taps her on the shoulder when she doesn’t know they’re there, she might slam you into a chokehold or a joint lock or something. Jack thinks they can un-teach that before school starts, but if they can’t, maybe she’s not ready for public school.”




Her dad asked, “And would she be the third member of your superteam?”




Alex shrugged, “Maybe? I don’t know.” Then she perked up. “Oh! I forgot! I found Hermione Granger too!”




“Your Hermione from the other dimension?” her mom checked.




“Yeah! And, get this: she’s a secret data analyst for MI-6. She gave a really smart presentation at the meeting I can’t tell you about. And Terawatt flew in and told the conference people she wanted Hermione as her liaison for European super-problems.”




Her dad smiled and said, “That Terawatt sure gets around. Is she really going to poke her nose into E.U. business?”




Alex wrinkled her nose at him. “Only if they ask her to. But I’m not just going to help Americans. People all over the world need my help.”




Her mom asked, “Will Colonel O’Neill help you if you want to play superhero in, say, Russia?”




She nodded. “From what I heard, Jack’s already had to go into Russia and the Ukraine and a couple other former-USSR places, and stop superpowered badness. And it sounds like Jack and Riley and Graham are some of the only guys who have gone in to save the day, and still survived. But I don’t know the details, and some of this is just spy-biz gossip I overheard.”




Her dad said, “Colonel O’Neill sounds like a very powerful man. And he seemed really concerned about you when you were sick from that counteragent.”




Her stomach did a sickening flop just thinking about that stuff. She insisted, “I’m never drinking anything green ever again.”




After dinner, she didn’t have to clean up, so she went straight to her room and checked her phone, and Terawatt’s phone, and the tablet. She had messages on all three. And it was all good news. 




Jack sent her a message that Hanna got five hours of arthroscopic surgery under ridiculously heavy anesthesia, and she was doing fine, and she might not even have a visible scar where the bullet went in her, because Janet’s colleague did some really sweet plastic surgery on the entry wound. She sent a message back that if Hanna could keep from attacking people, her folks would let Hanna come for at least the first term of school.




Willow sent her a message that Jack was flying her out to West Virginia on the Cessna so she could meet Charlie and Grover and Cindy and ‘the guys’ — which apparently included Lieutenant Lupo — and Jack’s hackers. Willow had already figured out that Roswell was a secondary base for the SRI, and this military base in West Virginia was their main base. It was once an Army base, and then it kind of died down except for using it as a training site, and then the West Virginia governor wanted to lease it as a concentration camp during World War II, and the Defense Department had bought more land and made a really nice runway and hangar. So the SRI was one of four groups using the base now, as far as she could find out from peeking past a couple firewalls she wasn’t supposed to peek through. And Jack had a little bungalow for Willow to stay in, and she was going to take some really sexy lingerie and some sexy black high heels, and see if she could get Jack to cave on his ‘no more sex until later’ deal. And Willow really liked Libby, who knew a ton of useful girl-stuff, and she was remotely fixing Libby’s computer, which was really okay except it had too many unnecessary apps running in the background and some malware that Libby’s brother probably got on it from a Russian porn site.




Jo sent her an email that said Janet had checked while Hanna was under, and Hanna had not been molested by her fake father. Jo kind of wondered what was up with a guy who went and hid in northern Finland with a girl for fourteen years and never wanted to take care of those ‘guy urges.’ Alex wrote back and said she sort of hoped Erik Heller was madly in love with Johanna Zadek and never got over it. Okay, she sort of figured it wasn’t anything that warm and fuzzy. He was probably just totally focused on a psycho urge to train Hanna so she could kill Marissa Weigler someday. Or maybe he was totally focused on training Hanna so one day Johanna’s daughter could be safe from Marissa Weigler.




And even captainmal and jackryanrules sent her a message. The police hadn’t investigated harder on the death of Professor Howard Royer Locke, because he was a member of the Boston Locke family and the Lockes didn’t want the embarrassment. It seemed that Locke had raided his personal and family bank accounts and then killed himself, so the family was figuring he was being blackmailed and he paid off the blackmailer, and then he did what he had to in order to protect the family name. Alex privately wondered if that blackmailer had the last name Walsh.




Oh, but there was more. Lots more. On her tablet were four possible computer courses Willow grabbed and already downloaded for her, and Willow’s note with the courses said that all four were worth college credit, and all she had to do was go through the material already on the tablet, and do the assignments on her own, and then at the end take a supervised test at any ‘recognized testing center’ which included an on-line studies center at Alex’s mom’s college. Alex decided to start with the “Introduction to Computers” one from Penn State, which sounded really easy, because she already knew a little about computers and a lot about the internet, and she could already use pretty much every program in their home copy of Microsoft Office. And after dealing with Willow and the European hackers, she was up with telecommunications and ‘social and ethical issues for the internet.’ Maybe the “Intro to Computer Programming Using the C Language” one would be next, even if Willow said some stuff about C being hard, because the course had a really low number in Purdue’s CIT catalog, and it was supposed to be about ‘structured programming principles,’ which she totally needed to learn if she was ever going to be any good at real computer stuff. And maybe she’d learn a lot of C too. She wondered if Willow would be impressed. She figured Willow could do all four of those courses at the same time, and finish all of them in under a month, but she thought she probably would need the whole summer to do just those two courses. The third one, “Introduction to Object Oriented Programming” sounded pretty hard, even if it used C Sharp, which Willow said would make sense after she learned C. But it would teach more of the whole ‘programming principles’ thing too. The fourth course was called “A conceptual and technological survey of information technology architectures” which sounded way complicated. She thought she’d talk to Willow about that before she got lost in it.




Nicole wanted her to go over to a thing tomorrow where they were planning a demonstration against a meatpacking plant that sounded really gross. Alex said sure, if she could bring her cameras.




Ray wanted her to come over for dinner tomorrow night and then go to a movie with him. She wrote back and said sure, as long as it wasn’t a movie about spies. If was a movie about spies hunting each other, she was going to be frustrated. Maybe even grouchy.




Robyn just wanted to chat about the music they’d been listening to at her house, and who couldn’t sing or play guitar all that well but was really cute anyway. Alex Skyped her and they talked for like half an hour. Robyn was a great friend, but they sure didn’t have the same taste in guys.




By the time Alex got off her phones and computer, it was midnight. She wondered what old people like her folks did with their time when they were teenagers.







When she got up the next morning, she made sure to do lots of practice in martial arts, because she wasn’t going to let Terawatt missions interfere with Terawatt learning stuff for later missions. Besides, she knew Jo was dying to spar with her, so she needed to get good enough that she could spar with Jo. Well, other than just blasting her with lightning bolts.




Then it was the whole summer deal. Showering, eating and starting something in the slow cooker at the same time, talking on the phone, going off with Nicole…




Okay, the thing with the meat packing plant maybe wasn’t a regular Alex thing. The plant had a huge fence around it, and guards keeping protesters out, and Nicole’s friend Tony said the plant just barely passed the last couple inspections and it was overdue on the next inspection. She wondered if maybe A.L. Mack needed to stick her nose in. She interviewed Tony, and Nicole’s friend Bob who said he had tried to get hired so he could look around inside, but the owners were sticking with laborers from Mexico who maybe didn’t really have green cards.




So how would ace photographer A.L. Mack tell people she got in and out? She left Nicole’s ‘plan the demonstration’ meeting, which sounded mainly like a lot of people being angry and trying to talk each other into doing something dumb, like demonstrating right outside a plant that had armed security guards with really mean guard dogs.




Alex went silvery and flew around a building, so she could sneak up to a good vantage point. From the top of a nearby light industrial plant, she could get telephoto shots into the yard, where a truck stuffed with skuzzy-looking cattle got backed up and unloaded into a mega-crowded pen. Could a person hide in that truck with the cattle? That would be kind of risky. You could get stepped on or crushed between cows. And your shoes would be really ruined by the time you could get out of the truck. But maybe you could hide between the cows to get past the security guards at that truck gate, and climb out while the truck drove over to the pens, and run across the yard into the shadows over there and get into the slaughterhouse. Getting back out would be tricky, too. Maybe she could claim she rode out lying flat on the top of one of those refrigerated meat trucks that took the products away to stores.




Alex texted Willow for information on the Atron Meatpacking Plant and any inspections over the last five years. She was pretty much inclined to assume anything with the name Atron had to be evil, but not everyone in the Atron family was Danielle Atron. Thank heavens.




And that was when Alex realized she had no idea what good meatpacking looked like, and how it was different from bad meatpacking, and how you could even tell the difference by looking. Because she’d look really stupid if she spent all this time getting pictures, and they turned out to be icky but still completely normal pictures of a good meatpacking plant.




She went back to Nicole’s meeting, which really needed someone who knew about time management, because mainly people were taking turns saying the same thing over and over again: the plant was evil and needed to be closed down. She told Nicole she was interested, and to keep her informed. She figured she could be ready by the time the demonstration got scheduled, because at the rate they were going, the meeting was gonna last about a week and they still wouldn’t have anything done by the end of the meeting.




As she drove over to Gloria’s she got a phone call from Willow on her Terawatt phone. But she had the cute earpiece thing from Jack in her right ear, and it was already synched to the Terawatt phone, so all she had to do was touch the little button right over her eardrum. “Tera here.”




“Hey, it’s Burn. I got news. The Atron packing plant failed the last inspection and had to pay a big penalty, and was scheduled for another inspection this year, but it got canceled due to budget cutbacks. Before that, they just barely scraped by the previous two times. It’s not exactly a model plant, and it’s kinda been going downhill since Donald Roger Atron Jr. retired and turned it over to Don The Third.”




Alex scowled to herself. Did like ninety percent of the Atrons have the initials DRA? That was just dumb. She said, “Can you find out the lists of violations from those inspections? And can you get me some kind of video on doing packing plant inspections the right way? Someone might want to sneak into the plant and take pictures of blatant violations.”




“Eww, that’s gonna be super-yucky. Have you ever read ‘The Jungle’ by Sinclair Lewis? It’s got a big section on how horrible the meat packing plants were back in those days, and it’s gross enough to be a horror movie. It’s not anything about jungles. It’s pretty horrible.”




Alex said, “I’m not even sure I can watch a video about what to look for when you do the inspection, and not barf. If I can’t look at that stuff, I sure can’t go look at it happening for real.”




Willow said, “In full sensurround, with smell-o-vision too.”




Alex choked, “Oh yuck, I didn’t think about that.”




“Maybe you should go with a filter mask so you can screen out the smell.”




Alex winced, “If it’s that bad, it needs to get closed down.”




Willow said, “It’ll be pretty awful even if it’s perfect. They kill the cattle, cut ’em open for later slaughtering, inspect ’em for yuckiness, slice ’em up with machines, cut that stuff for meat to go to groceries, and pack that into trucks. It’s pretty horrible.”




Alex thought. She’d just seen a guy get his chest blown out by a sniper bullet, and a girl with peritonitis and a sewed-together hole in her gut. How could a dead cow compare to those things? “Maybe I can manage.”




But she wondered. How much was she changing, if she was becoming the kind of person who could look in a slaughterhouse and not be sick? She didn’t want to lose the person she’d been all her life. She kind of liked that Alex. That Alex was the kind of person who cared about someone they’d never even met, who maybe might be running for her life across northern Europe. What if being a superheroine gradually wore that Alex away? Could she live with herself if it did? Could she stop superheroing if she felt like it was changing her in bad ways, but people needed her help?




She stewed about that stuff for a long time.




While she was working at Gloria’s, she asked Gloria about the Atron packing plant. Gloria rolled her eyes. “Don Junior wasn’t exactly Mister Wonderful, but he at least kept his nose clean. Donny Three? He was a couple years ahead of me in school, and he thought his cousin Danielle Atron was a great role model. And we all know how that worked out.”




Alex said, “I’m thinking about sneaking in the plant and taking pictures.”




Gloria stared at her for several seconds before she said, “Well, if anyone can get in there without getting caught, it’d be you.”




She admitted, “I’d kind of like for A.L. Mack to be able to get in there and get pictures and get back out. Not anyone else we know.”




Gloria asked, “What are you gonna do if you find stuff?”




Alex said, “Take the pictures to the tv station. And turn ’em over to the video editors, and show ’em to Maria McClellan so she can go investigate that place, because people eat that meat. I mean, people like me eat that meat.”




Gloria sadly said, “And it’ll put a lot of people out of work, too. And probably make the price of decent beef jump all over the area.”




Alex groaned, “Great. Make me the bad guy.”




Gloria said, “No, you’re not the bad guy. Donny Three is. It’s just… a lot of people get hurt by things like this. Remember how the chemical plant almost closed and put a big chunk of the town out of work?”




Alex winced a little. “Yeah. But that was an Atron’s fault too.” She stopped for a second and said, “Let me make a phone call.”




She went out to her car and called Willow on her Terawatt phone. She explained everything she knew about the plant, and asked Willow what to do. And Willow asked her a couple questions, and then came up with a plan. Alex sighed, “Thanks. I knew knowing a super-genius would pay off someday.”




Willow blew her a raspberry and went back to other stuff.




She came back in, told Gloria her new plan, and then just waitressed for a few hours, until it was time to drive over to Ray’s house for dinner. Ray’s mom watched her eat and just smiled, like Alex was eating that much because she loved the cooking. Since Ray didn’t tell her that Alex ate like that all the time. And the movie was a wacky animated comedy, so that was great. No Hollywood actors who didn’t know how to shoot a gun, no idiot directors who didn’t know what an explosion really looked like, and no pathetically incompetent ‘heroines’ standing helplessly off to the side. But William Shatner as an over-acting opossum? Oh gosh, that was so funny! 




Then Ray wanted to neck for a while, and she wasn’t all grouchy about annoying movies, so she ended up missing her curfew by like half an hour. And her mom was pretty unhappy about that. She apologized over and over, but she wasn’t going to lie and say she had Terawatt business when she didn’t. But she did get her mom derailed by telling her about the meatpacking plant thing.







Friday, when she woke up, she was pretty much back on schedule. It was eight thirty, and her dad was long gone for work, but her mom was working away in the home office instead of researching more stuff in the college library. And there was already a chicken and vegetables thing in the slow cooker. So she checked her phones and stuff while she ate breakfast.




Ooh! Jack sent her an email that Hanna was doing well, and already wanted to get up and get some exercise. Janet was going to teach her how to use a computer. Jack said he thought Janet was going to take Hanna in for the summer. He thought Janet would fold in no time and want to adopt Hanna. Alex wrote back and told him she thought that was great, and if Hanna couldn’t come to Paradise Valley, Alex was expecting to get to go back to West Virginia and see her.




Alex Skyped with Nicole about the meatpacking plant demonstration, which was still getting argued about because different people wanted to do it on different days, but it looked like it would be next week, probably Tuesday. She Skyped with Robyn, who was hoping she was going to get a summer job at the grocery store down near her house. She Skyped with Louis, who wanted to see how ‘rummy night’ things were going, and to thank her for putting in a good word with Marsha, who was going to go out for an afternoon picnic with him on Saturday. She chatted with Ray, mainly talking about the movie they saw and what else was going to be playing this summer.




Willow had a couple messages for her. Three different Hollywood producers — one a big name, one a newcomer, and one a sleazebag who made cheesy junk — were already talking up ‘superheroine’ movies they wanted to make this summer, now that people were interested in Terawatt. Terawatt was using her Facebook page to get people to encourage the big name and warn off the sleazebag. Willow thought it would help, because Terawatt now had more people following her on Twitter and Facebook than Kim Kardashian, which Alex wasn’t sure was a great thing, but Terawatt was number three on Twitter and number four on Facebook, behind some pop stars but ahead of the President of the United States. Which was insane. Alex was really glad she had her own ‘social media director’ who could post a lot to the Terawatt Facebook and Twitter pages without getting found out. But there wasn’t really any way Terawatt could sue any of those guys if they made a movie that was basically ‘Terawatt flies around and rescues people’ even if it was the sleaziest thing ever. And apparently, there were three different websites with names like TerawattTheMovie that Louis and his dad had already bought up, so that was a good thing to know.




Also, Willow had two videos on meatpacking inspections, and some old photos of what the plant looked like twenty years ago when Don Atron Jr. ran it. The pictures were sort of gross, what with cow carcasses hanging on meathooks, but the place looked clean and like she figured a packing plant was supposed to nowadays. And it turned out there were guys who worked at a meatpacking plant whose job was to look at cows and the carcasses and give ’em a big okay before they went on to get turned into chuck roasts.




So Alex went and peeked at Terawatt’s tweets, and wow, it sounded like Terawatt was really flying around the world saving people. Terawatt tweeted from Europe like fifteen times in two days, and said really nice things about Germany and Berlin and Finland, and even said she wished she had the time to take a vacation there someday. People seemed to really like that, and it looked like Terawatt’s European numbers were climbing from that. Maybe she needed to send Willow some pictures while she was Terawatt, just so Willow had images to post too.




And on YouTube, one of the recent comics and anime conventions in California had like fifty or sixty Terawatt cosplayers, even though Terawatt wasn’t a comic book or an anime. There were a couple women who really looked a lot like they could be Terawatt, even if Alex could spot subtle details they had wrong on the hair or the uniform or the mask or the boots. That fat guy with all the body hair and the huge beer belly in that Terawatt outfit? No. Just… no. That was mega-icky.




Terawatt had an email from Cindy about Hanna, and how Hanna really needed female friends and just plain friends, and there weren’t that many teenagers on the base the SRI used, even if there were Army groups and Air Force people there too. And Hanna spoke maybe ten languages, which was really amazing. Cindy brought Hanna her copy of ‘The Princess Bride’ but Hanna had no idea what movies were, or why parts of the movie were funny, or even why parts of it were surprising. She said Colonel O’Neill wanted to show Hanna ‘The Wizard of Oz’ which Cindy thought would really confuse Hanna. Alex wrote her back, warning her that Jack would probably think it was funny to tell Hanna that green witches and flying monkeys were real.




Alex spent the rest of the morning reading the first unit in the first on-line computer course, and taking the little computer quiz at the end. And working on her martial arts for breaks. The computer course was way easier.




After a good lunch with her mom, she had something new from Willow. Willow had found who had the blueprints for the Atron Meatpacking Plant, and how Alex could get a copy for only a couple dollars in copying charges. So Alex drove over to the City Hall and did that before she went and worked at Gloria’s.




On Saturday, she had a really great workout with Staff Sergeant Meadows. He even told her a couple cool things he’d found out about Germany when he was stationed there. Jack didn’t show up, but on her way home, her Terawatt phone went off, and she used her new earjack to answer it. It was Jack and Willow together, on speakerphone, and Jack made Willow laugh a lot while they were chatting. He really was way too naughty to be an important Air Force colonel.




On Sunday, after church, when she Skyped Robyn and Nicole, she found out the big news. Louis took Marsha off to Atron Park for a nice picnic and they had a great time, but then when they were walking back to Louis’s car they had to stop and wait while this truck went by, and it was these guys who were going over to repaint the statue of Daniel Robert Atron that was in the park, which the Atron Foundation did every couple years. Only a dog ran in front of the truck, and when the driver slammed on the brakes the guys in the back fell over and accidentally knocked the big paint pots full of silver paint out of the truck. And the paint pots were already pressurized, and they exploded when they hit the street right in front of Louis and Marsha, and they ended up covered in silver paint from head to toe on their fronts. Louis rushed Marsha home, but Nicole said she still had some silver in her hair and on her hands when Nicole saw her last night, and her dress was ruined. And Louis had a lot more silver paint still stuck on him, since he had to drive all the way home after he dropped Marsha off so more of it dried before he could start cleaning himself up. And Marsha’s dad wasn’t sure whether to yell at Louis or feel sorry for him, because it seemed like everything was going wrong for him.




Could things get any weirder for Louis? Because this was totally not his fault at all, and he still ended up with a ruined date and all messed up and Marsha’s dad not happy with him. She called Louis and talked to him, and he said the worst part was that after two dates that both went really well up until the end, he still hadn’t even had a chance at kissing Marsha goodbye.







On Tuesday morning, she got out her sturdiest shoes and her sturdiest work pants and a sturdy shirt she didn’t like. She had made a canvas ‘harness’ that went over her shoulders and around her chest that she could clip her GoPro onto, and she was going to need that. She was also going to need the demonstration going on as a distraction, so she could sneak into the meatpacking plant. It was going to be tricky to make it look like a real human was doing it all, even with the harness. And she brought a thirty-foot length of heavy rope, coiled into something she could clip on the side of the harness.




And she ate a big breakfast that was mostly oatmeal and cereal, because she didn’t want to feel like urping if she watched cows or pigs getting hacked up and she had meat in her stomach.




She drove over and waited until the demonstration was in full swing, and Maria McClellan was there getting it on film, and the guards were mostly over keeping an eye on the demonstrators and news people. She had called Maria the day before and explained what was up, and what she was hoping to do. Then it was just a matter of pulling it off.




She timed it so she could catch a cattle truck pulling away at a four-way stop just a block or two away from the plant gate. With the GoPro running, she ran at her best speed across the sidewalk and jumped onto the wooden siding of the truck, then clambered up it and into the crowded back of the truck where the cattle were crammed together. She went silvery and squeezed in between a couple cattle, holding her GoPro in mid-air so she could record how crowded the truck was.




The security guards stopped the truck at the gate and checked it over, but didn’t see a blob of silver floating in between two cows in the middle of the truck. So she waited until the truck slowed to back up to the pens, and she flew up to the wooden siding and over, with the GoPro bumping in front of her like she was climbing out and jumping off on the shaded side. Then she went normal and ran around the corner of the building, letting the GoPro catch glimpses of her arms and legs as she ran.




She clipped the camera back on her harness, and she clambered up a drainpipe to the roof so she could get shots down into the stock pens. There was one guy doing what they called the ‘ante-mortem’ inspections of the livestock, and kind of rushing through it. Then she ducked over to one of the skylights. They were supposed to be closed and sealed all the time, but this one was open because of the heat, which she knew was a huge code violation, because insects could get in. She hung the rope down the skylight and made it look like she was climbing down it, when she was really floating. The big room had cooling systems and refrigerator rooms and everything, but this was summer, and the workers were sweating miserably in the warmer areas. The roof was peaked, with struts down the middle, and she walked along them, using her telekinesis so she didn’t fall. But the place was not nearly as clean as it was in those old pictures, and there was supposed to be ‘humane slaughter’ but that definitely wasn’t it. Yuck. She got a couple minutes of shots there. There was a lot of just not mega-clean stuff going on, and the workers were being rushed around too much for anyone to do all the clean-up they were supposed to do according to the stuff from Willow. And the guys doing the on-site animal inspections were so swamped it was a wonder they spotted anything wrong, or maybe they just didn’t care.




She clipped the GoPro back to her harness, pretended to tightrope her way across the struts to her rope, and pretended to climb the rope back out of the building. Then she tied up the rope at her hip and headed off to the other end of the plant, where she climbed down the brickwork onto the roof of one of the refrigerator trucks that was being loaded. She stretched out flat on the roof and went silvery so no one would notice. Then the truck was driven out through a different gate and away. She had the GoPro turned off by then, so she waited until it went under a railroad bridge and she flew up into the I-beams. She had to wait about ten minutes before the area was deserted enough to puddle her way back down and sneak back to the demonstration.




Maria excitedly asked, “Did you get the footage already?”




Alex showed her what she had on the GoPro. Some of it was pretty gross. And Alex showed her some of the pictures from Willow that showed what the place used to look like.




Maria winced at a couple of the shots, and said, “Wow. You really shouldn’t be doing this stuff. It’s dangerous. You’re not a superhero.”




Alex just said, “I’ll meet you at the station, and after they download our stuff, I’ll ride with you and your cameraman out to the place.”




Maria asked, “Will they talk to us?”




Alex said, “I hope so. I went through a friend of a friend. And I’m gonna change shoes first.”




Maria looked over toward the plant and said, “Good idea.”




Alex changed shoes and pants and shirt before she went into the station with Maria, and she washed her hands a bunch once they got inside. That place was just… eww. And once Mark’s officemate Chuck got their footage downloaded and Maria’s cameraman Dwayne picked up a portable videoplayer from the station equipment, Alex rode out in the van to one of several Atron houses still in the nice section of Paradise Valley.




Alex had done some ahead-of-time work on this, but she was still surprised at how easy it was to get in and meet with Donald Atron Jr., and his wife Edie.




Edie said, “Marie Clemens’ daughter Elizabeth called me up and asked us to meet with you, because she was so concerned about the family name. She’s such a good girl.”




Alex managed not to say, “Oh, do you know a different Libby Clemens from the one I know?” Because that wouldn’t be nice at all. Instead, she said, “That’s good, because we’d like to protect your good name if we can.”




And then Maria showed them the footage Alex had taken, and got their reactions. They were horrified. Apparently, Edie Atron had never seen the inside of a meatpacking plant, and Don Atron Jr. hadn’t seen the inside since he had turned the management over to his son Donny.




Alex gently said, “Did he tell you the plant dodged the last inspection because of budget cuts? And it failed the one before? And it just barely scraped through the two times before that?”




Edie asked, “How did you know that, young lady?”




Alex fibbed a little, “I looked it up. All USDA federal inspections and California state inspections are recorded, and they’re all on-line now.”




Don Jr. shook his head unhappily, “Where are all the American workers we used to have?”




Maria said, “Your son overworked all of them until they quit, and then he replaced them with cheap, unskilled labor. He’s been undermining your hard work for years now, just for a quick profit.”




Alex said, “But you still own the plant, and the land, and the equipment. I looked it up. You can make an announcement that in light of information uncovered in a KPVC investigation, you are resuming management, and cleaning the plant up, and fixing all the violations.”




Don looked at Edie and sighed, “I was hoping I was done with all that, but I guess I’ll have to…”




It was kind of sad, and Alex felt bad for making them miserable, but it needed to be done. And there were plenty of guys who the Atrons could hire to be the plant manager, so Don could go back to retirement eventually.




Edie pointed at the image on the screen of the videoplayer. “Young lady, did you really climb down a rope from the skylight and walk on a tiny beam way over a concrete floor filled with dangerous machinery?”




Alex said, “I was careful. And it needed to be done.”




Maria said, “This isn’t the first daredevil stunt Alex has pulled. We need to rein her in a bit before she gets hurt.”




Both older people tsked at her a lot. Okay, if you looked at everything she filmed and you didn’t know what she could really do, it did kind of look like she was taking a lot of risks.




Maria even arranged to hold the video footage and the big, splashy report until the next day’s news, so Don and Edie had time to make the announcement and get started on stuff. Alex thought that was really nice of her, because the station would definitely run with the story on the evening news, if Maria wanted.





61. Summertime and…



The rest of the week just raced by, mainly because of the meatpacking plant story. She went with Maria McClellan and a KPVC news crew and a KDRA news crew and one of the Gazette’s reporters, and she covered Don Atron Jr.’s big public announcement. He said that KPVC had shown him that plant management wasn’t doing its job, so he was taking it back and fixing the violations and requesting a USDA inspection to prove all that, and inviting a couple of those demonstrators to come tour the plant with the USDA inspectors to see this wasn’t a cover-up or anything like that. Then A.L. Mack had to be interviewed about her amazing footage of the inside of the meatpacking plant, and how she and Maria McClellan turned it from a ‘nasty owner has unsafe conditions’ story into a ‘good owner steps in and saves the day’ story. And Nicole was on the news too, since she was one of the leaders of the demonstration. Alex barely had time to do important stuff, like dates with Ray and practicing her martial arts and helping Gloria at the donut shop and doing the on-line course. Well, so far the on-line course was really mostly easy stuff she already knew.




Saturday, after her martial arts lessons and a hot shower, she got an awesome surprise. Someone was Skyping her on her tablet computer. And it was Hanna! Okay, Cindy was helping some. But Hanna looked so much better. Hanna smiled, “Alex, hello. Colonel Jack explained about your ‘Annie Farrell’ cover and your secret identity. I understand all about cover stories. But it is so nice to see you as you.”




Alex squeaked, “Hanna! You’re all better! This is so great. I was really worried about you.”




Cindy leaned in and said, “Colonel Jack told Hanna about the monkeysphere. I thought he was making it up.”




“Oh yeah,” Alex said. “We learned about that and a bunch of other social issues in a class I had like last year.” Her Health teacher was really big on emotional health along with physical health stuff, so there were lessons on bullying and anorexia and teen suicide and all kinds of stuff, along with the ‘drugs are bad’ lectures and the ‘unprotected sex will give you gross diseases and get you pregnant’ lectures and the ‘take care of your body’ lectures.




Cindy said, “So Jack explained that people like Marissa Weigler had a monkeysphere of zero: they didn’t care about anybody else. And he said the research said people couldn’t have a monkeysphere of over about a hundred fifty. But he said one of your superpowers was you have a monkeysphere of thousands, because you cared about someone in Europe you’d never even heard of before.”




Hanna said, “Colonel Jack is very… odd and I do not get his jokes, but he is very sweet.”




“Yeah, he is,” Alex agreed. Because what he’d said about her was making her get teary-eyed. “So how long before they let you out of the hospital?”




Hanna said, “I wanted out several days ago, but Doctor Janet is very firm.”




Cindy said, “Yeah, she had Grover toeing the line in about ten minutes. And she’s really good. I had no idea how you’d do medical tests on someone you can’t even see who has invisible blood, but she figured a bunch of stuff out.”




Hanna said, “And Doctor Janet wants me to stay with her when I get out in a couple days. She says Grover’s mother is not her idea of a stable family.”




Cindy chipped in, “I love Deborah, but she’s pretty far out there.”




Alex said, “Jack has a teenaged boy, so I’m sure he doesn’t want Charlie drooling all over you constantly.”




Hanna smiled, “Charlie is very nice, and he understands there are things we cannot talk about.”




Cindy said, “And he comes over and plays video games with Grover, even if we had to get a special tv screen so Grover could see the images too. Colonel Jack said ‘that’s what science nerds are for’ and Grover complained until I thought Charlie would fall over laughing.”




Alex said, “It must be tough on Charlie. No mom, and a dad who has to fly around the world saving the day, and now Jack has a girlfriend.”




Cindy said, “He has Mrs. Murdock. She’s this housekeeper who’s the widow of a retired officer and she lives just off the base, even if Colonel Jack won’t tell how he knew Murdock the husband, and she stays at the house when his dad has to jet around the world. But Colonel Jack flew Willow out for a couple days, and she’s great. She’s so nice. I would never have guessed she’s the greatest computer person in the world, but Jack said so. And she played video games with Charlie and Grover and was just… terrific.”




Alex said, “She is. I mean, she really is the greatest computer guru ever. She’s the one who found the hints that Hanna was in trouble, and she’s the one who found out about Marissa Weigler, and she’s the one who let us track down the HK teams the CIA had out after Hanna so we could rescue her. And she found the thing with Grover before the SRI guys.”




Hanna said, “Lieutenant Lupo said you flew into my home and took out all eight armed CIA men without even knocking over a chair. And I saw what you did to the other team, and they were very heavily armed. You are very impressive.”




Alex blushed pretty much non-stop for the rest of the chat.




And her summer kept getting busier and busier. She got packets from a couple different universities that wanted her to enroll in their journalism schools. She never did figure out where all of them got her name. At first, she figured Jack was behind it all. But when she looked through the packets, they had stuff like ‘famous alumni’ in there, and one of the universities was Maria McClellan’s old college, and she realized that some of the real newspeople she had met might have put in a good word for her. She asked Willow to do a little checking, and sure enough, one of the universities had Brad Winters as an alum, and one had Ed Schmidt as an alum. But a couple of the universities? She had no idea.




Okay, she was really mega-sure the packet from the Air Force Academy was because of Jack. And the Air Force Academy wanted just a ton of stuff from an applicant. Meetings with Air Force officers for ‘screening’? A letter from your Congressman saying you deserved to go to the Academy? Medical exams? Uh-oh, that could be a problem unless Jack arranged something sneaky. Tests of aerobic and physical ability? Oh, she could do that kind of stuff in her sleep.




Still, she liked being a photojournalist. And really, she could get pictures no one else could, so she could do a lot of good just being a photojournalist. And if she never took another picture of Terawatt ever again, it wouldn’t really bother her any.







She spent the next three weeks just having summer fun. Mostly. 




She was putting the computer course and the martial arts training in the ‘fun’ category, because the computer stuff was still pretty easy, and the martial arts stuff was going great. She did two hours of coursework reading just three mornings a week, but by the end of the three weeks, she was through most of the units, and was doing the stuff on Microsoft Excel and Microsoft Word, which she already knew how to do, even if there were some cool tips she had never seen before. And Staff Sergeant Meadows was moving her up to a yellow belt in Kenpo and the ‘gray belt’ in the Marine Corps Martial Arts Program even though she wasn’t doing the “Leading Marines” training course or writing the report you were supposed to write if you really were a Marine. Still, that meant all new stuff to learn and practice, along with keeping in practice on the old stuff that the sergeant might call out for her to demonstrate whenever he felt like it. And a lot of it was really cool.




And she was Skyping a lot with Robyn and Nicole and Willow and Hanna and Cindy, when she wasn’t hanging out with Robyn or Nicole. Or going on dates with Ray. Or working at Gloria’s and eating donuts. Louis decided he did such a great job of setting up Gloria’s accounting software and teaching her to use it that he was going to market his services locally, on top of the work he did for his dad’s business.




And a couple times, she talked to Marsha, who finally got her dad to admit that it wasn’t Louis’s fault she fell down a hill into a muddy creek, because there was no way the paint thing could be anybody’s fault. So Marsha invited Louis over to her house for lunch with her and her mom, and Louis got stung by like a dozen hornets when Marsha showed him her back yard and he went to smell some plants and he leaned in over a hole in the ground they didn’t know about that turned out to be a new hornet nest, and they had to take him over to the clinic instead of having lunch. Marsha was starting to think Louis had a curse on him or something, or maybe she did.




And Terawatt made a lot of phone calls. She talked with Willow pretty regularly. When Willow wasn’t talking about the latest hardware and software that she wanted to play with, or the programs she was writing which were really awesome, she was talking about searching for Maggie Walsh and Danielle Atron. Or searching for signs of something else out there that Terawatt needed to investigate. Or having great dates with Jack, who sounded like a really nice guy. For a flyboy special ops colonel who ran a top-secret black ops program and went out and fought supervillains for a living.




It turned out Willow took Libby’s advice before she went to West Virginia to spend time with Jack and meet Charlie and everything else. When Jack showed Willow to her little bungalow ‘guest quarters’ that she was going to be staying at near Jack’s quarters, she stepped into the bedroom for a sec and then asked Jack for some help, and when he walked in, she had shucked off her blouse and pants and loafers, and pulled on the super-high shiny black heels. And all she had on under the blouse and pants was a totally sheer black bra and crotchless panties combination and a garter belt with sheer black nylons. And then, while Jack was standing there totally stunned, she pulled off his shirt and pants and pulled him onto the bed. So Jack, who was planning on getting in three hours of paperwork in his office before picking Willow up a little after five for dinner with Charlie at Jack’s place, didn’t manage to get home with Willow until about five thirty, and he never made it into the office that afternoon. And Willow told her way too much about the ‘in bed’ part, which Alex was really not ready to listen to, even if Willow was incredibly excited about it. Alex was sure she really, really didn’t need to know about how to do that thing with a condom and your mouth. Eww. But Alex really liked talking to Willow, and most of what Willow wanted to talk about was awesome. Maybe even mega-awesome.




And some of it was freaky. Willow had Jack’s people looking into the Desert Research Institute down in the Southwest, and the lab had mostly burned up in a fire, and there weren’t any computers that were on-line and with internet connectivity now, but Jack was trying to get the local sheriff to cooperate. It sounded like the local sheriff liked yanking federal guys’ chains as much as Jack like yanking bigshots’ chains, so Jack was getting nowhere fast. But Willow thought Jack was really funny when he talked to her about the mysterious Sheriff Codger. That wasn’t the man’s name, but Jack insisted on referring to him as Sheriff Ole Codger.




Hanna was living at Janet Fraiser’s house by then, and spending lots of time with Cindy and a couple other girls who had dads on the site, including Walter’s daughter, Wendy Harriman, who was really nice, and really glad to have some more girls about her age on the base who weren’t officers’ daughters. Cindy thought Hanna sort of liked Charlie O’Neill, because Charlie knew a lot about military and espionage stuff from being Jack’s son, and so he sort of reminded Hanna of Hanna’s dad. Alex thought it was just sad that the closest Hanna had to a dad was a dead guy who had pretty much put her through hell for fourteen years getting her ready to be an assassin. Alex thought Erik Heller was pretty much of a jerkhead, not that she was ever going to say so to Hanna. Or anyone who might tell Hanna, like Cindy or Grover or even Charlie.







And then there was the Terawatt call that Willow organized in advance that went to Hermione and Hermione’s boss Mister Parker. Or Sir Parker. Maybe even Lord Parker. Something like that. Alex wasn’t sure. Willow was re-routing the call off several communications and military satellites, so if Hermione had the MI-6 hackers trying to backtrack the call, as Alex was sure she’d do, they were going to conclude Terawatt was calling from Berlin. Or Tokyo. Or Mexico City. Or the International Space Station, although Alex had no idea how Willow could fake that one. But Willow said she could fake it, and if Willow said she could, Alex figured Willow really could do it.




Alex made sure she was in her Terawatt voice as she said, “Good evening, Miss Granger. Is your supervisor Mister Parker there as well? Or the brigadier with the intelligence connections?”




Mister Parker cleared his throat and said, “Yes, Terawatt. I am the head of the data analytics section here. And Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson is not physically present, but we do have him on a secure party line.”




The brigadier even sounded stuffy and brigadier-y as he said, “Yes, I am on the call, along with a legate from the European Union committee on intelligence organization cross-culturalization, Aart Hendriks.”




A voice in an accent she didn’t recognize said, “It is a pleasure, Terawatt. I was not in attendance at the Berlin meeting, but several participants that I know were most impressed with your appearance.”




She said, “That’s probably because I flew in while surrounded by lightning. That looks better than walking up and hoping someone believes you even have superpowers.”




Hermione admitted, “It was… considerably more intimidating than I expected, even after reviewing the available data on you. And then you assisted Colonel O’Neill in finding and rescuing the girl in less than six hours.”




The brigadier huffed, “That Jack O’Neill loves to play the buffoon. I warned everyone that they were merely playing into his hands, but they thought they were finally getting the chance to really stick it to the Yanks. O’Neill seems to have a gift for sizing up people and convincing them to cooperate with him.”




Alex admitted, “He also has a gift for finding people he doesn’t like, and irritating them until they do something extremely… unfortunate.”




The brigadier said, “He’s a very good man to have on your six in a crisis, and a very bad man to have as an enemy. But I’m just an old English duffer, so there’s no point in listening to what I have to say.”




Alex had the feeling he’d wanted to say that ever since the Berlin meeting.




Mister Hendriks said, “We are very interested in having the ability to call you in case of emergency, but will you be able to get here rapidly?”




She said, “Only with Colonel O’Neill’s assistance, I’m afraid. But he does owe me a couple favors right now, so I will cash them in when I’m needed. Ultimately, I’d like to have superheroes around the planet, all ready to step in and help wherever people need us. But I expect it will be decades before that’s a reality, and I will have to face a great deal of disbelief. Given the number of supervillains, as opposed to the lone superheroine to date, I can see the problem.”




Hermione said, “Whether the EU wants a superhero team on standby in twenty years time, we certainly could use one superheroine who is willing to come help our citizens, particularly if the problem is the United States.”




Alex said, “As far as I could determine, the problem was one woman, who had been doing a great deal of very bad stuff for two decades, and was willing to do anything to keep her sins from catching up with her.”




“And the girl?” asked Mister Hendriks.




Alex said, “Hanna is doing much better. She took a bullet in the gut and tried to patch it up herself. Then she went on the run for a week. By the time I found her, she had terrible peritonitis, and the bullet was still in her, and she had multiple nicks and punctures in her intestines. An ordinary girl would have been dead some days earlier. She’s staying with a nice doctor that Colonel O’Neill trusts, and will get to go back to Finland whenever she wants. Colonel O’Neill says — and I support him in this — that Hanna needs to learn socialization more than she needs to go back to being a solitary hunter above the Arctic Circle who just might kill anyone who accidentally stumbled across her.”




Hermione asked, “But she does have her own superpowers, correct?”




“Right,” Alex said. “And I’m hoping that one day she’ll be part of a team of European protectors, because we’ve seen superpowered threats arising in Eastern Europe already, and being able to deal with that is going to be more and more important as more and more people get superpowers.”




Mister Hendriks asked, “Then you believe this will only increase as a problem?”




Alex said, “It may increase catastrophically fast if we aren’t prepared for it. Are you aware of what Danielle Atron tried to do?”




Hermione said, “She attempted to abscond with over a billion dollars in early receipts and advance payments from sales of foods laced with a revolutionary dietary supplement.”




Alex said, “She tried to sell foods and drinks laced with GC-161 all over America. Based on what we’ve seen in California, there could have been twenty million Americans who suddenly developed superpowers, and probably none of them would have been able to fully control them for a while, if ever. Those who managed some control might have gone on rampages, killing sprees, strings of robberies… In a number of people, it affects biochemical pathways in the brain as well. Can you imagine what would have happened if the United States had suddenly been swamped with millions of supervillains? It would have been the biggest disaster in the country’s history. And we have to face the fact that a disaster like that could happen in any of our countries. There’s a great deal of bad blood between a lot of countries right now, and if we don’t deal with that, we’re going to be helpless when the first country out there gets hit with the first superpower plague.”




Mister Hendriks said, “That is a matter of serious future concern, but most people are more worried about today. Miss Granger is only a lowly data analyst in a country that some EU nations are not happy about. We will most likely want to put together a committee to be your European contact.”




She said, “That’s fine, as long as Miss Granger remains a part of that.”




Hermione asked, “And you’re sure you’ve got the right person?”




Alex said, “Oh yes, I’m completely sure. I have my reasons, but they’re not reasons that can be explained. They have to do with my superpowers.”




Mister Hendriks said, “Thank you for your input. I shall put your suggestions forth at our next meeting.”




Alex was kind of sure that was bureaucrat-speak for ‘kiss off, you annoying American.’ But she didn’t say that.







The next day, after another awesome martial arts class where she learned over a dozen new techniques to work on and wrote everything down really carefully so she wouldn’t forget anything, she was flying back home when her Terawatt phone went off. She had her earjack in, so she just tapped it and kept going.




It was Willow. “Tera, this is Burn. The Cessna’s on its way from the East Coast to pick you up. Graham called in a Code Red down at the Desert Research Institute. Jack will brief you when he refuels at Camp Atron in a couple hours.”




Alex said, “Okay, I’ve got to get home and shower and grab my stuff.”




Willow said, “Jack said to show up at the airstrip at one thirty as Terawatt. He’ll have your Lieutenant Farrell gear packed for you. Also bring two changes of clothing for really, really hot desert weather.”




Alex asked, “What have we got?”




Willow said, “I don’t know yet. But Jack says the sheriff is in ‘local yokel’ mode, and Graham said last night, someone or something got into a big fenced field and ate some cattle. Just stripped the meat away and left nothing but bones. Completely clean bones.”




“Eww. Creepy. What, two or three cattle?”




Willow said, “Graham says over a hundred, in one night. There wasn’t a single survivor in the whole field. And if anybody saw what happened, they’re probably dead too.”




“Uh-oh.”





62. Desert Flower



Alex went silvery, dove down into one of the dry creeks, and took one of her favorite storm drains home. She puddled up the driveway, where her dad was digging a tiny trench right along the edge of the lawn where it touched the driveway. He pretended not to look at her as she went past him. She puddled under the front door, cracked it a couple inches, and yelled, “Hey dad, mom needs you in the kitchen!”




Then she dragged her mom out of the laundry room to the kitchen and made both of them sit down. She stood there, still in her Terawatt uniform, and said, “I just got a call. That whole Desert Research Institute thing I told you about? Graham Miller’s down there, and he just called in a Code Red. I’m going to shower and eat and pack my gymbag and fly back to Camp Atron. Jack has a jet coming in, in a couple hours. I’ll probably be back in a couple days, if everything goes okay.”




Her dad said, “Well, that’ll give me time to get my new surprise ready for you.”




“What is it?” she asked.




He just smiled. “It’s a surprise.”




She rolled her eyes and flew upstairs to shower. And she ran her uniform through the laundry as quick as she could. She ate a big lunch while she did, and she dumped another box of those protein bars into her gymbag. The peanut butter ones and the blueberry ones her mom got that she ate a bunch of in Europe were pretty tasty, and the new box was chocolate mint, which sounded pretty yummy. She had the wig all combed out and her gymbag packed way before her suit was dry. She even took the time to slip two presents into her bag for Jack to take back to the West Virginia base.




And she had a padded ‘case’ her mom had sewn for her. It was made so she could slip her tablet computer into it, and it had little sewn-on pockets on the front for the charger and the earjack. There was even enough room in the earjack pocket for the earjack’s little charger too, because her mom had measured everything. And the padding would probably keep the tablet all safe if stuff got bounced around.




Once her suit was dried, she put it on, hugged both her folks bye, grabbed her gymbag, and flew off to Camp Atron the usual way, with puddling down the driveway to the storm drain, then flying silvery through the pipes to her favorite dry creek, then zooming across the city as a silvery blob. It was easier if she made herself thinner in the direction she was flying, so she was trying to hold her shape pretty much like Nemo in “Finding Nemo”. It also made her a heck of a lot harder to see from the ground, and that was a bonus even if she was maybe five or six hundred feet up.




She flew way above the sentries at the gate and went straight to the tarmac. She saw the little Cessna come tearing in and then landing fast before taxiing pretty quick over toward a big refueling truck. She headed for the truck. She landed while a couple guys hurried through getting the jet hooked up to the tanker truck, and Jack got out of the jet to glare at them behind his aviator glasses. He did look awfully cool like that, in a really sexy bomber jacket and khakis. No wonder he swept Willow off her feet.




Okay, Alex still wasn’t sure how much sweeping was being done by who, because the way Willow talked, it sounded like Willow was doing the sexy, slutty thing while Jack was trying to do the ‘wholesome older man’ thing. Because, really? Crotchless panties? Holy crud, Alex could’ve gone her whole life without knowing Willow had a pair of see-through crotchless panties and used them to make Jack too horny to think straight. And Jack was old. Just thinking about old person sex made her feel yucky. She didn’t even like to think about the pretty obvious thing that her parents had sex a long time ago. At least twice. Guck.




She landed in front of Jack and gave him a big smile. “A trip to sunny Arizona? Are you sure you don’t want to be taking your girlfriend down there instead?”




He grimaced. “She’s not getting within a hundred miles of anything dangerous, if I have anything to say about it. And this sounds really dangerous.”




She asked, “A hundred cows? Really?”




He said, “More. In one night. And the sheriff seems about as sharp as a bowling ball.”




Alex had to bite her teeth together not to giggle. Willow said not to encourage Jack. Even if Willow giggled around him like all the time.




He gave her a smirk and said, “You might wanna check who I brought along this time.”




Alex gave him a suspicious look, and flew into the jet. There were three people. She only recognized two. She didn’t know the balding guy with the glasses.




Jack stepped in right behind her and said, “Terawatt, the stiff guy at the back is Professor Bill Lee. He’s one of our interdisciplinary scientists, and his specialties are in biomed and biophysics. He’s along to help us get to the bottom of whatever this Deemer whacko is up to.”




Professor Lee complained, “Gerald Deemer is not a ‘whacko,’ colonel. He’s a respected scientist with decades of accomplishments.”




Alex figured that with Professor Lee around, she was going to have to be Terawatt all the time. No wonder Jack asked her to fly in wearing her uniform.




Jack went on, “This is ‘Clear’.” It was Grover.




Alex said in her Terawatt voice, “It’s good to see you again. How is your mother doing?”




Grover was in a lightweight white cotton hoodie. Alex hoped it wouldn’t be too hot to wear when they were in Arizona. He said, “She’s doing fine. Cindy’s keeping her… out of trouble.”




Jack added, “And this is Action Girl.”




It was Hanna, naturally. Hanna was wearing what looked like expertly-tailored desert-colored camouflage military clothes, down to a pair of sand-colored combat boots.




Alex smiled, “It’s good to see you up and around. I am assuming the colonel picked your codename?”




Hanna calmly said, “It is only a codename. If I do not like it, I will ask for another on the next mission.”




Alex said, “We’ll talk later.” Because there was no way she was letting Jack stick Hanna with a goofy codename Hanna wouldn’t like.




Jack said, “Let’s get buckled in and get a move on. It’s less than six hundred miles to Luke Air Force Base, and I want to get moving before Finn and Lupo beat us there.”




Alex hopped into an empty seat, and the jet got going in its usual ‘Jack is in a huge hurry’ fashion. She thought Professor Lee gulped a few times as the jet took off and rocketed up toward its preferred flying altitude.




Jack explained what they knew so far. Graham had been stonewalled by Sheriff Codger — Alex still didn’t know what the sheriff’s name really was — but had found out there was a dead body that the sheriff had gotten the town doctor, one Matthew Hastings, M.D., to look at. The sheriff had the corpse squirreled away somewhere, so Graham couldn’t get a look at it, which sounded pretty suspicious. Since the lab fire at the Desert Research Institute, Dr. Deemer acquired a new assistant, a woman named Stephanie Clayton, who was spending all her spare time dating Dr. Hastings. The Desert Research Institute was supposed to be studying hardiness characteristics in desert animals, and how that connected to their genetics. Walsh had published some papers on that from her work at the place, including a couple papers on gene therapy using coherent introns from unrelated species, whatever that really meant. And Graham had found a suspicious string of incidents: power lines and phone lines going down with no storms, missing people, lost horses and cattle, crashed vehicles, and an entire house destroyed. But Sheriff Codger was intent on shutting Graham down, for no reason.




Jack added, “So maybe Sheriff Codger is involved in this up to his eyebrows, or maybe he’s fed up with Feds and doesn’t like people snooping around on his turf. Or maybe he just enjoys being a complete dick.” Grover laughed out loud.




Well, that wasn’t a whole lot to go on. Professor Bill Lee, who kept telling Jack not to call him ‘Billy,’ explained that Dr. Gerald Deemer had a long history of research into ‘environmental concern’ areas. New species of wheat and rice that could be hardier or need less water. Studies of desert and high-altitude species to see what made them so durable. Studies to see if food animals could be made to grow faster, or to grow at a normal rate on less food. Alex thought the guy sounded way too wholesome and responsible to be working with Maggie Walsh.




Okay, Professor Bill explained it all in a lot more words with a lot more syllables, but Grover kept interrupting and saying more stuff that was what Alex wanted to hear so she could understand what was going on.




Alex really wanted to sit with Hanna and Grover and just chat, but with Professor Baldy back there, Alex couldn’t just be Alex. And she really didn’t like that Jack was hauling Grover and Hanna into what could be something messy. Even if Jack was hauling her into something that could be messy, and she was younger than Grover. But Selina said her boyfriend Batman had a teenaged ‘sidekick’ and they went and fought crime and supervillains pretty much every night. Ugh.




When they landed at Luke Air Force Base — Alex thought that was a weird name for a base until Jack explained it was the last name of a famous World War I pilot, not some guy who was named Luke Something — there was a good-sized helicopter waiting for them. Riley was sitting up front with the pilot, and Jo was in the back opening the door for them. Jack pointed at the thing and said, “It’s a Super Huey!”




She wondered if that was a ‘superhero’ joke, but Jack assured her it was a Bell UH-1Y Venom, which pretty much everyone called a Super Huey as it was built as an upgrade to the old Bell Hueys. She figured it was still a superhero joke. Jack wouldn’t be able to resist getting a ‘super’ chopper for a superpowers investigation project.




It was really hot out on the tarmac. She went silvery to handle the heat better, and she flew over to the copter. The copter was hot too, but then the whole place was hot. It was Arizona in the summer. Ugh. Paradise Valley could get hot during the summer, but not like this. And when it was hot at home, you just drove west to the ocean or east to the mountains or north to the Bay Area. Here, you were in the middle of a ginormous desert.




There was room for about ten people in the back part of the copter, so it wasn’t crowded. Even if no one wanted to sit right next to Professor Lee. They closed the doors, and Jack said into the Super Huey’s comm system, “Let’s get this show on the road, Finn.”




They took off and headed pretty much southwest, into what Alex figured was the middle of nowhere. Jo showed her and Hanna a map of Arizona, so they could see where the little town of Desert Rock was. It and the institute were smack in the middle of nowhere. If bad stuff was happening out there, nobody was going to notice. That was probably a bad thing.




The whole place looked pretty desolate. If the copter crashed, Alex could fly off for help, and Hanna could probably hike her way out, but everyone else would be in big trouble. It was just thousands and thousands of square miles of pretty much nothing, with an occasional town or cattle ranch or something stuck out in the middle of nowhere. She could see why it might be a great research area for something called the Desert Research Institute, but who else would want to live out here?




They landed the copter about a hundred yards from a fenced area that didn’t have any live cows in it. There were low hills and ridges all over the area, and the hills and ridges were just stark rock, not even nice grassy hills you’d want to climb up and then have a picnic on. There were three cars there already. A police car, and a regular car, and a military car that looked like the Army owned it. Alex figured that was Graham’s car. She hoped it had air conditioning. Graham was standing there arguing with a sheriff-looking guy and a couple who were being pretty cozy considering they were next to a giant animal slaughter.




She flew over and did her superheroine pose a yard above the ground. “Captain Graham Miller, I presume?”




He acted like he didn’t know her personally. “Terawatt! Boy, am I glad to see you.”




The sheriff drawled, “So, Army Boy, you got superheroes pullin’ your fat outta the fire these days?”




Graham gave him a look like he’d been having to put up with this guy’s garbage for days. Come to think of it, he probably had. He said, “No sheriff, I called her to pull your fat out of the fire. This is not anything normal, and you know it. But you keep acting like if you hide everything long enough, I’ll leave and it will all blow over. It won’t. It will just get worse and worse, until it’s too late to call for help.”




The sheriff shrugged, “Phone lines are down again. And no cell phone reception out this way. So I guess I’m not callin’ for help right now. You neither.”




Graham said, “That’s why I have a satellite phone. And I have all the help I need.”




“A hot babe with big hooters in a funny outfit? Even if she can fly, I don’t see a big help there.”




Boy, she was not liking this guy. Alex gave him her best Terawatt voice. “Even if you don’t see the advantages of a superheroine, I do. And I think you need my help.”




“Our help,” Jack smirked as he strolled up. “Sheriff Codger? I’m Jack O’Neill. We talked on the phone a while ago. Maybe you shoulda been straight with me, so your people wouldn’t be losing their livelihoods now. And their lives.”




“That’s Sheriff Jack Andrews, sonny.”




Jack just gave him that annoying grin of his and said, “That’s odd. Everyone I asked about you said your name was ‘Ole Codger’.”




Graham said, “Sir? I think we need to step in. I just now stopped this idiot from sticking his fingers in a pool of unknown liquid and tasting the stuff.”




The guy who obviously thought he was really handsome and had the pretty brunette woman right next to him, said, “Hey, I know what I’m doing. I’m a qualified M.D.” He gave Alex a smile and said, “Doctor Matt Hastings. And this is Steve Clayton.”




Alex gave him a stern look and said, “Excuse me doctor, but I have more experience with extranormal events than anyone on Earth, and I can tell you right now that sticking your fingers into something of an extranormal origin is never a good idea.”




The sheriff said, “He’s done it before, he’ll probably do it again.”




Graham rolled his eyes. Alex asked, “And where would this be?”




Hastings said, “We’ve had a string of animal deaths and human deaths all over this area. Every one of ’em had the flesh melted right off the bones, and puddles of this stuff nearby.”




“And you stuck your fingers in it?” she gasped in astonishment. Was this guy a moron? “If a substance capable of melting mammal flesh is being wielded out here, and you stuck your fingers into a puddle, you’re just lucky you didn’t lose your hand. And your tongue.”




‘Steve’ looked horrified, but the doctor smugly said, “It clearly didn’t do anything to me.”




Alex said, “This time.”




Jack smiled at the brunette and asked, “Aren’t you Dr. Deemer’s new lab assistant?”




“Why yes, I am,” she said.




He asked, “Pretty sweet job. What’s he working on? More desert adaptability studies?”




She said, “He’s concerned about world population growth and food stores in poor countries. He’s trying to develop a serum that would let people grow food faster. I think it’s a wonderful goal.”




Alex thought it sounded pretty great, too. And ‘Steve’ really believed in it. Or else she was the world’s greatest actress.




Grover and Professor Lee walked over. The professor said, “We have samples of the liquid, and some scrapings of something that was on the bones. The closest useful lab is Doctor Deemer’s. Could we get a ride out there?”




Matt Hastings said, “Sure! I was just going to drive Steve back out there. I can give you two a ride.”




Jack said, “Sheriff, you wanna show us on a map where you’ve got these freaky skeletons cropping up?”




The sheriff said, “Look Mister Fed, I don’t like it when those Air Force pricks run their exercises and tell me what I can’t do, and I don’t like it when the state troopers tell me they’re takin’ over some investigation, and I sure as hell don’t like it when some smartass who I don’t even have to listen to starts tellin’ me what to do!”




Jack snapped, “But you do like having dead ranchers and dead truckdrivers and dead cattle herds and dead horse herds?”




“Where’d you hear about that?” the sheriff asked.




Jack gave him a smirk. “You can lie your ass off to Captain Miller, but that doesn’t mean he can’t figure out what’s going on without your help. Even if you’re hiding dead bodies from him.”




“Just one corpse, sir,” Graham said. “He’s got it locked away where I can’t get to it without committing B & E, and he’s had a deputy keeping an eye on me in hopes that I’d try it so he can lock me up.”




The sheriff even smirked at Graham. What a jerkhead.




Alex flew to directly in front of the sheriff. “Excuse me, but if you just cooperate with us, we can determine if this is even an SRI situation. If it isn’t, then we’ll get out of your hair.”




“What he has left,” Jack stuck in.




“And if it is an SRI situation, you’ll be very glad you let us in. The last SRI situation, because we were not called in early enough, ended up with about twenty murders across Europe and northern Africa. The one before that? Three murders, several attempted murders, and I just barely arrived in time to stop twenty deaths in a superpowered bank robbery.”




The sheriff winced a little. “I may’ve heard something about that one.”




She said, “Let us do our job, and we’ll let you do your job.”




Jack added, “And you can get back to spending your time matching your neckerchiefs to your cowboy boots and your belt buckles.”




Sheriff Andrews pointed at Jack and said to Alex, “I don’t like him.”




Alex said, “I suspect the feeling’s mutual. But you can work with me instead, if you’d rather. All I need is a map.”




The colonel acted grumpy about her pulling the investigation out from under him, but gave her a local map that had GPS coordinates for a grid that was laid over it. She knew that was exactly what Jack wanted, he was just manipulating Sheriff Codger. The map had roads on it, and the town of Desert Rock, which was really more of a wide spot than a town, and the ‘Desert Research Institute’ which was also where Dr. Deemer lived. It didn’t really have what Willow called ‘topographic features’ on it, meaning all the hills and rises and dips and giant rocky things that made up the landscape around the area.




The sheriff grumbled, but she gave him a big smile. And he sort of automatically smiled back, even if he sort of looked at her chest too. But he did what she wanted. He took Jack’s map and marked down places where they had animal skeletons from three ranches, one of which had a dead rancher too. He also marked down the crashed truck and the human bones.




Alex thanked him and gave him a smile, but she was feeling kind of freaked inside. Because the ‘incidents’ were pretty much centered around a spot not that far north of the Desert Research Institute.




Jack took a look at the map, gave her a ‘nicely done, Tera’ wink and started delegating duties. “Clear and Bill, go with the doc and ‘Steve.’ I can’t believe these guys haven’t noticed that she’s not a ‘Steve.’ Maybe they’ve all got sunstroke. Miller and Lupo? Go with the sheriff and check out that body, then get a deputy to loan you a car or drive you out to the institute. I want to know why he’s so damn determined not to let anyone know about that body. And take a sat phone so you can call me if you need to. Miller? I’m taking your car. Tera and I are going to go check these two points on the map, while Finn and Action Girl take the chopper and check out these others. Oh, and Finn?”




“Yes sir?”




“Do a flyby on your way back through the center of these points, and tell me if you spot anything from the chopper.”




“Yes sir.”




“Okay. Everyone meet back at the institute. I want to see everyone there in two hours max, sooner if you can manage.”




“Yes sir.”




Jack grinned, “Okay everybody, break on two!” And he clapped his hands, like he was running a football huddle.




Graham tossed Jack a set of carkeys, which Jack snatched out of the air one-handed. Then Jack tilted his head toward the car, and Alex flew after him.




Once he was in the car and he had the air conditioning running, he said, “Nice work on Sheriff Codger there.”




She said, “It’s not hard playing good cop after you’ve spent a couple minutes playing annoying cop.”




Jack said, “That guy’s suppressing evidence just because he doesn’t like the state troopers and the feds, so he doesn’t want to deal with us. He has no idea what may be going on.”




She said, “Jack, we don’t either.”




He said, “Well yeah, but we know something’s going on. Now let’s peel out. I want to look at the truck first.”




She just asked, “I’m gonna be stuck being Terawatt all the time, aren’t I?”




He nodded sharply. “Yep. Except at bedtime. I got us rooms at the local dump, I mean hotel, in the town. The doc’s office is on the ground floor! This isn’t a one-horse town, it’s about half a pony! Anyway, you and Hanna and Jo are sharing a room, if we have to stay in town overnight. Two of you will have to share a bed. Sorry. Us four boys are gonna be doing guard duty, four hours each, so someone sleeps on the floor in a sleeping bag while two of us get beds and one’s watching out for everyone else. Although Lupo’s probably gonna complain if I don’t let her have a watch too. I’ll send our flyboy and his copter back to Luke AFB overnight, just to keep it safe and out of the hands of whoever’s running amok here. I may still send most of you back with him, just for the night. I really have a bad feeling about this. One cow, eviscerated or ripped apart I could see. A hundred of ’em, skeletonized? That’s not one supervillain. I just don’t know what the hell it is.”




Alex said, “I… I got nothing. I can see some bad connections, but from Walsh however long ago that was, to something happening now? I don’t get it. And people keep saying Dr. Deemer’s one of the good guys.”




Jack drove and said, “Everyone I asked said Deemer’s probably gonna win himself a Nobel Peace Prize one of these days. His work on cultivars of rice might save thousands, maybe millions, of lives in Asia. My guess is he wanted Wacky Maggie because of what she could do with DNA, and she wanted to come out here for a metric buttload of money. But what was she doing for him?”




They tossed around increasingly crazy ideas, until they got to the crash site. Jack pointed to the truck, and Alex flew over. The truck was on its side, and pretty crushed. The driver’s side door was on top, and it wasn’t closed all the way, like someone scrambled out while the truck was knocked over, and just left the door like that. And there were little police evidence markers all over the place about eighty feet from the truck’s door. All the markers said stuff like ‘skull’ and ‘ribcage’ and ‘foot bones.’ Ugh. But the ground was hard. And there was no blood. At all. How could anyone rip a person apart without blood?




She flew up about twenty feet and looked around. The ground was too hard and too dry to leave traces of much, but the truck was maybe a hundred feet from the highway, and there were cacti and scrubby plants and things between the road and the truck. There weren’t any smashed plants until she got fifty feet out from the road, and then she could follow the damage as the truck rolled and bounced to a stop.




She found a couple other crushed plants, but they were way away from anything else damaged. It was like…




She went up higher and looked over everything. Then she flew over to Jack in a hurry. “Jack, I found something.”





63. Lion of the Desert



Jack frowned, “Be pretty surprised if you didn’t. Look at this.” He pointed down at the road.




It was a set of skidmarks. They went straight down the road about forty feet and then went straight sideways. And the sideways marks pointed pretty much right at the truck.




He said, “Driver’s hauling butt down the road. These roads, the speed limit’s pretty much just a suggestion. But he suddenly sees something. He slams on the brakes hard, the truck burns rubber trying to stop, and… Bam! Something hits the truck on the side so hard it ends up on its side out there in the boondocks. The driver’s still alive, though. He scrambles out and runs for it. Why? The truck’s not on fire. And he runs away from the road, where the threat is.”




She said, “There’s a rifle in a rifle rack still in the truck. He left it and ran. If it was a regular person, even a person who could throw a truck, he’d grab that rifle and try to fill ’em full of lead first. Right?”




He nodded. “Yep. What else you find?”




She said, “The police took the skeleton away, I think. But there’s a couple… something out there. What has a mostly round footprint with two big claws that dig in, instead of sticking out in front?”




“How big?” he asked.




“Umm, that’s the problem,” she said. “Each one’s about five feet across.”




“What?” he yelped. “Show me.”




She led him back to the one she was sure of. He looked around and said, “I’m not seeing it.”




So she flew up to thirty feet, took her camera out of her fannypack, and took a picture. Then she flew back down and showed it to him on the viewfinder.




He looked it over, now that he could spot it. He said, maybe to himself, “What could it be? A full grown male elephant’s foot is maybe two feet across tops. This is maybe… six or seven times the area. With clawmarks in the middle? That makes no sense.” He looked up at her and asked, “Got a tape measure?”




“Umm, no? Why?”




He said, “For perspective. So Acid Burn can match against things the right size.” He went and got the tire iron out of the trunk, and laid it down next to the impression. “Take a couple pics. Then we need to use the sat phone to send these off to Burn.”




She said, “And they’re way far apart.”




He said, “We may not be seeing where the ‘feet’ came down in between. Or maybe these are a hoax, like those stupid crop circles or the Cardiff Giant, and someone wants us to jump to weirdoid conclusions.”




She said, “Jack, we are the weirdoid conclusions.”




When they went back to Graham’s car, Jack got out the sat phone, lined it up, and sent Willow the pictures, plus a photo of the map, and a list of the people they’d met. On the way back to the institute, they swung by to check out another spot on the map. Lots of dead cows, with nothing left but skeletons. Not even blood. And more of that white liquid in yucky puddles all over the place, even if it had pretty much dried out by now.




On the ride back, she admitted, “This is creeping me out.”




He said, “That’s okay. My creep-out-o-meter hit the peg back when we saw over a hundred cattle skeletons with no blood anywhere on the ground and no meat on the bones. The only time I ever saw a cow halfway like that was in South America, and it had been in the way of an army ant migration. And that was one cow tied to a tree, not a hundred cows loose in a fenced pasture. I am really hoping this isn’t a super-colony of super-army ants loose in the desert.”




She said, “Army ants wouldn’t leave a ‘footprint’ the size of a pup tent.”




He said, “And they wouldn’t throw a truck farther than your friend Baker.”




“Jo is not my friend,” she insisted. Even if she knew he’d said it just to get a rise out of her.




They drove to the institute in uncomfortable silence. Alex was a little surprised when she saw the place. It looked like a two-story mansion, not what she was expecting. Maybe it used to be a mansion. Or maybe it was a mansion where Dr. Deemer had a big lab set-up going on. They got to the institute just ahead of the helicopter, which set down on a flat area a hundred yards away from the yard around the house.




Alex flew over to see Riley and Hanna. It was good having some ‘normal’ in all this. She gave Hanna a hug and shook Riley’s hand.




Riley said, “The flyby back was a big goose egg. Hanna spotted some recent rockslides, and I spotted what may be a big mine with some active excavation down in the bottom of one of the canyons, but that was it. And the other sites looked like the cattle. Skeletons, some puddles of white something-or-other, no sign of vehicles bringing in equipment or taking cattle parts away.”




Hanna said, “I read that there were birds that nested in the ground and the brush in this part of Arizona. I have not seen a single bird since we arrived here.”




Riley said, “No birdsong either. I don’t know if that’s normal or not.”




Jack frowned, “Nothing is normal about this. Tera, show ’em the picture.”




Riley looked and asked, “Is that a tire iron?” Jack nodded. “Then that impression would have to be…”




Jack said, “About five feet across. Yeah.”




Hanna said, “Even polar bears do not have footprints like that.”




Riley said, “The biggest elephant ever didn’t have footprints like that. I don’t think dinosaurs had footprints that big. Maybe it’s not a footprint at all. Could it be from some sort of hovercraft setting down there?”




Jack said, “Oh good, aliens. Bring in little green men too. Cheer me up.”




Riley shrugged, “Maybe it’s more mad science instead.”




Alex said, “Danielle Atron could make an imprint like that if she went silvery, spread out, and dropped flat from maybe fifty feet up. And if she was carrying some kind of tool, maybe it would make the ‘clawmarks’.”




Jack said, “And why would she do that?”




Alex shrugged, “I dunno. I just wanted to get the ‘weird chemical supervillains’ thing in while we were going through options.”




Jack grimaced, “Well, let’s go see what we’ve got. Maybe Grover and Billy got further than us.”




Hanna asked, “Isn’t his name Bill Lee? Not Billy?”




Jack grinned, “Yep. But calling him Bill Lee doesn’t make him tear out what little hair he has left.”




“Ahh,” Hanna nodded. Then she shook her head from side to side, “I do not understand.”




Alex put an arm over Hanna’s shoulders and said, “It’s like this…”







By the time they arrived at the house and walked across the veranda into the big atrium — SAT words to the rescue! — a police car was pulling up with Jo in the front and Graham in the back. A deputy let Jo and Graham out, and then drove off again.




Alex flew out to greet them. “Hi! It’s good to see you. And I’m glad the grouchy sheriff didn’t lock you up.”




Jo scowled, “I’d like to see him try, the old codger.”




Graham grinned, “When the colonel called him Sheriff Codger to his face, I had to bite the inside of my mouth so hard it’s still bleeding a little. Oh crap, that was funny. It almost made up for all the runaround that old fart’s been giving me.”




Jo said, “They’ve got an incompetent police force, and no medical examiner, and an incompetent doctor. He said it was acromegaly. I’ve seen acromegaly, and that’s not it. And they knew all along who the body was, the dickheads. It’s Eric Jacobs. One of Dr. Deemer’s lab assistants that the doc just ‘forgot’ to file an official missing persons on. One of the deputies, I flirted with him a minute, and he spilled. The doc’s supposed to have another lab assistant besides the late Eric Jacobs and his new assistant Steve Clayton. A guy named Paul Lund. I kind of doubt he’s around anymore, either. In fact, I’m kind of surprised good ol’ Steve isn’t the late, lamented Steve by now.”




They went in and found Hanna looking at family pictures on the walls, and Jack looking at a burned room with big animal cages. Jack pointed at two big cages that looked newly built out of wood and chicken wire. “What’s the deal here? He’s got one tiny white mouse in each. The cages are big enough for a sheepdog! Does he have really bad eyesight too? And look at the burned cages. They’re all the same size, or bigger. What was he using as test animals? Cows?”




Riley asked, “Could things have escaped the night of the fire and be causing these incidents?”




Jack shrugged, but said, “It’s a working hypothesis. But so are little green men and Danielle Atron.”




Jo and Graham told Jack about the dead body, and showed him a couple pictures Graham had taken. Alex took a peek by floating in the air behind Jack. That didn’t look like any kind of disease Alex had ever heard of. It looked like the guy got hit with a ‘turn you into a mutant caveman’ ray. Then Jack told Jo and Graham what his team and Riley’s team had found.




A grouchy old guy with freakishly thick eyebrows came out of a back room. Alex guessed he was Dr. Deemer. “Are you here to pick up Doctor Lee and Mister Dunn? Because they’ve caused enough trouble already.”




Jack called down the hall, “Bill! Grover! Front and center!” He looked at the doctor and asked, “Where’s your lab assistant Clayton? And where’s your other lab assistant Paul Lund?”




Dr. Deemer groaned, “Paul? He started the fire and attacked me before he ran off into the night. I haven’t seen him since. And Steve is out back, walking around with that country doctor of hers, instead of working.”




Jack said, “Look doc, we’ve seen the body of the late Eric Jacobs, and we’d like to know what happened to him and Lund.” He turned his head slightly and said, “Hanna, go round up the lovebirds and get ’em in here so we can see they’re all right.”




Hanna ducked down the hall and out a back door that Alex heard slamming shut.




Jack said, “Doc, we’ve got some serious problems, and you seem to be at the center of all of them.”




The doctor said, “I don’t know what you mean.”




Hanna walked back in and said, “Colonel, they are coming back now. They look fine. But there is something dead and burned that is buried in the ground well behind the house. I could smell it when I walked past it.”




Jack said, “Doc, I guess you’re under arrest on charges of first degree murder, accessory before the fact to murder, cattle rustling, and anything else I can come up with before I get some MPs from Luke Air Force Base to lock you up and throw away the key.”




Dr. Deemer said, “You can’t do that! I’m a respected scientist!”




Jack said, “And I’m Department of Homeland Security, investigating multiple murders and animal mutilations. Let’s see what you’ve got out back.”




Riley gave Dr. Deemer a nice smile as he loomed over the man. “Let’s go see, shall we? Colonel O’Neill can be a lot more difficult, if you push him.”




They all escorted Dr. Deemer out, and there was definitely a dug-up spot about fifty feet past the edge of the yard. It looked big enough to bury maybe three horses, and the sandy dirt was piled up enough that it maybe could be dead horses under there. Or a dozen people.




Jack looked at Alex and asked, “Can you do this, or do I need to make Lupo and Finn break out the shovels?”




Dr. Deemer begged, “Please don’t do this. There are no people there. Just dead lab animals. The fire went out of control and there was a flashpoint from some chemicals Paul knocked over. I managed to get the fire out, but none of my test animals survived. And I worked so hard for them. And then Paul must have knocked me out, or I passed out from the fumes, and when I came to it was nearly morning. I spent all that day hauling them out and burying them… Can’t you just let this drop?”




Jack said, “Not while we’ve got people and animals turning up dead left and right, and we don’t know why.”




Dr. Deemer insisted, “That can’t possibly be connected to my work.”




Alex concentrated, and scooped up about two hundred pounds of dirt, which she tossed behind the big piled-up area. She did that all over the area, until she’d lowered the level of the dirt almost down to the ground. Then she went for another lower pile of dirt.




Something was caught in the dirt. She lifted off the dirt in fifty pound chunks, until she could just barely lift out what looked like a burned animal. If it hadn’t been burned to a crisp and dried out from being buried in Arizona, she would never have been able to lift it out by herself. It was shaped like an earless bunny, but it was the size of a baby hippo.




Dr. Deemer sobbed, “That’s Test Animal Four. Eric named him Nibbles. He was doing so well!”




Jack just stared. “What the hell is that?”




Dr. Deemer said, “A guinea pig.”




“A guinea pig the size of a pony?”




Riley said, “Guinea pigs are still herbivorous, sir.”




Jack said, “Yeah, until they get turned into mutant things the size of a pony!”




Dr. Deemer said, “All the guinea pigs were still herbivores. That was the point of the study. To find a serum that would enable rapid growth, to provide food sources for starving people in Africa and Asia. But it didn’t work on mammals, so I needed to tinker with their genome and ‘design’ animals that it did work on. Eric and Paul wouldn’t listen to me. These animals were genetically designed by an expert.”




“Maggie Walsh,” Jack muttered.




“Yes,” Dr. Deemer nodded. “She found the right gene sequences to let the animals grow without mutating horribly and dying from the consequent metabolic stresses. But my lab assistants got drunk one night and injected themselves. I told them it was a horrible idea. And they… mutated like the pure mammalian lab animals, just as I predicted.”




Hanna calmly asked, “Is that why your face is becoming asymmetrical and your brow ridge is more pronounced than in your pictures in the hall?”




Deemer screeched, “What? No! It can’t be!” And he ran into the house.




Jack gestured for Riley and Graham to go with him. Then Jack said, “Nice work, Hanna. It’s a good thing you came along.”




“Thank you, colonel.”




Jack asked, “Alex? Get these critters unburied. Hanna? Help her if she needs help. Lieutenant? Go in, find Dunn and Lee, and have them tear the lab areas apart until they find a complete list of the lab animals that could have been in here the night of the fire.”




Lupo dashed into the house, while Hanna went to find a shovel. Meanwhile, Alex moved more dirt with her telekinesis. Which was way easier than digging a hole in sandy soil with a shovel in Arizona in the summer.




It was the last body that had her shuddering. “Oh crud.”




Hanna stepped over, holding the shovel like a weapon. “Is that what I think it is?”




“Uh, yeah. I’m pretty sure you’re thinking the same thing I’m thinking.”




Alex yelled at the house, “Colonel!” But she didn’t take her eyes off the burnt corpse, just in case it wasn’t corpse-y enough.




Jack came trotting out, with Jo. “What’s the matter? Find Paul?” He took a look and abruptly stopped. “Fer cryin’ out loud.”




Jo had some different words. Most of them involved words Alex was not allowed to say, put together in some ways Alex had hardly ever heard before.




Alex asked, “Are we sure it’s dead?”




Jack said, “I think we’d know if it was alive by now. Is that the only one?”




Alex nodded, “The only one I could find. Unless he buried some more somewhere else.”




Jack said, “This guy is completely out of his tree. No wonder Maggie wanted to work with him.”




They walked back in, to find Dr. Deemer in the lab staring at his face in a mirror. Grover and Professor Lee had several short stacks of paper in their hands, and had joined the group. Matt Hastings and Steve Clayton were there too.




Jack said, “Doc, you wanna tell me why you turned a spider into something the size of a wading pool?”




“What?” gasped Riley.




“Holy shit,” muttered Graham.




Jack said, “You should’ve heard what Lupo said. My mom would’ve been washing her mouth out with soap for the next decade.”




Professor Lee held up a handful of notes and said, “It wouldn’t work on mammals, would it?”




Grover said from inside his hoodie, “He wanted to alter growth rates through exocytosis. And calcium is crucial there. So he took a biochemically active calcium compound and switched out the calcium atoms with radium, which is chemically similar.”




Professor Lee nodded and said, “Yes, they’re both Group 2 in the periodic table. But the calcium replacement affected the bones of anything that was a vertebrate.”




Dr. Deemer sank into a chair, looking utterly defeated. “I needed to find a way to change the biochemistry of my mammals for the serum to work properly. Maggie Walsh found a way to use sequences out of the tarantula genome and splice them effectively into the mammalian genome. She was so helpful.”




“I bet,” Jack muttered sarcastically.




Grover said, “According to the records Dr. Deemer had hidden in his bedroom, there should have been five guinea pigs, two tarantulas, and a desert cricket.”




Alex said, “Five dead guinea pigs, check. One dead tarantula, check. One tarantula and one cricket? No check.”




Professor Lee said, “Both tarantulas were six feet across, fully extended, during measurements the day before the fire. If the doctor’s growth curve is correct — which I doubt, given the limitations on the growth of invertebrate exoskeletons — that tarantula would be…” He did some rapid computations in his head. “…well over a hundred feet across by now.”





64. Desert Fury



“Crap.” That was Jack.




“Oh holy fuck.” That was Jo.




“Eww!” That was Alex, even if it didn’t sound very superheroic.




Jack asked, “Do tarantulas by any chance have two claws on the bottom of each foot?”




Dr. Deemer said, “Yes, although some species have three claws. They’re extendable. They use them primarily to get a grip on surfaces, like when they’re climbing.”




Jack asked, “And how does a tarantula eat, say, a really teeny mammal it catches?”




Dr. Deemer said, “Well, it doesn’t have teeth like a mammal. It has to extrude digestive juices from its chelicerae to dissolve the flesh of the prey, which it then sucks up. Despite rather large chelicerae and pedipalps, its mouth is quite tiny.”




Jack sarcastically said, “Great. Just great. Well, at least now we know how the cows got skeletonized.” He turned to Riley and Jo. “Get the chopper in the air. Start a search pattern centered on this house, and look for anything. This sucker could be the size of a house by now. And keep an eye out for the giant cricket, too.” He turned back to the doctor. “Okay doc, another question. Male or female?”




“What?”




“The tarantula. Male or female?”




Dr. Deemer said, “One was male and one was female. But we kept them segregated. There is no chance the female was impregnated.”




Jack asked, “What do tarantulas do for a nest?”




Dr. Deemer said, “They’re diggers. They line the tunnel with silk.”




Riley said, “We saw a big cave with what we thought was mine spoil outside it. That’s a possible.”




Jack pushed, “And when they lay eggs, how many eggs?”




Riley groaned, “I know this one. My friend Pete had a pet tarantula when we were kids. The females lay between 50 and 2000 eggs, depending on species, and they guard it for about a month and a half. The female gets really territorial then.”




Dr. Deemer said, “These are Brachypelma. They would have clutches of 600 eggs at most.”




“Six hundred? No sweat!” Jack complained. “Doc, this thing is now big enough to eat entire herds of cattle at one sitting! Six hundred of these things could wipe humans off this continent!”




Riley and Jo made a dash for the chopper. Jack called out, “Get that GAU up and mounted!”




“Yes sir!” Riley yelled back as they ran toward the helicopter.




Hanna must have noticed the look of puzzlement in Alex’s eyes, because she explained, “The GAU-2/A is a six-barreled gatling gun that has mounts for a craft like our Bell UH-1Y Venom.”




Jack stared coldly at Dr. Deemer, “Anything else you wanna tell us? Because I’m guessing you’re going to need a ton of medical help to keep you from turning into something as horrific as what Eric Jacobs ended up as before he finally died. You wanna see pictures? Miller and Lupo took some. Of the body you never bothered to identify.”




Dr. Deemer just flatly said, “There is no way you could have gotten past me to rampage through my private papers in my bedroom.”




Jack just looked at Grover and mouthed, “Good job.”




Jack said, “Okay doc, we’re leaving. I highly recommend you come with us. We’re gonna go into town, warn Sheriff Codger, who won’t believe us even if you tell him, and then try to find your giant spider before it realizes the next big food source is Desert Rock.”




Professor Lee insisted, “A spider can’t grow to this size and still move! Or even lift its body off the ground.”




Jack said, “Maybe you could tell it that, so we don’t have to keep it from eating everything else within a couple hundred miles. Like the city of Phoenix.”




Dr. Deemer said, “It’s the radium in the serum. It’s changing the calcium biochemistries in the animals. That’s how it was able to grow to six feet across here in the lab and still be viable. The legs and joints are growing thicker and stronger, due to the radium-calcium interactions in the exoskeleton materials. The new compounds are lighter and stronger than the standard structures, with some unusual properties. Its feet are growing comparatively wider, to support its weight. It was exhibiting growth behaviors we’ve never seen before. I really don’t know how large it can grow.”




Jack made sure Alex and Hanna had their comm systems on and connected to the sat phone system Jack had, before they moved out of the building and took watch. Alex flew up to about four hundred feet, so she could see over the ridge way out north of the house, just in case. She knew she was too high to be in danger. But she was still really worried. Nobody else was safe, except probably Riley and Jo in the helicopter. Unless they ran into that desert cricket and it was the size of an elephant and it leapt up a couple hundred feet in the air and knocked the helicopter out of the sky.




It took like half an hour to get Miss Clayton and Dr. Deemer packed and into Dr. Hastings’ car, and Alex spent the whole time flying in wide circles around the institute, hoping there wouldn’t be anything coming. By then, Dr. Deemer was gathering up the last of the papers with Grover and Professor Lee’s help, and riding in Graham’s car with Graham and Professor Lee and Grover and Jack.




Jack had Hanna hop into the rear seat of Dr. Hastings’ convertible, and they moved off toward the town with Alex flying overwatch.




“Finn to base. Finn to base. Come in, please.”




“Base here. Go on, Finn.”




“Spotted carcass of cricket. It looks emaciated, and it’s still the size of a buffalo. I’m guessing our threat found it and ate it. Moving north now to check out that cave, and… Oh holy shit.” 




In the background, Alex could hear the pilot and Jo really cursing. A lot.




“Finn to base. It’s… it must be at least a hundred fifty feet across. Making strafing run now with Lieutenant Lupo as door gunner.”




Alex flew above the cars as she listened. Over the comm system, she could hear a loud noise that was like someone ripping fabric, but in front of a megaphone.




“Finn to base. A thousand 7.62 rounds had no effect. Except now it’s really mad. Leading it west away from Desert Rock, because it appears to be after us even if it can’t reach us.”




“Base to Finn. You can’t go too far in that direction, or you’ll lead it to something else we don’t want spidered.”




“Roger that. We can lead it in circles for another couple hours, but eventually we’ll have to head out and shut down.”




“Base to Finn. Super Hueys have an endurance of about three and a third hours. Confuse it for one hour. Then move at top speed and lose it, so you can get clear and get back to Luke AFB.”




“Roger that.”




Alex asked, “Terawatt to Finn. What’s its top speed?”




“Finn to Tera. Maybe fifty, sixty miles an hour.”




“Terawatt to base. Request permission to engage. I may not be as fast as a helicopter, but I don’t have an endurance limit like one, either.” Well, she didn’t think she had an endurance limit like a helicopter, but she’d never tried flying as fast as she could for maybe five hours straight.




There was a long pause before Jack finally came back. He sounded really unhappy, but he said, “Base to Terawatt. Permission granted. Do not get killed. I am a hundred percent serious on this. Base to Finn. Vector her in. And I swear, next time out, we are mounting rockets on that Venom. I will contact Luke and get more firepower up here ASAP.”




She almost asked ‘Luke who’ before she remembered they flew into Luke Air Force Base. Crud, had that been just a few hours ago?




She headed off in the direction Riley gave her, using her Terawatt phone as a compass and GPS unit. But pretty soon, she was out of range of Jack’s comm system, so she was pretty much on her own. In the middle of nowhere. And she was off to attack a giant spider the size of a warehouse. She shuddered again just thinking about that icky dead tarantula that was about six feet across. She hadn’t thought she was afraid of spiders, but she was definitely afraid of spiders the size of a building.




She guessed from the elapsed time on her phone that she had flown almost fifteen miles when she found the chopper and the spider.




Oh crud that thing was huge! It made the helicopter look like a tiny toy out of a Crackerjack box! It was enormous, and hairy, and scary, and just horribly gross. And it was moving like a big, dangerous spider. Her automatic reaction was to turn around and fly off as fast as she could. Or maybe to scream. She didn’t do either. But she thought about it.




The helicopter pilot was flying low and slow, teasing the spider into following it. Okay, ‘low’ meant about two hundred feet in the air, so it was out of range even when the spider waved one of its massive front legs up at the chopper, and ‘slow’ meant poking along at maybe fifty miles an hour, but that was low and slow for a helicopter Jack said could do over two hundred miles an hour in an emergency, and could go up thousands of feet.




The closer she got, the bigger it looked. Oh crud, it was massive. Gigantic. It was covered in icky hairs and the hairs were as long as she was. It had enormous fangs that looked too big to use on anything except elephants and whales. And it was hideous.




She flew up behind the spider and gave it her biggest lightning blast. The energy lit up the whole area, and the spider convulsed.




Then it stopped and turned around to go after her. She hadn’t killed it. She hadn’t injured it. She hadn’t even slowed it down! “Oh crud.”




It seemed to have a lot of trouble finding her. How come it could follow the helicopter but not see her?




Oh, wait. Science lessons. What did she know about spiders? Eight eyes, but not great vision. Lots of them hunted by touch. By feeling vibration or motion. It was probably following the helicopter by… by the downdraft the thing cranked out!




She had an idea.




She flew up to the helicopter while the spider froze and tried to locate her. The helicopter had just swooped up to maybe a thousand feet when she flew in to attack, so the spider might not be able to feel any downdraft anymore, either. She had no idea about its hearing or its sense of smell.




Jo was at the open side door with a huge gatling gun and a massive box of ammo. She gave Alex a thumbs-up as Alex flew in and grabbed a spare comm headset. Alex said, “Whoever moved this thing up? Good work. It’s probably tracking you by the downdraft and not the noise. I’ve got a plan. I’m gonna lure it off to that ridge over there, and then…”




Jo and Riley gave her a thumbs-up on her plan, so she went for it. She flew out of the chopper’s open door and headed right for the biggest, hairiest, scariest thing she had ever seen in her life.




Okay, giant-sized D’Lazza and Dark Willow were bigger and scarier than this bug. This was only the third-scariest thing she had ever seen. She could do this.




And what was wrong with her life that this was only the third scariest thing she’d ever seen?




She flew down until she was a hundred feet in front of the spider’s head, and she hit it with a big blast of lightning right in the eyes.




She flew backward as fast as she could. The spider reacted violently, charging at her and waving its front legs as much as it could. It had to keep putting the front legs down to move forward, though. She figured it couldn’t really move like it was used to, since it was way too big for its shape. And she was pretty sure she had destroyed half of its eyes. The other half probably wouldn’t be seeing anything but spots for a while.




The chopper flew past her, ‘dusting’ the spider and moving off toward the ridge. Jo fired her machine gun into the ground in little short bursts, so it was like something big stepping on the ground there. The spider froze and moved into a pretty darn scary posture as it prepared to attack whatever was making those vibrations.




And suddenly it rushed forward. Yikes! She flew straight up, and it rushed in the direction of the chopper, frantically trying to find whatever dinner was making those vibrations. The chopper led it right toward the ridge.




Alex zoomed past the helicopter and checked out the ridge. She found one spot that was perfect. It was maybe three hundred feet nearly straight up, with loose boulders scattered all the way to the top, and some really ginormous boulders at the top, just waiting for a big storm or something to knock them over. She set off a big flash of lightning to get the chopper moving her way.




Then it was all up to Jo and her really big gun. Jo kept putting little bursts of gunfire into the ground, luring the big spider right up to the edge of the ridge. Then she put some rounds into the steep slope, so the spider tried climbing up toward the ridgetop.




As soon as the thing was completely on the side of the ridge there, Alex blasted the heck out of the edge of the ridge, right where it was holding up some really huge rocks. And she got a rockslide going. The spider just shrugged off the first boulders that smashed into its legs, but in no time there were more boulders. Bigger boulders. And they knocked the spider down the steep slope, onto its back, where more boulders came down, pounding on its legs and its underside as it writhed angrily on its back.




When the rockslide finally stopped and all the dust settled, Alex could see the spider was in trouble. It was pinned on its back with tons and tons of boulders on it, and it looked like maybe three of its legs were buried under boulders. If it could get out of that, she was really going to be worried.




She flew back into the helicopter and grabbed a headset so she could talk and hear over the sound of the engines.




Riley said, “Good work, Tera. The colonel has some big munitions on the way, so we need to move back out of range.”




Alex said, “Works for me.”




Jo said, “When I get home, I’m killing every single bug in my backyard.”




Alex admitted, “Yeah, I’m thinking bugbomb for my house. Lots and lots of bugbomb.” Like her mom would let her do that, anyway.




The spider writhed helplessly for about half an hour, while Riley reported to Jack and then they waited impatiently in case the thing managed to work its way free.




But after what felt like a year, but was only thirty-seven minutes according to her phone, a squadron of jets came screaming their way from Luke Air Force Base. It was almost funny how the big, tough pilots went from ‘oh what are you wasting our important time on’ to ‘eeeeeeek it’s a spider!’




“Fuckin’ Chair Force weenies,” Jo muttered.




“You might want to turn off your mike before you say anything else, lieutenant,” Riley stiffly pointed out.




But the Air Force guys did their jobs, even if it was from thousands of feet up. First, a couple missiles that pretty much turned the spider into spider chutney, and then enough napalm-y stuff to turn the entire thing into a giant pile of ashes.




Jo said, “Glad that’s got it.”




Riley said, “Except for checking out whether it laid six hundred giant spider eggs down in that tunnel and we’ve got a tidal wave of pony-sized hungry spider babies boiling up out of that hole we found.”




Alex shuddered.




The Super Huey flew back toward Desert Rock. And the more Alex thought about it, the more she knew how they were going to have to check that tunnel for spiders. It was going to have to be a Terawatt operation. Yuck. After this stupid incident, she was never going to be able to look at a spider again.




And why did Maggie Walsh have to be such a nightmare? Alex couldn’t imagine how awful it would be if Walsh was in the SRI now. She would probably be experimenting on Riley and Graham, and cutting up all the superpowered people like they were lab animals. Or worse. Considering what she did with guinea pigs and spider DNA, it could be way worse. Why didn’t that Professor Locke guy just kick her out of grad school and save the whole world a ton of problems? Other than the whole ‘she was probably his smartest grad student ever’ deal. Still, couldn’t he tell she was a crazed psychopath?





65. The Desert Rats



The Super Huey landed outside Desert Rock, and Graham’s car came racing out to meet them. Alex went silvery and flew out of the chopper, but Jo and Riley had to duck down and run out while the rotors beat them with a huge downdraft. Even with the chopper carefully turning its engines off, the rotors were still whirling pretty hard.




Jack and Hanna and Graham and Grover hopped out of the car and came to meet them halfway. Jack said, “Well done, team! Steaks are on me. After we take care of that tunnel.”




Riley asked with a smile, “Sir? Can you afford a steak as big as what Terawatt’s going to need?”




Jack smirked and said, “I’ll probably have to resort to cattle rustling.”




Grover laughed and tried to explain it to Hanna.




They walked over to Graham’s car. Graham set up his sat phone, and Jack called Acid Burn. He put it on speakerphone.




“Jack! Jack! Are you okay? Is everybody okay? If you got Tera hurt I’m gonna be really mad at you, and if you got you hurt, I’m gonna be mad at you too, and I’ll tell Charlie to make that curly pasta you don’t like every day for a week! And how big did the spider get?”




“Burn! Burn! You’re on speakerphone,” Jack hollered.




“Oh my God, why didn’t you tell me? Now I’m all red-faced and embarrassed.”




Alex said, “Hi, Burn. We’re all fine. Not a scratch. And the spider? Could have walked over your house without noticing.”




Willow immediately went into science mode, “No, because that would have meant its underbelly was at least twenty feet off the ground, which would mean it would have to be… Oh my God, do you mean you fought a spider that was a hundred feet long? That’s impossible!”




Riley said, “More like a hundred fifty feet across. And you can thank modern biochemistry.”




Jack said, “Yep, it’s the gift that keeps on giving.”




Willow gulped, “Oh shit, they’ve got camera footage from the jets being downloaded to their squadron command right now. That’s a big spider!”




Jack said, “Nah, we did it all with special effects.”




“Not funny, Jack,” Willow insisted. “Oh jeez, if the insurance claims from your area are right, this thing ate like five hundred head of cattle and dozens of horses across the area, and killed maybe a dozen people in separate incidents over several weeks.”




Jack said, “And now we need to go find out if it laid hundreds of giant spider eggs in a tunnel northwest of town that the chopper spotted.”




Willow started typing madly. “Okay, I’m scanning photos of tarantulas and matching them against that… thing. All right… Brachypelma vagans, also known as the Mexican red-rumped tarantula or the Mexican black velvet. Eww! Uh-oh, I’m guessing from these pictures you got a female of the species, they’re bigger and thicker than the male. It’s a burrower, it lines its tunnel with silk, the spinnerets are in its feet…”




Hanna said, “The feet? I thought the spinnerets were always at the back of the thorax.”




Willow said, “Nope, the feet, it’s way more common than they used to think, and your encyclopedia is probably out of date on this. So they lay three to four hundred eggs and keep them in an egg sack that they have to turn regularly so the eggs on the bottom don’t get squished… The babies ‘hatch’ after six to seven weeks but keep eating the goo in the egg for a while after that… If this thing is so much bigger than normal, the babies might need a huge amount of time in post-hatch mode before they bust out of the egg sack. Or the gigantism might not even be inheritable, especially if it came from that serum. Or it might not be fertile anymore, or the eggs might not be viable.”




“Or not,” said Jack. “We can’t really depend on what some spider-ologist thinks, when they’d start out by telling us a spider can’t get as big as a hill.”




“Arachnologists,” Willow said. “They’re called arachnologists, and their field of study is arachnids, including spiders, scorpions, and pseudoscorpions. Mites and ticks are technically arachnids too, but they’re usually not included, and their research area is called acarology.”




“And you know all this… how?” Jack asked skeptically.




“Oh! When I was in sixth grade, we were assigned to come up with a list of sciences. Most of the kids came up with a dozen, maybe less. I came up with a list of seven hundred.” She happily exclaimed, “The teacher said I did way more than I needed to!”




“And why am I not surprised by this?” Jack asked the sky.




Willow said in a funny voice, “You knew the job was dangerous when you took it, Fred!”




Jack laughed and said, “Okay. You and Billy are our arachnologists on this op, because after Deemer I don’t trust these guys as far as I can throw their hairy, creepy little friends.”




Willow said, “Well, don’t go walking into the tunnel. It should be lined with silk, and spiders are big on sensing vibration through their feet. You could end up being Purina spider chow. Can you just shoot lots of bombs in it and blow everything up?”




Jack said, “We really have to find out if it’s even the right tunnel to blow up. And that means going in.”




Alex gulped a little and said, “I’m the only one who can go in without touching the silk on the tunnel floor.”




Jack firmly said, “No way. I’ve got a waldo on the way. It ought to be here in under an hour, along with more firepower. Now that we got mommy taken care of, I asked for two Vipers to handle the babies and their home, and another Super Huey with gear. So we check on the egg sac with a robot crawler that’s got a television mount and lights. Then if it’s there, we target it with some laser-guided missiles and make sure every single hairy little thing is dead. Then we collapse the tunnel, just to be sure, because I can’t nuke ’em from orbit.”




“Sounds like a plan. And if they come swarming out?” Willow asked.




Jack grimaced, “We’re all in flight above the valley floor, and we find out how baby spiders like large-caliber rounds and grenade launchers and rockets and tank-killer missiles.”




“So far, so icky,” Willow said.




Jack said, “And that’s just if everything goes swell.”




Willow said, “You’d better not get eaten by baby giant spiders. I’m depending on you being healthy enough to take me to that steak place you were talking about.”




“I’m always healthy enough for steak,” Jack said reassuringly.




“Yeah, that’s not what Charlie and Janet told me.”




Jack signed off and said, “Okay boys and girls, saddle up. I want to be done with those creepy-crawlies and back at Luke AFB in time for dinner tonight. And in particular, I want to make sure we get every last one of them. No way we’re just blowing up the cave mouth and then finding out two months later there’s another exit, or a mine shaft, or something else that’s letting tons of giant spiders eat the entire state.”




They gathered up Grover and Professor Lee, who were still talking with Dr. Deemer and taking notes. Alex figured Dr. Deemer was in big trouble if he was depending on state-of-the-art medical care from Matt Hastings. She didn’t like Dr. Deemer after seeing his dead experiments, but she hoped Dr. Hastings would get him to a really good hospital soon.




They piled into the chopper and headed toward the canyon.




Professor Lee asked, “Are we going to be able to get any DNA samples?”




Jack fumed, “Not on my watch. Do you really want to walk into a giant spider den, walking along on spider silk so they know you’re coming, and try to get a DNA sample from one of maybe four hundred starving baby spiders, each of them the size of a lion?”




Professor Lee cringed and said, “I thought you said you were going to use a waldo.”




Jack said, “Yeah, and I need it undamaged so I can use its laser pointer to aim some laser-guided missiles, otherwise we’d be firing some tv-guided missiles I don’t think they’ll let me play with.” He turned to face everyone in the rear of the chopper. “No one gets out of the chopper. If the waldo fails, we don’t go strolling around on the valley floor like tourists. Understood?”




Everyone got it. After all, they’d all seen the dead six foot spider, and they all knew about the basketball-gym-sized one.




Alex was kind of surprised when the two Vipers showed up. They were like missile-laden gunship helicopters that just looked a whole lot deadlier than the Super Huey. The Vipers looked like they had so much stuff on them that they couldn’t possibly fly. Jack had the Super Huey lead them to the ridge facing the opening of the cave, and he explained over the radio that the giant spider that just got fried might have laid hundreds of eggs down in there. The other Super Huey lowered a thing shaped like a sno-cat, but the size of a big suitcase, down to the valley floor and then drove it back and forth until it was all checked out and ready to go.




Jack said into his comms, “Launch Probe.”




The waldo rolled forward into the cave. And it stopped about two feet inside the cave opening. After about a minute, they heard over the comms, “Waldo appears to be stuck, sir. We can’t move it forward or backward, and the treads aren’t running anymore.”




Jack fumed for a couple seconds before he said, “Roger that.”




He looked at Alex and asked, “Do you want to take a look? This is purely voluntary. I don’t want you down there, and I have no idea how risky this is.”




Riley said, “Sir, I could go. It’s in the SRI purview.”




Jo said, “Sir, I’ll volunteer.”




Hanna said, “Colonel, I could go down there. I am not afraid.”




Jack said, “No, no, and hell no. Janet would skin me alive. Hanna, just because you’re not afraid doesn’t mean you should try it. Now. If this little tractor-tread waldo is already stuck, it’s probably the silk. Which means it’s sending ‘come eat me’ messages down into the tunnel this very second. And if I was a spider and worried about protecting my pretty little babies, I’d put a collar of sticky silk around the mouth of my home to stop hungry spider-eating intruders. So this may be way too dangerous for any of us who, you know, walk on stuff. But I just don’t know. Tera can fly down without putting an entire chopper at risk. She can take a peek without putting herself within ten feet of the valley floor. And if there is sticky stuff, she can get past it without gluing herself to the tunnel as a spider-snack. And that’s all I want. A quick assessment on that piece of crap I was assured would work like a charm in there.”




Alex gulped and said, “I’ll do it.”




Hanna said, “It is all right to be scared. It is part of what makes us effective soldiers. My father said we are more dangerous when we are afraid.”




Jo gently said, “Look, everyone gets scared. Well, everyone except Hanna. Being scared is normal. It’s what you do when you’re scared that matters.”




Alex gritted her teeth and said, “I’ll do it. Just let me check my earjack, and open the door.” She tried it out. “Testing, testing.”




“We’re reading you five by five,” Jack said over the earjack.




She took a deep breath and flew out of the chopper.




She went silvery, just because it seemed safer. And she flew right down to the mouth of the cave. The waldo looked like it was really stuck. Thick, sticky strands of webbing were caught in the treads and were holding it firmly in place. She landed outside the cave so she could use all her telekinesis, and she tried to pry it loose.




She tugged and tugged, but it was stuck solid. She flew twenty feet up so she felt less scared, and she tapped on her earpiece. “Terawatt to base. It’s glued down. We’re not getting it loose. We’re not getting it back, either.”




“Tera, it’s up to you. Check out the cave, or scrub the mission. Your call. We can get some blowers down here tomorrow and put enough dust on that silk that a new waldo won’t get stuck.”




The thought of going into that dark cave sent shivers down her spine. She was already scared, and she hadn’t gotten near that spidersilk yet. But if she didn’t do it, and those baby spiders were hatching…




She had to do it. Not just because Jack and Riley and Jo and Hanna were watching her, but because people could die if she didn’t. The thought of hundreds of these things swarming through the city of Phoenix made her feel sick. She couldn’t let something like that happen. She had to do this. Now. Before she completely chickened out. She took a deep breath and said, “I need a decent light, and at least one of those laser pointers for the targeting.”




“Can do. Report to Super Huey Two.”




She just said, “Okay.”




Jack paused, “Look Tera, if you see anything… anything at all you don’t like, just get the hell out of there. I’m not kidding around about this. Remember, you can go where they can’t, and you can move faster than they can. And check the ceilings everywhere you move.”




“Roger that.” She felt like screaming at the mere idea of a desk-sized tarantula dropping on her, but she didn’t say so. She just flew up to the side of Super Huey Two.




Apparently, the co-pilot was listening on the comms, because he was opening the door before she got to the helicopter. He handed her a canvas bag that looked like spare parts for the waldo. He spoke into his headset, “Square thing is a halogen panel light. Self-contained. Puts out a lot more light than you’d expect. Thin flashlight-looking thing is the laser guidance system. Set it down so it paints the target, and get clear. Okay?”




She nodded and slung the bag over her shoulder. Then she headed back down to the cave mouth.




The cave was big. Well duh, it had to be huge. It had to be big enough for a spider the size of a house to squeeze in and out of. The piles of dirt and rock outside the cave mouth were enough to fill in a dozen swimming pools, but they weren’t big enough to fill this entire cave, so there had to be a pretty big cave here to start with.




The ceiling was about fifty or sixty feet above her head. She flicked on the big square panel, which was about ten inches on a side, and two inches thick, and maybe ten or fifteen pounds. She figured it was mostly batteries and the rest of it was all halogen lights crammed together. She shone it all over the ceiling and walls before she floated up thirty feet to the center of the tunnel and floated forward.




The tunnel was like a million square feet of spider silk, covering every inch of the thing. But no spiders. At least, not yet. “Terawatt to base. I’m in. It’s definitely the spider’s tunnel. First section looks clear. Moving on in.”




She drifted forward, carefully checking every surface as she went. There was no wind. Everything was still. She was really, really, really hoping everything would be still, and there wouldn’t be anything awful further in. Every once in a while, she checked behind her, just to make sure she could see the opening out of the tunnel. Okay, if the light went out, she could make her own light. But it would still be scary.




Scarier. Because she was really scared already. She was so scared she was sweating inside her uniform.




She wasn’t sure if she envied or pitied Hanna over the whole ‘not afraid of stuff’ thing. She figured it was part of Hanna’s genetic engineering, but never being afraid of stuff also meant never knowing when you should run like the dickens. And if there were any lion-sized, starving spiders in here, Hanna walking in on the spider silk would be mega-bad.




The tunnel was still all lined with spider silk, but somehow it looked more ‘dug out’ in this part. Maybe this was where the spider had to do the digging. She wondered if digging spiders used the silk to make the tunnel walls stay in place. Willow probably knew.




She kept checking the ceiling and the walls and the floor. Maybe that was easier when she was drifting about thirty feet up and she could keep tabs on everything. “Terawatt to base. Still nothing alive. Tunnel is still fifty, sixty feet high, pretty wide, pretty straight, silk lined.”




“Base to Terawatt. Roger that. You’re still loud and clear.”




She floated back another hundred feet or so. The huge cave mouth behind her was now looking pretty darn small. She shone the light all over, but the tunnel looked like it was ending. Still no egg sac full of nightmares. That was good.




She reached the end of the tunnel and found there was an eighty foot wide hole going straight down about… She shone the light down. Maybe a hundred feet or more. It was a long way down. This would have been a real problem for everyone else.




“Terawatt to base. There’s a big shaft going straight down. It’s all silk-lined. It’s maybe a hundred, a hundred fifty feet down. Will the missiles be able to make two sharp right turns?”




“Base to Terawatt. That’s a negative on the missiles. If you go down there, maintain constant radio contact in case we start to lose signal. Understand?”




“Roger that,” she said. But this was bad. Mega-bad. If she went down there and she had no more radio contact, she would have no help if anything went wrong. They wouldn’t know if she was in trouble or not. She was scared to fly down there, but if she didn’t go, who could? “Terawatt descending now,” she added.




“Base to Tera. How’s the tunnel look?”




She said, “Looks ‘dug out’ even if it’s lined. It’s awfully rounded for a mineshaft. And it’s big. Really, really big.”




“Base to Terawatt. You’re breaking up.”




Oh crud. She swallowed hard and said, “Terawatt to base. I’m going lower.”




“Base… watt… break…”




She shot up forty feet and said, “I’m going down the shaft now. If I don’t come back into clear radio range in under a minute, assume I need help. Over.” And before she could chicken out, she went straight down.




She darted into the open area under the shaft, and she cringed. It was another sixty foot high tunnel, but when she shone the big light toward the back of this tunnel, she could see there was an egg sac. A big egg sac. An egg sac the size of a school lunchroom. An egg sac big enough to hold maybe five hundred eggs, each the size of a weather balloon.




And it was moving.




It was all she could do not to scream.




The movements were small, but they were there. Stuff was in there, and it was alive, and it was hatching. Or hatched and doing that ‘eat the rest of the egg’ thing Willow had said.




She shot straight up the mineshaft, like… like there was a giant spider after her. She zoomed down the tunnel back to the outside as fast as she could go. “Terawatt to base. We have a big, big, big problem. We have hundreds of eggs, and they’re hatching now or just hatched. I don’t know how long we have before we have five hundred hungry spiders the size of horses pouring up the mineshaft and wanting out.”




“Tera, get the hell out of there!”




“Terawatt to base, I’m already out.” She jetted out of the cave mouth and flew straight up to the helicopters.




She hovered in front of the Super Huey and asked, “Are you sure we can’t shoot any missiles that will make two sharp right turns before they reach their target?”




“Base to Tera, that’s a huge no,” Jack said. “Still.”




That was pretty much what she was afraid he would say. “Tera to base. Then we need to haul explosives or napalm or something down there right now and blow up all the baby spiders and collapse the cave on them and then make sure no goofballs decide to go dig down there and borrow some super-spider DNA.”




“Base to Tera. Agreed. But even if we had the trained airmen to safely pull all the warheads off all the Hellfires these Vipers are packing, we wouldn’t have the delivery systems or a usable fire control system.”




“Terawatt to base. We need something, and soon. I have no idea how long before that egg sac goes and we have not-so-cute baby spiders swarming all over the place.”




“Base to Terawatt. Come on in. We need to place an order for takeout.”




She flew into the Super Huey. She was trying not to look worried, but she was really pretty freaked by that egg sac.




Jack looked over at her and spoke into his headset. “Tera, you did great. A real superheroine job. Doing something that doesn’t scare you isn’t being brave. Being scared and still doing it? That’s brave.”




Well, she sure didn’t feel brave. She felt scared. That giant egg sac, moving around with stuff alive inside it, was just mega-yucky. She was still surprised she hadn’t peed herself when she saw it move.




Jack then placed a call to Luke Air Force Base and the Marines in Yuma where he got the helicopters. Alex couldn’t hear what he was saying, because he switched the comm system so he could talk to someone important, but that meant the rest of the people in the copter couldn’t hear.




When he was done, he turned back to the group. “Change of plans. We’re going to go do something supremely stupid. I’ve got some guys flying in two Mark 77 mod 1s and some plastic explosives.”




Alex noticed that Riley and Graham and even Jo winced. Hanna didn’t flinch, but not much made her nervous.




Jack looked right at her and said, “For those of you who aren’t up to date on modern aircraft armaments, the Mark 77 mod 1 is a tank of five hundred pounds of better-than-napalm mixed with Willy Pete. That’s white phosphorus. The Mark 77 mod 1 weighs about five hundred fifty pounds including the casing and the oxidizing agent and the firing mechanism.”




Alex said, “I can’t lift more than 207 pounds.”




Jack nodded unhappily. “Yeah. That’s where we get to the ‘extremely stupid’ part. We’re gonna go in with half a dozen claymores and set ’em up facing that egg sac, and put ’em all on one clacker. If any spiders come out of that egg sac, we detonate the claymores regardless. These things aren’t big enough yet to stand up to a claymore at kill range. I hope. But anyone still in the lower chamber would get crushed by the reflected shockwave in an enclosed space like that. So we have a camera on the egg sac while we bring in the Mark 77s. Each one’ll have a wheeled cart. We’ll have to push the carts in. At the vertical shaft we’ll prep the remote triggers, and then we’ll lower both down to the inner chamber. We get out of there and fire the claymores, then the 77s, then we let the Vipers blow the whole tunnel from up in the air, if it hasn’t collapsed yet. We’ve got to make sure we kill those spiders and not just bury them until they can find a way out, because they’re burrowers.”




Alex gulped, but said, “If you show me how to set the claymores up and arm them, I can do that while the napalm gets wheeled in.”




Jack said, “And for political reasons, never call it napalm. It’s always a Mark 77. We’re going to have to lower the pods down on pulleys, and that’s gonna be a problem too.”




Jo said, “I’ve worked out with the major. He’s a lot stronger than I thought. Between him and Hanna and me, I think we can lower one down the shaft by hand.”




Riley asked, “If the spiders sense vibrations through the silk, can we sever the silk somewhere in the vertical shaft all the way around, so there’s no connect through to the lower chamber?”




Jack said, “Best idea I’ve heard lately. Any ideas how? This is extra-thick spider silk, and lots of it. Expect it’s going to be really tough.”




Alex asked, “What about the sticky part at the front?”




Jack said, “You get to scoop up dirt off the valley floor and throw it all over the entry area, to handle that.”




Alex said, “Okay.” But she didn’t really think that would be enough.




Riley said, “Sir, I don’t want to be difficult, but there are a hell of a lot of things that can go wrong with this plan.”




Jack grimaced, “Yeah. Starting with all of us ending up as spider chow. Except for Billy and Grover, who aren’t going with us.”




“It’s not ‘Billy,’ it’s ‘Bill Lee’!” Professor Lee complained again.




Graham asked, “And what if our position gets overrun?”




Jack said, “That’s why you get to stand close to the mouth of the cave with the base comm system. If any of us give you the codeword ‘Myrhorod,’ you call for an immediate strike from the Vipers, regardless.”




Graham flinched, but said, “Yes sir.”




Jack said, “If we’re being overrun by those spiders and there’s no hope we can keep them from getting out of the cave, then we’re already goners. That’s when one of you drops the codeword. But not a second before. If we can save our people and get the hell out of there first, that’s what we do. But the safety of the people of Arizona takes precedence over our safety. Understood?” He looked over at Alex. “Tera? You may be the only one of us who can survive a spider swarm. If we’re going down, do what you can to save as many of us as you can, starting with Hanna no matter what she says, but do not let those things get out of the cave. Understood?”




Alex wasn’t sure she could do it, but she was going to try. She was going to try as hard as she could. She nodded unhappily. “Yes sir.”




He said, “We go in armed heavy. SAWs and assault rifles, with grenades. Grenades are a monumentally bad idea in an enclosed area like a cave, but they may be the way to go if we’re just trying to keep the swarm down there in the chamber. And maybe — just maybe — we can pick off anything trying to climb up the vertical if we’re at the top of the shaft and we have enough firepower. Hanna gets her choice of firearms. Tera does not.”




Alex figured that was fair. Jack had no idea she even knew which end of a P-90 to point at someone, or if she could pull the trigger to stop a threat. Frankly, Alex wasn’t sure she knew the answer to that second one, especially if she had to shoot a person. Now Hanna probably knew how to shoot and field-strip every weapon Jack could find on a military base. And she’d already shot and killed half a dozen people. Jack knew Hanna could shoot, and could shoot to kill, and wouldn’t lose her head in a firefight.




They waited for almost an hour before another chopper came flying in. Jack had their Super Huey drop down to within feet of the ground, and the op team jumped out. Alex flew out and started on the first part of the operation: she used her telekinesis to throw piles of dust and dirt and sand to make a wide path going maybe forty or fifty feet into the cave. As long as the sand stuck to the silk-covered floor, she knew she needed to make the path wider and longer. Especially longer. When the sand stopped sticking to the floor, she knew the path went in far enough.




By the time she was done, Graham and Jack and Jo and Riley and Hanna had web belts on and weapons slung over their shoulders. The chopper was using a winch to lower the second Mark 77 onto a wheeled cradle. The first one was already in place a few feet away. And Jack had what looked like half a dozen bandoliers for Alex. Plus there were a dozen of those halogen light panels, and each one was on an extendable tripod that looked a lot like a tall music stand without the piece at the top.




Jack walked her away from the group, while Riley and Jo pushed one Mark 77 into the cave, and Graham and Hanna took the second. Alex figured that meant Riley knew Jo was at least as strong as Graham, and Hanna was the strongest member of the team. Wow.




Jack pulled out a curved, green, plastic box with little metal legs you could fold out. Alex said, “It’s a claymore mine. I know. I saw Sam use a couple in a hell dimension.”




Jack nodded, “Good.” He handed her a black cube with a little antenna and a bunch of clip-like connectors on the front. He said, “This is the control box. I’ll have the clacker up top. This one’s a remote. You set up the claymores like this…” He sketched out in the dirt where she should put the claymores to blast the egg sac the most. “Each of these bandoliers has one of these…” He pulled out a spool of wire that ended with two fancy blasting caps. “You shove the caps in these angled guys in the top of the mine and run the wire back to the control box. Every cable has a gold and a silver wire. See the front of the box? Gold goes in the gold clip and silver goes in the silver clip right next to it. As soon as you put the blasting caps in, that mine is live. Treat it like the danger it is. As soon as you hook the claymore to the box, my clacker can set it off. As can stray electrical bursts or even the one perfectly wrong radio frequency that matches up with the length of the wire. Make sure the mines are far enough back to get a good spread, but not close to the shaft, so we don’t have to worry about dropping the Mark 77s on a live claymore by accident. As soon as all the claymores are set, let me know. Put one of the lights on the egg sac, and after the claymores are set, set up this mini-camera so we can watch from up above the shaft. If the spiders come out too early, we’ll have to clear the chamber and fire the mines. If we’re lucky, we’ll have time to move the Mark 77s into position, arm them too, and get the hell out of dodge. Then we fire the claymores, fire the Mark 77s a fraction of a second later, and there’s nothing left in there except for chunks of burned spider. If the cave hasn’t collapsed on us, we’ll even come back in a couple hours later and check, just to make sure. But watch out for those Mark 77s. They’re just big barrels of kerosene and oxidizer and white phosphorus and sticky goo and anything else you wouldn’t want near you.”




Alex started to get up, and Jack took her wrist. She’d never seen him look so grim before. “One other thing. If everything goes to hell, you’re the only one of us who stands a chance of setting off the Mark 77s from inside the cave and living through it. Grab a grenade. Hold down the handle. Pull the pin. Do not let go of the handle until you’re ready for a boom. Drop it down the shaft on top of the Mark 77s, and fly like hell for the cave mouth. Once you’re out, go straight sideways, not up and not further out. You’d have five seconds from when you release the grenade. You can fly at about ninety miles an hour if you try. That’s a hundred thirty-two feet a second. The distance from the cave mouth to that shaft isn’t a lot more than four or five hundred feet, so you ought to be able to clear the cave mouth easy before the grenade sets everything off. Got me?”




“Yes sir,” she said. “You’re really worried, aren’t you?”




He grimaced. “I’m hauling children into a firezone. I’m having to trust the guesses of a bunch of scientists who’ve been dead wrong throughout this entire clusterf… fiasco. I’m already on Plan E, and if your best plan craps out, things get worse and worse as you work your way through backup options. And I’m having to depend on Finn’s estimate that they can sink pitons into the ground and be able to lower those Mark 77s without being pulled over the edge. One of those pods weighs about as much as Finn and Lupo and Hanna and you all put together.”




She said, “If I can get the claymores set first, I can take a lot of the weight off when they lower the things.”




He nodded. “Yep. But that assumes we have tons of time. I’m not going there yet.”




He handed her the bandoliers, and she flew over to the light panels. Graham already had one set about a hundred feet inside the mouth of the cave. She grabbed four more with her telekinesis, and she flipped one on to light her way.




She flew down the middle of the cave, checking the ceiling and walls just as much as she checked the floor. When she reached the big vertical shaft, she used her telekinesis to put up two of the other light panels and stand the tripods up to light more of the area. Then she checked the walls of the shaft really carefully and flew down into the chamber.




The egg sac was moving even more now. It gave her the willies just thinking about it. She set up the two lights, one to shine on the egg sac, and the other to shine on the ground under the shaft. The second light was going to be needed for working with the Mark 77s. Then she flew around the chamber, placing the six claymore mines. They all had a little sight on top so she could line them up like Jack wanted. She placed the control box over near the second light, and she started the really dangerous part.




She dumped the bandoliers and used her telekinesis to hold the six blasting-cap-and-wire rolls. She flew to the closest claymore, carefully placed the blasting caps in the angled holes in the top, and then flew back to the box, unrolling the spool of wire all the way, so she could put in the wires just right. She did the second and the third claymores without trouble. By the time she had the fourth and fifth ones done and wired to the black box, she could hear her teammates working at the top of the shaft. She wanted to be done, so she hooked the last roll to the box first, since she was already there, and she used her telekinesis to hold the blasting caps away from her as she flew all the way over to the furthest claymore from the shaft. She floated a good ten feet back as she slipped the blasting caps in, and she was done.




That was when she heard the slight noise, and she looked up in time to see the egg sac tear open. A spider the size of a Volkswagen Beetle was clambering out.




A second one was right behind it.




And a third, a fourth, a…




Dozens of massive spiders came pouring out of the rip in the egg sac.




She screamed, “Jack! Swarm! Fire it!”




He yelled into her earjack, “No way in hell! You get out of there first!”




But she already knew. If she waited until she was far enough away from the blast zone to not have to worry about the reflected shockwave, the spiders would have already overrun the claymore mines and knocked them all over.




Stray electrical bursts. Jack had warned her about stray electrical bursts. She hurled a lightning bolt at the black box, and every single claymore mine detonated simultaneously.




66. Desert Warfare



Alex moved and went silvery as she hurled the lightning bolt, so she was flying away from the blasts and in her toughest form when the explosions went off. Vicious chunks of steel went tearing across the chamber, ripping into the spiders and plowing through the egg sac too, before embedding themselves in the chamber walls. Slabs of rock and dirt ripped free from the ceiling and walls, to tear through spider silk or pull it down with them.




The reflected shockwave felt like Jo Baker had hit her with a semi truck. She was already flying toward the shaft, but the blast slammed her across the cave and against the ceiling just past the opening. The pain was horrible, and it covered both sides of her body. It felt like an entire baseball team had hit her with their bats all over her body at exactly the same time. It hurt so much she couldn’t manage to yell.




She fell and hit the silk-covered floor with a splat. Crud, that hurt too! She hurt so much she couldn’t make her body reform into Alex.




“Alex! Goddammit Alex, answer me!” She finally realized Jack was screaming furiously down the shaft.




And she could hear noises in the darkness. At least a dozen spiders that hadn’t been in the path of the claymore mines were now scrambling all over the chamber, and were making for the vibrations and the light from the vertical shaft. That meant they were all headed right at her. She couldn’t see what was going on with the egg sac, because the light panel down there was toast, and this light panel was knocked over and flickering out, putting her in near-darkness.




A spider came out of the blackness and went right for her. It was all she could do not to scream. It was the size of a dining room table, and its massive, curved fangs had to be over a foot long. It leapt onto her, trying to sink its fangs into her still-silvery body.




She hit it with a lightning bolt and flung it thirty feet backward with her telekinesis. Then she jetted straight up the shaft so fast she overshot and almost ran into the ceiling. She yelled, “We have swarm!”




Jack and Riley and Hanna were spread out around the circular opening, and they were already shooting short bursts of gunfire into the spiders trying to climb up the walls of the shaft. Alex could see that a huge slab of rock had fallen from the roof and had knocked over one of the wheeled carriages, cracking open the Mark 77 that they had been about to lower down the shaft. The barrel-shaped pod had cracked open, spilling the slimy guck in a huge puddle around one side of the shaft, with most of the guck running down the silk of the shaft.




Hanna calmly said, “We know.” She put five bullets into the front of a spider trying to climb up the shaft wall opposite her position.




Riley said, “Main thing’s you’re safe.” He fired a little three-shot grouping into a spider trying to go from the roof of the lower chamber to the shaft wall.




Jack yelled at her, “Don’t ever do that again! I got too many gray hairs already!” He waited patiently until there were two spiders, one about thirty feet above the other, and put rounds into the first spider until it fell on the second one, so both crashed to the ground below the shaft.




Riley said, “With this Mark 77 OOC, we need the other one.”




Alex flew down the cave toward the entrance. All over the place were huge chunks of rock that had fallen from the ceiling and walls because of the blast in the lower chamber. She was probably lucky she wasn’t crushed like a bug. She was probably lucky half her team wasn’t buried under giant boulders because she set off that explosion.




And there was the second Mark 77. Crud.




The explosions from the claymores had weakened the entire stupid cave. Several big rocks had ripped through the silk on the ceiling right there, and one had landed close enough to the Mark 77 that it had bounced into the thing, knocking the pod off the carriage and breaking the carriage. Graham was kneeling beside Jo, who was lying on her side looking really angry.




Alex flew up and was about to ask what was wrong, but as soon as she looked, she knew. Nobody’s leg bent sideways right in the middle of their calf. Graham looked up at Alex and said, “She pushed me out of the way.”




Jo was obviously in a lot of pain, but she said, “Couldn’t let you get brained with two hundred pounds of rock. Sir.”




Alex stared at the pod. She couldn’t lift it. It was over five hundred pounds. The carriage was busted, and she couldn’t fix it, even using her lightning to try to weld the broken parts.




But…




She went silvery and grabbed it. She had once hauled her mom, her dad, and Ray all at the same time. That had to be five hundred pounds, or close to it. Maybe she could do this.




She pulled the whole pod into her silvery form and pulled. Nothing. She pulled as hard as she could, until it felt like she was hurting herself.




And it moved. She was actually able to move the whole thing. Not easily, but she could move it. She puddled back as fast as she could. She couldn’t do eighty or ninety miles an hour, like she could when she flew, and she couldn’t go as fast as she could puddle by herself, but she could do maybe fifteen or twenty miles an hour. And it was only a couple hundred feet.




She went normal right beside the shaft, just as Jack yelled, “Hanna! No shooting anywhere near the goop, or anywhere it’s dripping down below!”




Hanna said, “But that gives them over a quarter of the shaft that they can climb up.”




“I noticed! Follow orders!” Jack snapped.




Alex said, “I got the other pod.” She could see there were at least ten spiders clambering up the top half of the shaft. A lot more were probably in the dark lower half of the shaft.




Jack said, “It’s not armed yet. Throw it over the edge, and everyone run for the exit!” He lobbed a grenade at Alex, who caught it in the air with her telekinesis. Then she pushed the side of the Mark 77 with her telekinesis, and it rolled over the edge to knock a spider off the wall as it fell. She heard it crash down in the darkness.




Jack grabbed Hanna by the arm, and for a second Alex thought Hanna might instinctively attack Jack. Jack shook Hanna and said, “Run for the exit! And I mean sprint!” Hanna stowed her weapon and got moving.




Alex yelled, “Jo’s hurt!”




Riley snapped, “Got it.” He fired one last salvo, slung his machine gun over his back, and raced toward the cave mouth.




Jack was already running as well, and as he ran, he said into his comms, “Everyone evac now. Tera, pull the pin, count off five seconds, drop the nade down the shaft onto the goo, and fly like hell for the exit. Start counting… now.”







Riley was a fast sprinter. He’d done track and field in high school, and decathlon for West Point. But it was a good distance to the exit, and — despite what tv and movies would have you believe — there was no such thing as outrunning the fireball.




And up ahead, Lupo was down, yelling at Miller to get the hell out and leave her.




He knew if he stopped to help her, neither one of them would make it out of the cave in time. Not with all that Mark 77 fuel spilled at the top of the shaft. But he couldn’t just leave a fellow soldier to die a horrific death.




He stopped and pulled her to her feet.







Alex watched in horror as spiders started coming up faster and faster, until they were just boiling up the sides of the shaft.




She had the pin out of the grenade. She had the handle part held firmly under her fingers.




The spiders were starting to stream toward the mouth of the cave.




.”…four …five!” She released the handle, dropped the grenade, and darted for the cave mouth.







Jo stared in fury at the big, dumb ox who was going to get himself killed trying to do the manly thing. “What do you think you’re doing, sir? Run! Leave me!”




Riley grabbed her and tossed her over his shoulder like she was a sack of potatoes. He started running for the exit, even though Jo’s weight was going to slow him down a lot. He snapped, “Shut up, Lupo. But feel free to cover my six.”




She ignored the agony of being bounced around with a badly broken leg. She grabbed his weapon and opened fire at the wave of spiders coming their way. She didn’t bother to point out that she doubted he could outrun them with a full loadout and another soldier slung over his shoulder.







Jack turned at the sound of gunfire behind him. Hanna had stopped, turned around, and was firing at the flood of spiders pouring toward them.




He turned and ran back toward her. “Hanna! Evac!”




“We have to slow them down enough for your strategy to work,” she insisted as she slapped in another magazine and fired upon a couple more spiders.




He looked at the spiders sweeping toward them. He knew there was no chance he could outrace them to the cave mouth now. But more than that, he knew there was no way in hell he could leave a teenager to a horrific death. He stepped beside her and said, “Fine. Be that way.”




He slowed down one spider, then another. But there were hundreds of the big, ugly things. He slapped in another mag and opened fire again. He figured it would be pretty close whether they would be eaten alive or burned alive. Either way, it was going to be nasty.







Alex flew down the center of the cave. There were already spiders using the sides and the roof of the cave, and that was so creepy she could hardly stand it.




She heard the gunfire before she realized what was going on. Jack and Hanna were just walking backward, shooting at everything coming there way. Didn’t they realize that…




Oh crud, they did realize. There was no way they could get out of the cave in time now. She looked at the wave of spiders rushing at them. She thought about that grenade and all that spilled goo…




They had about three seconds to live.




She had to do something.




She went silvery and dove straight at Jack. She bowled him over as she pulled him into her puddle, and then she grabbed Hanna and pulled her in too.




And she raced for the exit. At her top flying speed, she was pretty sure she would have made it out in time. At her top puddling speed, no way.




Her puddling speed lugging two other people wasn’t even enough to outrun the spiders, which were steadily catching up with her. But it was her best chance to save Jack and Hanna.




It was her only chance to save Jack and Hanna.




Graham and Jo and Riley were already way ahead of her near the mouth of the cave, so she just headed for the exit.




She heard the grenade go off, and she felt the shuddering blast as the Mark 77 fuel went off like a zillion gallons of gasoline. Since she was silvery, she could see ahead of her and behind her both, so she saw what looked like a fifty-foot-wide pillar of fire blast straight up out of the vertical shaft and smash against the cave roof. All the rest of the spilled fuel instantly went off too, and a fireball as wide as the cave shot forward at an incredible speed.




In the movies, the fireball would chase the heroes down a hall or through a building, and they would have to run as fast as they could, and then leap to safety. Now she knew that was just stupid. Nobody could outrun this. She couldn’t fly anywhere near as fast as this. Maybe even a Blackbird couldn’t fly as fast as this. The fireball was shooting forward at an unbelievable speed. It pretty much raced through the entire length of the cave in the time it took for her to realize it was coming her way.




The tidal wave of spiders was engulfed by a wall of fire. The flames sped over her and blasted out of the mouth of the cave.




She kept going. She knew she was pretty fire resistant after fighting Cready over the school tennis courts, but she hadn’t known whether she could handle a mega-hot, deadly fire like this stuff.




Maybe she couldn’t. It felt like she had her hand in a campfire, only all over her body. It was all she could do not to scream out loud. Oh crud, was it hot!




She couldn’t breathe, but she could manage without air for long enough to get out. If she could find her way out. It wasn’t like she could see anything except fire. She kept going until there was dirt under her instead of spider silk. She went farther and took a right.




She almost turned too soon. She puddled up the side of the cave, and out around the corner, and out of the blazing firestorm. She moved a hundred feet across the hillside before she stopped and let Jack and Hanna go normal. Then she went normal beside them.




“Damn, that was hot!” Jack complained. He looked Hanna over for injuries, and then he looked Alex over. Finally, he checked himself. He pointed at Alex and said, “It would be nice to tell your team leader important crap like this. I would’ve completely re-thought the plan.”




Then he stared at Hanna and yelled, “Drop and give me 200!”




Hanna instantly complied. While she did a ton of push-ups, Jack stood beside her and yelled, “When I tell you to run, I need to know you are running! Do you understand me?”




“Yes sir.”




“Good! Because if I cannot trust you to do what I say, you are not going on any more ops! I did not take you along to get killed, I took you along to provide support and to follow orders!”




“Yes sir.”




“AND… when we get back to base, I am giving Janet a full disclosure about your activities on this op, and she will probably ground you for life!”




Hanna cringed, but didn’t stop doing push-ups. “Yes sir.” But this time, it came out as more of a whimper. Alex hadn’t thought there was anything Hanna was scared of, but it looked like having Janet Fraiser mad at her was one.




Jack pointed at Alex. “And Terawatt, I really need to know you’re safe, not blowing yourself up in a cave full of spiders the size of a freaking hot tub, or collapsing the cave the rest of the team is still standing in!”




She said, “I’m really, really sorry, but I could see that if I waited even one more second to get out of there, the claymores would get swarmed and knocked over, and then they’d be useless. Unless they got knocked over so they were pointed up the shaft, and then they’d be mega-dangerous. I had to do it.”




In a softer tone, Jack said, “You look like you’re bruised all over.”




She admitted, “I feel like I’m bruised all over. I never got hurt too bad before in my silvery morph, but that really, really hurt. And I’m real sorry about not telling you about the puddle thing, but I never even thought of carrying the Mark 77s like that until I had to try.”




Jack slowly exhaled. “Fine. I’m going to have Acid Burn send you some manuals on the risks of explosives. You will read all of them, and write a report on what you learned, and then you’ll send it to me.”




Alex quietly said, “Okay.” Because when he pointed it out, she realized that everything that went wrong — the smashed Mark 77, the broken Mark 77 cradle, Jo’s broken leg, Graham almost getting a boulder on his head — was all her fault for setting off those claymores. That really made her feel like a total jerkhead.




“And speaking of getting hurt,” Jack said, “We need to see how the lieutenant’s doing.” He tapped his earjack. “O’Neill to Lupo. Situation report.”




Alex could hear the reply over her earjack. “Lupo to Colonel O’Neill. Greenstick fracture of the left tibia and fibula, made a little worse by emergency evac from cave. Need medic.”




“Finn to Colonel. She’ll need surgery. And it’s really hurting her, but she’s not going to admit it.”




The blast of fire from the mouth of the cave tapered off. Hanna was still doing push-ups, but she said, “It is just like a fire-breathing dragon from a fairy tale.”




Alex said, “No, it’s not. I’ve seen real dragons, and their fire’s not like that at all.”




Hanna kept doing push-ups and said, “Your life is very… unusual.”




Wow, coming from Hanna that was weird. Hanna had pretty much the most unusual life in the world. Alex? Nah, she had a really pretty normal life most of the time.




Jack said, “Tera, some day I really want to hear that story. Preferably with a lot of hot buttered popcorn.”




The flames Alex could see withdrew back into the cave, but the heat pouring out of the cave was still immense. She could see wavering in front of the cave mouth like the air in front of a laboratory furnace. She knew it wasn’t safe for Jack to take a look yet, so she went silvery and flew in front of the opening to check.




There was pretty much nothing left. Even the spider silk lining the tunnel was burned to carbon. Even the rock and dirt looked like it was burned to carbon. A couple horribly-burned spiders at the very front of the attack wave still had a french-fried leg or two connected to what was left of their bodies, but nothing had survived. Nothing looked like it was even capable of moving, much less coming her way.




She would have asked if everyone was okay, but she could see everyone now. Jack and Hanna were on her side of the cave. Graham and Riley were on the other, trying to splint Jo’s leg even though she didn’t want them to. How on earth had they all made it out okay, when a minute ago they were all about to be spider food?




Maybe they were that good. Or maybe they were that lucky. Maybe she just didn’t care which, as long as they were all alive.




Jack signaled one of the helicopters, which dropped down and fired some kind of flare into the cave. It sailed in a shallow arc about three hundred feet down the tunnel before it hit the ground. It gave enough white light that she could see pretty far into the cave, even if she couldn’t see all the way to the shaft. There was pretty much nothing but carbon, and carbonized spiders, and carbonized rocks. A lot of the cavern had pretty much collapsed, so she couldn’t even tell if she could fly back as far as the shaft anymore. As she floated there, a ginormous slab of blackened rock peeled off the left-hand wall about two hundred feet down and crashed onto what looked like deep-fried spiders. And then a huge chunk of blackened rock fell from the ceiling with a big crash.




Jack said, “We really need to assess this, but there’s no way I’m sending you in there. The whole damn thing could cave in at any moment.”




Riley walked over, looked skyward, and said, “Sir, I don’t think we have to worry about any other exits.”




Jack looked up at the black smoke that was drifting away from the mouth of the cave. “Good point. If there were other exits, the choppers up top would see the smoke by now. Okay, let’s get a Viper down here and collapse this son of a bitch. I don’t want anyone ever thinking they can go spelunking for giant spider DNA.”




The Super Huey dropped into the valley and picked them all up. Professor Lee looked pretty horrified at the little bit he’d seen, and he hadn’t seen the wave of spiders. Alex couldn’t tell how Grover felt, what with the whole ‘no visible face’ thing.




Alex hovered in the air while everyone else got Jo situated on the floor and then took their seats around her. Then Alex flew in and took a seat. Jack had the pilot fly off to the side so they could watch as one Viper fired rocket after rocket into the cave until the entire thing collapsed and there was nothing but a big rockslide where the entrance used to be.




Jack made a ‘whirling around’ hand gesture to the pilot, who headed for Luke Air Force Base with the other helicopters alongside.







Jack made a couple more calls while they flew south to the base. Doctors and an ambulance for Jo, a National Guard unit equipped with flamethrowers for patrols west of Desert Rock in case anything else was growing big and getting hungry, and lots of food set up in a private conference room they could use when they arrived.




Jo just sat on the floor of the helicopter with her leg stretched out. She was refusing to let Riley give her any morphine or fiddle with her splint, even though Alex could tell Jo was really hurting. Alex wondered if she could ever be as tough as Hanna or Jo. And Riley was probably that tough too, if he picked Jo up and ran all the way out of the cave to save her.




Alex tried apologizing to Graham and Jo for making the boulder fall on them, but they kept insisting the same thing could have happened if she had flown out of the lower tunnel and let Jack set off the claymores, only then things might have been worse.




When they landed at the Air Force base, Alex insisted on moving Jo to protect her leg. Alex went silvery, pulled Jo in even though Jo was saying no, and puddled across the tarmac. She puddled up into the ambulance, and laid Jo out on the gurney.




Jo squeezed Alex’s hand and said, “Hey. Thanks.”




Alex smiled at her, “Sure. Just get all healed up, and no more getting horribly injured.”




Jo said, “Sorry, it goes with the territory. And it really wasn’t your fault.”




Alex flew over to where Jack had a couple Humvees waiting, and they all went over to a private conference room in the big white building over beside the tarmac. Even the one Marine helicopter pilot and the Cessna pilots, who it turned out were all SRI people. She should have known that already. And their helicopter pilot was worth knowing about, because he was hot. ‘Val Kilmer in Top Gun’ hot.




And there was a ton of food, which was good, because Alex was starving. She grabbed three of the big steak sandwiches with really good broiled steak sliced up in them, and lots of lettuce and tomato and a special sauce in there too. She dumped some sliced onions and chopped black olives into the sandwiches and put them on her tray. Also she grabbed some pasta salad, some mixed vegetables in butter sauce, a bowl of fruit salad, and some sort of rice thing with chopped up veggies and nuts and mushrooms and seafood in it. And a bottle of diet coke.




Alex sat down with Hanna and Grover. Hanna had one steak sandwich and a pile of veggies. Grover was drinking a huge vanilla milkshake. Alex ate a big bite of sandwich, which was really good, and said, “It’s good getting to talk to you in person.”




Grover said, “It’s okay to say ‘nice to see you.’ I won’t get mad. Cindy cringes anytime mom says something like that without thinking.”




Hanna said, “It is good to talk to you in person, too. The Skype is very nice. But it is not the same as real contact.”




Grover said, “Yeah, you two and Charlie and Cindy and Wendy are about the only other teens I can hang with, because of the whole…” He made a vague gesture at his body. “I have a lot of on-line friends, but they don’t know who I really am.”




Hanna said, “You probably do not know who they really are. Willow showed me that the nice guy in the ‘chatroom’ who wanted to talk to me about clothing was not a nice boy at all.”




Alex cringed, because she could guess what that was really about, and it sounded icky. She said, “I bet Willow didn’t put up with that sort of stuff.”




Hanna smiled wickedly. “No, she tracked him down and invaded his computer and found some really unpleasant things she showed me that maybe he wanted to do to me, and she notified your FBI about his hard drive.”




Grover said, “Let me guess. He was really thirty.”




Hanna said, “Forty-two. I did not know about some of the threats that exist out in the world, but Cindy and Willow and Alex are helping me. Willow knows a great deal about computers and the internet.”




Grover said, “Yeah, that’s how come she found us so Alex could come to the rescue.”




Alex said, “Anybody could have rescued you two. Jack would have managed without me. Nobody else can do what Willow does.”




Grover glanced over to make sure Jack was on the other side of the room. “Charlie says Willow is way too young to be dating his dad, and she totally squashed him in ‘Mortal Kombat’ and ‘Street Fighter’ both, and she knows everything.”




Hanna said, “I would think that video games like that would only depend on quickness.”




Alex said, “They’re like the training you got. All the speed in the world doesn’t help if you haven’t trained that muscle memory. And all the practice in the world doesn’t help if you learn the wrong things.”




Hanna asked, “So is Willow like a martial arts trainer, only for video games?”




Alex said, “I’ll say maybe on the video games, but definitely on other computer stuff.”




Grover said, “Part of it is learning special combo moves, and then playing enough that your hands learn the moves. Part of it is pattern recognition, so you can move in at the right times. Learning when and where to do the moves so they work right and you don’t get killed by your opponent. But some of it is fudging.” Hanna looked puzzled, so he explained, “Cheating. Sort of. Finding special codes built into the game so you can do special stuff.”




Hanna looked thoughtful for several seconds. “Is that cheating? If the game authors put the codes in there for someone to use, isn’t it your job as a player to find the most effective way to win?”




Grover shrugged. “Well, yes and no. Some cheat codes just make it easier, or unlock special features. Some pretty much make the game impossible to lose, so then it’s not really any fun, at least as far I’m concerned.”




Hanna asked, “And how do you find these cheat codes?”




Grover said, “A lot of them are pretty well known, and you can look ’em up on the internet.”




Alex said, “Willow told me she found one by going through the assembler code for the game and studying the blocks of code the game used to do stuff.”




Grover said, “And that’s a lot harder than it sounds, because a lot of games now use encryption so you can’t read those chunks of information.”




Alex said, “Well, Willow can do pretty much anything with a computer except get it to stand up and dance.”




They got involved in a discussion of computer games they were playing, and what Willow could do, and stuff like that, until Jack came over and tapped Alex on the shoulder. He smiled, “I hate to break up the funfest, but we need to get a move on. The Cessna’s ready to go, I need to get people home, Finn needs to stay here and fill out paperwork on Lupo, Graham needs to get our Super Huey back to Roswell, the usual. And all of you get to fill out paperwork on the ride home. Fun, huh?”




Alex looked down and realized she’d been so busy talking she hadn’t eaten even half of her food. And she was still really hungry. Grover helped her wrap it all up to eat on the jet home. And while Professor Lee wasn’t around, Alex slipped Grover and Hanna the presents she had packed in her gymbag, telling them, “Don’t open them up until you get home.”




Once they were on the Cessna and it reached altitude, Alex set down the tray table and got out her food. Then she ate while she wrote out her whole report on her computer tablet. She sent Willow a little ‘please help’ note, and Willow filled out most of the two ‘SRI auxiliary personnel’ documents that Alex figured she was going to be doing on every SRI mission for maybe ever. She wrote her report like it was a one hour essay for a test, and she managed to get it all done in under fifty minutes. Part of that was she really didn’t even want to think about those moments down in that lower chamber with the giant baby spiders. Eww, eww, eww!




But she finished eating before it was time to land, and she finished writing before the plane touched down. So between Willow’s paperwork help and her rush job on the report, she managed to finish just in the nick of time. She fired the report off to Jack’s official email address, and she put her tablet away in its padded case.




“Done already, Tera?”




She gave him a big smile. “Yes sir! I sent you the after-action report, and both personnel forms are done too.”




He pretended to pout, “Willow never helps me with my paperwork.”




Hanna said, “I will have my after-action report done soon as well.”




Jack glared at her, “That’s good, because you’re going to be writing a bunch more reports and documents before you set foot off this jet. First, I want a complete write-up of the tactical and strategic considerations in that cave that led you to refuse a direct order from a superior and stand there to be Purina tarantula chow. Then I want a full explanation and apology written out for Janet. Then you’re going to be writing…”




Alex flew out of the plane before Jack finished burying Hanna in punitive paperwork.




Punitive! SAT words for the win! She had really not liked studying so hard for the SATs, but now having all those extra words to use was just cool.




She flew straight home at about seven hundred feet, since it was dark out and no one could see her. Then she went silvery and dropped down into her back yard before puddling under the back door into the kitchen. “Mom? Dad? I’m home already!”




Her folks came rushing in and hugged her like crazy. Her dad gasped, “Alex! They just showed news footage of that spider. Is that what you were doing?” She nodded.




Her mom hugged her some more and said, “Oh honey, you look all beaten up. Are you okay? What happened?”




She didn’t want to think how scared her folks would be if she told them the whole truth, so she said, “I’m fine. Just some bruises. I was fighting the giant spider. Me and a helicopter. We’re the ones who got it in that avalanche so the jets could blow it up.”




Her mom said, “The footage on tv was the scariest thing I ever saw.”




Her dad added, “Including Danielle.”




She had to giggle at that. She changed out of her Terawatt outfit and let her mom get that into the washing machine. Then she had a late snack while her mom brushed out the wig on its wigform. Then she took a hot shower and took about four pain relievers, because she was pretty achy all over after sitting still in that jet for an hour.




She only woke up with a horrible nightmare one time, about two in the morning. She flew downstairs and had a big bowl of chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream — with hot fudge sauce and a couple Oreos — to feel better, and then she went back to bed. She hoped she wasn’t going to have nightmares about giant spiders for the next dozen weeks.




67. Interlude X



Maggie Walsh ran down the corridor. She wasn’t running at her top speed, because there were other scientists ahead of her, and some of them had the athletic grace of a flounder. And she was not happy.




The lifeform experiments had gone swimmingly, once she had forced those two morons to stop trying to play God and just play scientist instead. Honestly, hadn’t Ristersen learned anything from two years at Yale with her as one of his major professors? She had been extremely pleased with the way it had come out. After all, it was just a matter of starting from the proper gene sequences, devising the right transposon and retrotransposon sequences, and then doing the gene splicing properly. And this lab had some extremely rare genomes and gene fragments that even places like the Harvard 100K Genome Archive couldn’t get. Some of these gene sequences were literally beyond price. And that was why she was so aggravated that they were being chased out of the bottom two levels of the lab complex, so the gene sequences were lost, probably forever.




Her directions had been quite explicit. The security measures had been strict. The biocontainment protocols had extended even beyond the CDC’s BSL-4. And it had all been wasted, when one annoying technician just had to try to save his girlfriend from being dinner for ‘Big Red’ — as Maggie liked to call it. Why were these people working for The Collective if they were this squeamish?




There was a scream behind her, and Wilkerson stopped to look behind him. She shoved him out of her way and kept moving. She wasn’t stupid enough to turn and look behind her. Every intersection had silvery half-globes mounted on the ceiling so you could see if someone was coming down an intersecting hallway. Well, how smart did you have to be to realize you could look directly at one of the mirrored half-globes and see what was behind you as well? Clearly, this place was staffed with morons.




Wilkerson screamed as the mass caught up with him and devoured him. ‘Devour’ wasn’t the correct technical term, but she liked it. The word was colorful. Flavorful. It had connotations that amused her.




‘Mister Jones’ darted out from one of the side corridors and joined her in fleeing toward the airlock doors that were the biocontainment system keeping anything from getting to the next floor up. He ran just ahead of her with his long legs and called out, “What happened?”




She did a little trick she had taught herself as a child. It was really extraordinarily simple in concept, but intricate in practice. It required expert timing. She hadn’t done it to anyone in years, not since she was working on her last doctorate and she had decided to sabotage a pushy post-doc who was carrying a tray of irreplaceable vials in his arms instead of on a cart. She just had to synchronize her steps properly with those of the person in front.




She kicked out with her front foot, just enough to tap the heel of Mister Jones. She tapped the outside of his left heel when it was behind him and just starting to move forward. A light tap was all that was required, and the added force meant that the foot didn’t go straight forward. It also went sideways.




Mister Jones gasped as his left foot crashed into the back of his right ankle, and he fell onto his face.




She leapt onto his back and then used that as a springboard to jump over his head.







Mister Jones knew what had happened as soon as he stumbled. That bitch Walsh had taken him out. He slashed to the side with his left arm to trip her in turn, but she outsmarted him. He felt one ruthless foot land on his spine, and then she was leaping ahead of him, well out of his reach.




He watched as she sprinted up to Peters and darted past the closing biocontainment doors of the first airlock, just before they activated all the emergency seals, locking out everyone else still on the floor.




And then it was too late. He felt the agony in his legs as the now-massive bulk flowed over him, dissolving his flesh and bones and subsuming his mass. He screamed at the pain.




His last thought was that he had promised himself he wouldn’t ever turn his back on her, and the one time he had forgotten was his downfa—







She watched intently as Big Red, which was now the size of a full-grown hippo, took care of her last real problem. There were still two or three scientists who might finger her for some deaths on-site if they were stupid enough, but she didn’t intend to stick around and answer questions from the local Barney Fifes. She had a car all prepared for something like this. She was going to drive out of Pennsylvania, call The Collective, and let them move her to a new research site.




She wasn’t worried about losing Mister Jones, either. He was extremely annoying, and uncomfortably perceptive. But she had already stolen the contact number he used, so really he had outlived his usefulness. And she was fairly sure that The Collective would consider this a ‘success’ so they would reward her. If she was really lucky, they would even take her where she really wanted to go.




She smiled. They would definitely see it as a success once she released her frozen fragment of Big Red, and it thawed out and then ate the entire surrounding area.




She had never liked Philadelphia, anyway.





68. Recovery



Alex woke up feeling sore all over. And she looked kind of bruised all over too. It was pretty icky. She was probably just lucky she wasn’t crushed like a stepped-on grape and eaten alive by giant baby spiders.




She went silvery because she was feeling so achy, and she flew into the bathroom for another long, hot shower that really helped her sore muscles. And two more pain relievers, even if the bottle said not to take too many in one day and she took four yesterday night. It was really a lot easier to deal with bruises when you had so much adrenaline rushing through you that you couldn’t even notice them.




As she carefully dried off after the shower, she looked at herself. Eww. She looked like she had been in a fight. With four hundred other people all hitting her all over. Maybe eighty percent of her skin was big purplish areas and mottled black-and-blue areas. She was so not going out in public like this. Plus, she was sore all over, so lying on her bed a lot sounded like a great idea. If she had any non-bruised areas to lie on, it would sound even better.




Her mom was pretty much freaked when she saw how Alex looked, and she made Alex a big breakfast and even let her eat it in bed, which her mom hadn’t done since she was so horribly sick with the flu, and that was like years ago. Okay, her mom would have let her eat in bed after the anti-antidote thing, but she’d been way too sick to keep anything down until she finally felt good enough to go eat in the kitchen.




The nice doctor that Jack had sworn in for SRI secrets came out and gave her a check-up on Jack’s orders. He told her he was glad she was only bruised, and not deathly ill like the last time he had to come out. Then he told her just to take ordinary pain relievers, and she’d be fine in a matter of days.




So Alex just sat in bed and checked her phones and her tablet. She called Gloria and told her she couldn’t come in and waitress for a few days but if Gloria wanted to check with Robyn and Nicole that was okay by her. She called Ray and Robyn and Nicole and Louis and chatted with all of them, and told them she was kind of beat-up looking so she was going to hang out in the house for a few days. Everyone was great and wanted to come by and see her, so she knew she’d have plenty of company. Ray was working eight-to-five at this big garden store just outside town where they needed guys to haul big bags of dirt and fertilizer and compost and everything else you could think of, and haul heavy stuff out to customers’ cars, and like that. It wasn’t what you would call a fun job, but it paid well. Louis was working crazy hours at his dad’s business now that his dad was trying to corner the market on Terawatt merchandising and sue anybody else who tried to sell Terawatt stuff. His dad was probably going to make him drive over the next several weeks all up and down California, checking all the amusement parks and state parks and national parks and tourist spots, just to see if there were people selling ‘illegal’ Terawatt ‘merch’ — which was what Louis said guys in the biz called merchandise — like Terawatt t-shirts and stuff. Nicole was all busy with the meatpacking plant thing and also the stuff her uncle wanted her to do at his store for the summer. And Robyn was going to try to work at her new job and also squeeze in some time helping Gloria late in the afternoons or early in the evenings. But they all wanted to drop by and visit her too, which was great.




She even remembered to warn her mom so they could have enough snacks and drinks on hand, because Ray and Louis would eat you out of house and home. Okay, that wasn’t really fair, since she could eat more than Ray could, when she was really hungry. If she was using her powers a lot, she could eat more than Ray and Louis together.




She Skyped with Willow, who was really upset with Jack for letting Alex get all bruised up, even though it wasn’t Jack’s fault. Alex told her Jack tried to make Hanna get out of the cave, but Hanna just stopped and shot at the giant baby spiders, and Jack ran back for her and almost died. So then Willow was mad at Jack for nearly getting himself killed, even if she was totally worried about Jack too. And Willow had an update on Jo too. Jo needed about an hour of surgery, and they had to cut open her lower leg and clean up the bone fragments and ‘glue’ everything back together properly and put in a couple titanium plates, and Jo wasn’t going to be able to run on that leg for weeks, even if she was in a special molded plastic cast that wasn’t as bulky as the usual plaster thing. And Jack had sent Willow a really cute flowering cactus which was low-maintenance and Willow thought that was really important for yards in cities. And her zucchini plants were starting to make tons and tons of tiny zucchinis, and she was going to have to send Alex a bunch because she was going to have way too much this year. Alex told her to send her a couple chocolate zucchini cakes for starters.




Then Willow had the less great news. Since Willow was Terawatt’s secret ‘media maintainer’ and webmaster — or webmistress, which just sounded dirty for some reason — she was having to deal with lots of jerkiness and lots of questions. Terawatt already had three stalkers. Actual creepy guys who thought Terawatt was in love with them, which made like no sense to Alex, but these guys were just plain crazy. One was in New York, one was in Texas, and one was in Florida. Willow was finding out who they were and if they were also serial killers or something. Then there were people trying to crash the Terawatt sites or troll the forums, and Willow just crushed them like they deserved, and sent them all email messages that she knew who they really were and if they didn’t stop being a-holes she was going to tell everyone on the forums their real names and their real addresses and their real phone numbers and their real email addresses, and then they could just try to explain to their parents why a hundred thousand people were sending them hate mail and driving by to egg their house or smash their car with baseball bats.




Messing with Willow Rosenberg was not a good idea in any universe.




And Willow had a project for Alex. People were asking Terawatt questions. Lots of the questions were just really annoying, like ‘can I have your autograph’ and ‘can I get a picture of you in a bikini’ and ‘where did you get your boobs done.’ Willow could handle those. But Willow had a list of questions she wanted Alex to write answers to, and then they’d polish the answers and post them on the biggest Terawatt website.




Alex looked over the questions, and sort of winced at some of them. How do I get superpowers? How do I become a hero? What do I do if I think I have superpowers now? How do I become a supervillain? Why do you do what you do? Don’t you think you should let the police do their jobs? Do you like hurting other people? Do you worry about getting hurt? Do you worry about getting innocent bystanders hurt? Why don’t you just kill the badguys?




Oh boy.




Okay, Alex told Willow to find out who asked ‘how do I become a hero’ because those people needed some kind of reward for thinking that way.




Then Alex chatted with Jack for a few minutes, and found out that Hanna was grounded by Janet, and Jo was getting flown back to base once the doctors were sure there wasn’t any infection around the injury. Alex Skyped with Hanna, who was in big trouble with Janet for not doing exactly what Jack said, even if Hanna was still sure she needed to slow down those spiders way more than she needed to get out alive. Then Alex Skyped with Cindy and Grover, who were doing fine, and Cindy was very happy that Jack had used Grover as a researcher (and sneaky thief) instead of a front-line spider fighter.




It was almost lunchtime by the time Alex got off the phone and the computer. Nicole came by and had lunch with her, and winced over all her bruises. Alex got in an hour of reading in her dad’s time management book and two hours of on-line coursework before Robyn dropped by on her way to waitress. And then, after dinner, Gloria dropped by to see how Alex was doing. And she brought donuts!




And after Alex and her dad ate all the donuts, her dad showed her what he had been working on when she left. There was now a black plastic plate on the wall in the garage. It wasn’t big. It was maybe six inches by six inches. But most of it was a circular hatch you could pop open if you could unlock the little lock with some telekinesis. When she opened it, there was a tube going diagonally down through the wall, into the back of the downspout on the outside of the house. The downspout now went into a pipe that ran underground alongside the driveway and dove down under the curb and the asphalt of the street to cut into the side of the cavity under the runoff grate in front of their house. And that meant she could go from inside the house out to the water runoff system and back without going where anyone could see her. Her dad was a genius! She gave him a huge hug, even if he did eat the last cinnamon twist when she had wanted to eat it.




That night, Alex sat down at her laptop computer to type up some of the answers to the questions people had asked. And she was surprised to realize she knew the answers. The answers were just the things she had been worrying about for years. She wrote an answer to every one of them, and saved the file. In a couple days she’d re-write the answers so they didn’t look like they were written by a grade schooler. Then she’d send them to Willow for sprucing up and webifying.







Alex spent the rest of the week just getting reading and coursework done, and lying around the house feeling bruised. But she still went to Camp Atron on Saturday morning for her martial arts lessons.




Sergeant Meadows looked at her and asked, “Is there anywhere on you that isn’t bruised?”




She said, “My hair.”




He didn’t laugh. He just said, “That’ll teach you not to tackle two hundred foot spiders.”




She said, “Actually, it was the five hundred giant babies. They were all the size of a hot tub and hungry.”




He winced. “Spiders don’t freak me out like they do some people, but a tarantula the size of a hill? I’m glad I have a different posting.”




And then he still clobbered her and threw her all over the place even if she was bruised. She ended up using her telekinesis for blocking and flying a lot more than usual. Afterward, she apologized.




He shook his head no. “Don’t sweat it. I need to see some of what you can really do, just so I’ve got a better idea how to try to integrate everything. Today was good. You’ve been working hard, even though you’re clearly not a hundred percent.”




She admitted, “I’ve had more time since the Arizona thing. I can’t really go out of the house looking like I was beaten up by the whole NFL without risking my secret identity.”




Ooh, she should’ve said ‘jeopardizing’ there!




He smiled and said, “Don’t overdo it, and I’ll see you next Saturday.”




She flew off and even took her dad’s new secret tunnel into the house. The plate on the garage wall popped open with a good telekinetic push, and she was inside the house without any chance of a neighbor seeing her. This was so cool!




Crud, she had no idea what she was going to do about secret identity stuff when she went off to college. But Jack would probably have some good ideas. And she should talk to Willow, too.







By Monday, she was looking a lot better. At least the bruises were mostly going away, and not all turning into the gross greenish-yellow after-bruise things she got sometimes. She got another couple full units done in her on-line course, mainly because she already knew how to use Microsoft Excel and Microsoft Publisher and Microsoft PowerPoint. Still, there were some keyboard tricks she made notes on because she hadn’t seen them before. And she got through another chapter in her dad’s time management book. Man, reading that book felt like the total opposite of time management sometimes.




Louis brought Gloria’s donut shipment by, when he dropped by around noon. He had been over at Gloria’s working on her accounting software and making sure she was ready to do quarterly taxes. Alex thought it was completely not fair that there was no ‘I gave a superhero a job’ tax break for Gloria, even if she couldn’t figure out how you could work a tax break like that and not spoil every secret identity in the country. Alex let Louis have his pick of the donuts, because she didn’t have to share with her dad the Donut Vacuum.




Okay, she ate way more donuts than her dad did, but he always grabbed the one she wanted to eat next! What was with that?




She would have worried more about not waitressing at Gloria’s, except Robyn kept helping out after her regular job, and Gloria said the out-of-towner business kept dropping off as photographers slowly gave up on catching Terawatt flying around town. Every time Terawatt turned up somewhere else, more newsguys gave up and went home. Gloria was almost back to her normal summer business level, which was pretty much like the rest of the year, since not all that many of the college students came all the way over to her place for donuts, because plenty of college students would eat the junky donuts at the Donut Hole across the street from a couple of the big college dorms and the civil engineering building.




Alex thought the Donut Hole probably fried their donuts in lard that hadn’t been strained in a month. Or something worse. Because their donuts were way cheaper than Gloria’s, but they only made a couple of the easy kinds of ring doughnuts, and they didn’t even do a good job on the ones they would make. Their donuts were cruddy. Their plain donuts tasted yucky, and their regular icing was yucky, and their flavored icing was mega-yucky. Even if Alex was broke, she wouldn’t eat those things. She’d have to be starving to even think about eating them. Blech.




Maybe mega-blech.




Her mom was telling her not to worry about waitressing, because her checks from the tv station and the newspaper were way more than she could ever make waitressing, even if she kept getting those enormous tips from those cameramen. But Alex liked waitressing at Gloria’s, and she liked eating free donuts there. Her dad said she already made so much as a photographer this year that he couldn’t declare her as a dependent on his taxes anymore. And Louis said she made so much he wanted her filing quarterly taxes pretty soon and investing most of her money in the stock market and stuff. She wasn’t sure she was ready for stuff like that.




Maybe, since she was pretending to be an adult with the whole superheroine thing, she should just start doing the hard adult stuff, like quarterly tax filing, which Louis said wasn’t really that bad since the tv station and the newspaper deducted taxes already and she just had to keep track of what she got paid and what got paid in taxes already. Willow said she did it, and it wasn’t bad at all. But Willow had a fancy computer program to track everything for her, and she just saved a personal copy for herself whenever she sent an electronic copy off to the IRS and the state tax people. Maybe Willow would help her out the first time or two.




It was probably just stupid that paying taxes seemed scary. After all, it wasn’t like doing taxes would ever be as bad as facing, say, a couple hundred hungry giant spiders that were bigger than she was.




After Ray got off work, he came and spent the late afternoon and evening with her. He even brought a couple movies, and they ate dinner with her folks, and he helped her clean up after dinner too. She gave him a lot of kisses for that. She was really glad her lips weren’t really bruised.




She was still having nightmares about the spiders, but chocolate solved a lot of problems. Like having a nightmare. She just had to buy more ice cream, and more hot fudge sauce, and more Oreos. And some chocolate chips to sprinkle on top too. She wrote all of those things on the grocery list before she went to back to bed, because she’d completely killed the whole carton of chocolate ice cream and the whole carton of cookie dough ice cream. Maybe it was a good thing she was a GC-161 freak, or she’d be the world’s fattest superheroine by now.







On Thursday morning, she edited all her website answers and sent them off to Willow to spruce up so they would look like they were written by a smart grown-up, and not some kid who still was in high school and wasn’t even going to be the valedictorian. Then she did her daily phone calls and Skyping. After Ray and Robyn and Nicole and Louis, she started with Hanna and Cindy. But Cindy was all upset about Jack doing something with Grover when Hanna was grounded. So Alex called Jack right away.




She was sort of surprised Jack was in his office. He said, “Tera! Nice to hear from you. It’d be really handy if you were on the East Coast today.”




She said, “If you need to send the Cessna for me…”




He said, “I’ve got it in use right now, and two choppers too.”




She asked, “What’s up?”




He sounded like he was frowning. “We’ve got three sites to investigate here when I’ve got three teams overseas and people patrolling around the Desert Research Institute just in case, and I’m having to split my forces, which is never a good idea. I’ve got Finn and Grover checking out a possible Walsh sighting near Philly, Miller with Bill Lee checking out a suspicious chemical lab in northern Florida — they’ve got the Cessna — and Sergeant Scott with a new non-com you haven’t met yet, looking into a possible superpowers situation in New York City.”




“Why didn’t you call me?” she asked.




He admitted, “I almost called you at seven ack emma, but Doc Fraiser had a full sitrep from Hanna about Arizona, and she threatened to puncture my hide with barbed needles at my next exam if I didn’t let you heal up fully.”




She said, “I’m healed up enough. I mean, I still have some bruises, but I’m good to go. As long as it’s not more giant spiders.”




He said, “Yeah, I had my fill of those suckers too. I told Charlie he’s in charge of all spiders in the house for the next month.”




Alex said, “Can you get me to the East Coast quick?”




Jack said, “Let me see if I can call in a couple favors. Go ahead and pack, just in case.”




It was easy to do her packing. Her Terawatt uniform and her wig and her boots were all cleaned up and ready to go. She had about two boxes of protein bars in her gymbag too, along with what she was starting to think of as her ‘go bag.’ The valise with the ‘disguise’ stuff, which now had the disguise makeup stuff and a wigcap tucked into the disguise shoes. One set of summer Alex clothing rolled up with a pair of flip-flops, and four sets of underthings in a plastic bag. Now there was a fold-up travel kit that her mom had bought her that had a small fold-up hair dryer, and a fold-up hairbrush, and a fold-up toothbrush, and small bottles of body wash and shampoo, and everything else she needed for toiletries. Pretty much all she had to do was put her phone and the chargers into the pockets on the tablet computer’s padded pouch, and shove that in her gymbag.




Only a few minutes after she picked out her clothes to wear, Jack called back. “If you can get to Edwards AFB on your own, I’ll have a pilot waiting to fly you out here. Just your gymbag, because you’re gonna be holding it the whole way out.”




“Things’ll be that cramped?” she asked.




“Yeah,” he said. “About enough room to get real stiff and have all your bruises act up.”




She said, “I can be there in under two hours.”




He said, “Yeah, I remember. I’m giving base security a heads-up on you, so just fly onto the base, call me for vectoring into the site, and then hop in the jet and stay silvery. No matter what the pilot asks you to do, just do it and act like you know what’s going on.”




“Roger that,” she said in a ‘Riley Finn’ tone of voice.




He laughed and said, “Good girl. By the time you get to the jet, I’ll have a flight plan for it, and you’ll find out whether you get to go to sunny Florida or stuffy Philadelphia or pushy New York.”




She said, “Okay.”




He said, “I really hope by the time you get to Edwards I can cancel all the ops and let you go back home. I hate sitting in the office while my people are out in potential danger.”




She didn’t know what to say. Jack was the kind of guy who had charged right at a couple hundred giant spiders to rescue Hanna. He would be going crazy having Grover out in the field without being there to keep an eye on him. And Jo Lupo was out of action, and Sergeant Scott was off elsewhere chasing down something that might be useless.




She switched into her Terawatt uniform, flew downstairs, and told her mom about the rush off to the East Coast, while she ate three sandwiches to hold her for a while. Then she puddled over to her dad’s secret house exit, popped it open, and puddled down the pipe into the stormwater runoff system. She and her gymbag were flying down I-5 as a silvery aerodynamic shape within minutes, and with any luck she’d find a truck driving way faster than she could fly…







Jack looked up when he heard the knock. There was only one person who knocked quite like that. “Come on in, doc.”




Janet Fraiser opened the door and came in bearing one of her clipboards. So not a surprise. Charlie had once asked Hanna if Janet carried them around in her house, but Hanna had just given him her usual ‘that makes no sense’ look and dropped it.




Jack gave her a grin and said, “I don’t know how you do it. All this time mothering Hanna, and you still don’t have one gray hair.”




She said, “Miss Clairol.”




Jack smirked, “Oh come on. Pantene. You’re worth it.”




Janet gave him a stern look and said, “Don’t flirt with your subordinates, or I’ll tell your girlfriend.”




Jack said, “Yeah, she hates it when I flirt with Miller.”




Janet rolled her eyes, but sat down. “Sir, thank you for grounding Hanna. I know she’s dying to get back out in the field, but what you face out there… and her reaction to danger… It scares me.”




Jack nodded, “Scared the crap out of me too, if you want to know. Nobody should be able to face down a couple hundred hungry tarantulas the size of a VW and just not be afraid.”




Janet said, “It’s part of her. Something in her DNA, maybe the sections that look like someone spliced in some reptile introns. She just isn’t afraid of things she should be afraid of.”




Jack said, “Sometimes I wonder what the hell that Wacky Maggie thought she was doing. It’s not like the Pentagon asked the CIA to try and crank out some little teeny super-soldiers for the next time we’re invaded by Munchkinland.”




Janet frowned, “Sometimes I wonder how many other children Walsh did this to.”




Jack said, “My hackers and Acid Burn came up with an estimate. They found the fertility clinic Johanna Zadek went to. Naturally, somebody burned it down back when Marissa Weigler scrubbed Project Galinka. But Burn assures me it’s the only likely clinic that got torched at the right time. And Terawatt has a convenient connection with the EU now, so they did some investigation through the paper files that were rescued and put in a police records locker back then. It looks like Weigler’s project screwed with forty embryos. Twenty-seven didn’t take or weren’t viable. Of the remaining thirteen, six had miscarriages. That left seven women, which was a small enough number for Weigler’s agents to follow or befriend or seduce or whatever the heck they were doing. You’ll be shocked to hear that after the Johanna Zadek killing, all six other women and their two-year-old kids died in ‘accidents,’ mostly hit-and-runs but also an elevator failure and a gas leak.”




Janet thought it over for long seconds. She said, “Hanna wrote me a five page ‘apology’ which was mostly explaining why she did the right thing in her opinion, and why even though she doesn’t want me to be mad at her, she needs me to understand that soldiers have to be prepared to do their job.”




Jack said, “Yeah, I got the same thing in her sitrep. She really has to learn to follow orders… or at least talk her commanding officer into her way of thinking first.”




Janet nodded and then said, “That’s not why I came by. I got the Luke AFB doctors to cut Lieutenant Lupo loose much too soon so we could look after her here. But… you were right. The lieutenant’s healing really fast. Faster than normal.” 




Jack said, “It was in her packet. If you just do the math, she healed up after a couple injuries faster than she should have been allowed back, or else the West Point docs have suddenly become corrupt assholes. And we know, if anything they keep the West Point ‘girls’ a little long to avoid any accusations that they’re trying to tank their careers.”




Janet frowned, “So… Lieutenant Lupo has superpowers too?”




He made a seesawing-back-and-forth motion with his right hand. “Maybe, maybe not. It’s kinda borderline. She’s really strong for a girl her size, and she finished first in her class at West Point. That means she had PT scores that made some top male Army cadets look like pansies. Plus, she kicked ass in the inter-forces martial arts tournaments, although they only let her fight other women in her weight class and the class immediately above hers, and she kicked ass in Special Forces training.”




Janet nervously asked, “Do you think… Is she… like Hanna?”




Jack shook his head no. “Hanna has serious deviations in her DNA. Somebody — somebody like Maggie Walsh or her major prof at the time — really screwed with her genome in some seriously creepy ways. Lupo has regular human DNA. If Hanna had Lupo’s training, she could take Lupo. Miller too. Maybe even Finn. But she doesn’t, and she’s not going to get it unless she can follow orders and stop preparing to attack anybody who touches her.”




Janet said, “She’s getting a lot better about that. Living with me seems to help. And hanging out with Cindy and Grover and Charlie and Wendy.”




Jack winced a little, “Don’t tell anyone, but if Charlie’s not sweet on that girl, I’ll eat my hat. My overseas cap, not my good hat.”




Janet smiled softly. “She does clean up nicely. And Cindy’s very good as a makeup consultant.”




Jack grumped, “All I need is to have my son hitting on the deadliest teenager on the whole planet.”




Janet gave him a caustic smile. “Like father, like son.”




“Hey! I resemble that remark!”







Alex got to Edwards Air Force Base in under two hours, mainly because there was a semi hauling south down the interstate at definitely over a hundred ten miles an hour. She managed to time it right so she could land on top of the trailer and hitch a ride for over an hour before a CHiPs motorcycle officer pulled the truck over to give that guy a ginormous ticket.




She called Jack as she flew over the gate guards, and she went from silvery to normal as he directed her out onto a remote stretch of tarmac. That was when she saw what Jack had pulled out of his hat.




She stopped in mid-air and stared. “Holy crud!”




69. Investigation



Riley Finn was playing ‘Rich Frank, ace reporter’ again. He didn’t really like undercover work. He didn’t like lying, and when you were undercover you lied constantly. He didn’t even like not being able to tell his folks and his friends back home what he really did. All right, he was allowed to say he did Special Ops for a small Department of Homeland Security program, but he could hardly tell them what he really did. As it was, his old high school girlfriend Lana had made up her mind that since he wouldn’t tell her what he did, he must be doing something fascist and illegal, and she wouldn’t talk to him anymore. The colonel’s advice had been really unhelpful: having his wife Sam beat the snot out of Lana was not a supportive approach. His mom had just said, “That Lana is always getting ideas in her head. Just give her some time.” His dad had just said, “That colonel of yours sounds like a real pistol!” His brother had just said, “You could’ve done way better than Lana in high school.” His brother was great; Riley was the adopted one, and Joe never complained about the ‘not even a real Finn’ kid being the one who got all the attention for being a sports star and going off to West Point and all of that junk.




Now he was tooling around Downingtown, Pennsylvania in a rental SUV that any local cop could verify was rented this morning from the Philadelphia airport using a business credit card that looked like CBS covered it. Grover had done his ‘invisible sneaking’ routine while Rich Frank gave the local cops his ‘big smile and a handshake’ routine.




The cops were too darn suspicious about an outsider. And as soon as Riley was out of the room, they were calling the sheriff and worrying about something getting uncovered. But having your own ‘invisible man’ was really handy for a lot of things. Grover heard all of their end of the conversation, and then followed one of the deputies who went over to the area near Dr. Hallen’s clinic to make sure there wasn’t anything to see.




So, after Grover reported back, Riley called a dummy line that the SRI had mocked up to look like it belonged to CBS, and he reported, “Richard K. Frank reporting in. Nothing interesting so far. I think we got a loser lead.”




Using the full name ‘Richard’ meant that he had something, and the ‘K’ meant that the local cops were involved in it in some way. ‘Nothing interesting’ meant that he was currently following up on a lead. ‘Loser’ meant that a GPS location on his current spot was meaningful. Everything else was just to distract policemen and enemy forces who might have nice little cellphone interceptors.




So the two of them were trying to find something in the area around the clinic. Riley had noticed that the parking area behind a small row of three shops was just too darn big. There was customer parking in front, and no one needed that many parking spaces for these small shops that only had one or two clerks. There weren’t any cars there now, but it looked like a couple cars had been recently dragged off on their back wheels by a tow truck. He could see the marks in the gravel. That had his suspicions up even more.




There were four security doors on the back side of the row of shops. Three shops and four security doors? He didn’t think so.




Grover did his thing and walked invisibly into each shop to slip into the back and open the rear door from the inside. And sure enough, the far left door was for the left-hand shop. The far right door was for the right-hand shop. The next-to-far-right door was for the middle shop. Door two went nowhere. Riley had guessed it would be door two. The real doors had ordinary key locks. Door two had a special security door with a number combination to punch in, and also a plastic square below the keypad that looked like security panels Riley had seen before.




He said to Grover, “This is going to be the sticking point. That square probably reads an RFID chip before it unlocks the door. So you have to have your entry badge, and you have to know the secret code number both, or you don’t go in.”




Grover whispered from over to his left somewhere, “What if you lose your badge?”




Riley said, “Most DoD installations with this level of security? You could get fired. But this isn’t DoD. This is something else. The only time I’ve ever seen a set-up like this that wasn’t on an official basis with proper guards and a security fence was in Iraq, and it was a secret chemical warfare lab.”




“I thought the Iraqis didn’t have ‘weapons of mass destruction’.”




“They didn’t. This was a private shop one of the Iraqi ministers had set up so he could kill off all his opponents and any rebels after he took power,” Riley explained. “We didn’t let him complete Step One.”




Grover muttered, “You know some really charming stuff.” He sighed, “So how do we get in?”




Riley said, “It depends. If they did their jobs really well, we won’t be able to get in with anything short of C-4.”




Grover said, “Which you’ve got in the trunk. Right?”




Riley said, “The colonel likes us to be prepared. And that’s why I’ve got the next little surprise for doors like this.” He got a particular valise out of the trunk and slung it over his shoulder. “Let’s see what we’ve got here…”




He reached into the valise and fished out a small spray bottle. He pumped several sprays of mist onto the keypad. Then he pulled out a small ultraviolet light and shone it on the pad.




Grover said, “I can’t see that.”




Riley said, “It’s UV. The solution reacts with oils in the skin. It’s a lot like luminol, the chemical all the cop shows use to look for blood traces.”




Grover testily said, “I know what luminol is.”




“Sorry.” Riley looked over the keypad. He said, “When you’ve got people typing in the same sequence over and over, and you don’t clean the keypad regularly, you get a trend. The oiliest button is the first number. The least oily number is the last number. The amount of glow tells us the amount of skin oils. So our secret code is 8-4-something-something-7, where the two somethings are either 9 and 3 or 3 and 9.”




Grover said, “Pretty impressive. How do you beat the RFID reader?”




Riley said, “Well, we can try something the IT guys cooked up. It overloads the reader with signals. If you’ve got security on duty, it may or may not open the door, however it definitely alerts the security forces. But it looks like this place is deserted. I figure that’s not a good thing. Or else they brought Walsh into that little New Jersey airport, drove her over here, let her do her thing, paid her off, and scrubbed the lab. That seems crazy, given how much getting a lab in here would cost them.”




“Who’s ‘them’?” Grover asked.




“No idea. No foreign powers operate like this, and no group like al Qaeda would set up a lab in the middle of Pennsylvania when they can have all the privacy they want in Pakistan or a half dozen other nations. That means we’re probably talking private industry, which is a pretty nutso idea too. Nobody spends two hundred mil on a biowarfare lab for private industry, especially not when anybody who would be doing this could afford to do it on a bigger scale in a high-security situation. When we’re in, we need to look for any sort of identifying information that will give us a hint.”




He had Grover hold the little RFID scrambler against the pad, while he held his Glock in one hand inside his blazer, just in case they got security forces charging toward the door.




The door clicked, so Grover hastily typed in 8-4-3-9-7. Nothing. He tried 8-4-9-3-7. The door clicked a little louder, and Grover pulled it open as Riley ducked to the side.




Grover quietly stepped in and took a look around. “Riley? You’re going to want to see this.”




Riley did a swift special ops entry from the side with his Glock out, in case there was still a threat.




There wasn’t. The threat was long gone.




There were three corpses on the floor. They looked like they had all been sprinting for the exit when someone behind them shot them in the back. Two security guards and a technician in a white labcoat were lying there and were very dead. Riley guessed from the look of the bodies and the dried blood and the smell that they had been dead for a couple days. He also figured from the complete lack of flies or anything around the bodies that the door had been sealed ever since they were killed.




Riley said, “Okay, let’s see what we’ve got…”




He pulled on a pair of neoprene gloves from the valise over his shoulder. The colonel went all out on things like a good breaking and entering kit, which made Riley wonder about some of the things the colonel had done before running the SRI.




He checked the bodies. Both security guards had Ruger Blackhawks. That seemed pretty excessive for handling ordinary security problems. He said, “Watch yourself. Anything that needs a Ruger to take it down is not going to be fun.”




Grover sounded like he was wincing. “It’s not gonna be giant spiders again, is it?”




Riley said, “With Maggie Walsh, I figure we’re always going to be guessing. She’s done human embryos, and we may never know what the heck she spliced into those poor kids. She’s done guinea pigs with tarantula DNA. She’s done some really weird stuff. Don’t be surprised if some day we get bunnies that spit cobra poison.”




Grover complained, “Oh great, now I’m going to worry about the lab rabbits too!”




Riley said, “Okay. We have three badges. The security guy with more seniority is probably the best badge to use, but we’ll take all three. We have two Rugers. I know Hanna’s been teaching you and Cindy how to shoot.”




Grover said, “It’s hard to be invisible when you’re toting a gun around.”




Riley said, “You got that pouch the colonel gave you?”




Grover said, “It’s better than nothing. I can carry junk in it, and ditch it just by pushing the strap off my shoulder. It’s in the car.”




Riley said, “Go get it. I want you carrying a weapon and the RFID scrambler and anything else you might need. Also, grab your earjack and tie a string from it to the pouch strap, so when you ditch the pouch, the earjack will go with it and you’ll be properly invisible.”




“Good idea.” Grover slipped out to the rental car.




Grover was back in seconds. “Hey Riley. There’s a cop car in the clinic parking lot, and two teens are trying to get the police to go investigate. The cops don’t look too excited.”




Riley frowned, “They wouldn’t be if there’s anything they need to keep buried.” He said, “Don’t do anything dumb. I’m going to walk over and play ‘Rich Frank, intrepid reporter’ and see what we get.”




Grover said, “I’ll just take a peek in the next room. Reeeeeeally carefully.”




Riley said, “Well, no further than that. I don’t want you out of my sight.” He winced and added, “Sorry.”




“It really is okay. I just… I don’t want to be standing here with three stinky dead bodies, okay?”




Riley said, “You can always come back out and be my backup. Sneaky invisible backup is the best kind.”




Grover said, “I kind of figure Terawatt backup is the best kind. She looks so…”




“Harmless?” Riley tried. Because Alex Mack looked like the girl next door. A sweet kid who’d never lie to you or try anything sneaky. And she was probably the most dangerous thing on the planet, even when you included a tarantula the size of a hill and a super-girl who grew up in Finland being trained from age two to assassinate a top CIA operative.




“Yeah.” Grover said, “Hanna too. Now Lieutenant Lupo looks like she could rip your head off, and maybe she’d do it if you ticked her off. Okay, Hanna has that look in her eye sometimes. You know, that ‘I can take you from way over here’ look. But Alex looks like if you were mean to her, she’d run home and cry.”




Riley put a tiny plastic wedge in the exit door so it wouldn’t lock him out. He shoved his Glock into his concealed holster. Then he jogged the long way around the shops so he could walk across their front parking lot and approach the police from a non-threatening direction. He figured the police would have to know about the security door back here. And the lack of any ‘concealed’ workspace at ground level at the back of the shops, plus the guy in the labcoat, pretty much defined ‘secret underground laboratory complex.’ He wasn’t looking forward to checking that thing out without full back-up and plenty of CBW gear. No one built a secret lab like this to cure Alzheimer’s.




He trotted up to the foursome as they stood at the front door of the clinic. The door was open, and there didn’t seem to be anyone inside. Riley thought that was deeply suspicious, but the police were acting like it was proof the kids were over-reacting. The lieutenant, who he had met at the station, was playing ‘good cop,’ while some sergeant Riley hadn’t met yet was playing ‘bad cop.’ Or at least ‘grumpy cop.’ And the kids obviously had no idea they were being played. Well, the girl certainly didn’t.




He walked up and interrupted the guy. “Rich Frank, CBS news. Can you tell me what’s happening?”




The sergeant scowled, “Aren’t you the reporter looking for that crazy lady scientist?”




Riley gave the man a big smile. “Yeah, that’s me. But the thing about crazy scientists? Not just simple murder, like we think she might have done to her old major professor. Maybe something really newsworthy! Like that giant tarantula that nearly ate a town a few days ago!”




The girl said, “I thought that was faked.” She looked pretty wholesome. Maybe a little too wholesome to be hanging out with Mister Bad Boy, who was probably just interested in getting into Miss Wholesome’s extremely wholesome panties.




Man, listening to the colonel and working in the SRI was really making him cynical.




Riley gave her a big smile, “No, that was all real. I know a couple of the guys who got to cover the aftermath. Even after the Air Force blasted that thing to kingdom come, there were still chunks of spider the size of a Buick. Martin Ridley, CNN, told me one of the spider legs from tip to where it joined the body was almost a hundred feet long, and bigger around than an elephant. He said it should’ve been too big to move, but it could go a good fifty miles an hour right up until Terawatt and the Air Force clobbered it.”




The guy asked, “Terawatt? The hot chick with the huge…” He glanced at the girl and changed what he was about to say. “…badguy fighting skills?”




Riley had to admit it. Mister Bad Boy would have been able to get into the panties of pretty much any teenaged girl on the planet. Even Jo Lupo would be looking this guy over. Between the good looks and rugged physique and the whole ‘tough guy’ attitude, this kid was going to be a ladykiller from now through his fifties. And really, there weren’t that many guys who could pull off the ‘tough-guy in leather jacket’ look. Riley knew that if he wore a leather jacket like that, he looked like he had borrowed it from a tough older brother.




Riley nodded, “Yeah. Terawatt was fighting the giant spider with her lightning powers. That’s what I heard from some other reporters. These crazy scientists are always up to something. Have either of you seen this woman?” He fished a photo of Maggie Walsh out of his breast pocket and showed it to them. Unsurprisingly, both shook their heads no. “So tell me, what’s going on with this place?” He pulled out a notepad and a pen.




‘Lieutenant Dave’ gently waved his hands, “Come on, Mister Frank. Getting these kids to make up more weird stuff is just asking for trouble.”




Riley smiled, “That’s okay. I can’t use anything I can’t verify. But I can find out who’s reliable and who isn’t. And maybe the…” He pretended to look for the plaque on the wall, as if he hadn’t already made a mental note of it. “…Hallen clinic had a problem with my crazy lady scientist.”




The girl said, “It wasn’t that at all.”




“And you are?” he asked.




“Jane. Jane Martin. And this is my boyfriend Steve Andrews.” Riley scribbled it down in shorthand. “We were out… just around, and we saw this old man. He had this reddish gloppy thing stuck to his hand and it looked like it was really hurting him. So Steve rushed him to Doc Hallen’s, because that’s the kind of guy Steve is.” Riley noticed that both cops sort of rolled their eyes, so he figured they’d had trouble with Steve before. “The doc asked us to go back out and see if we could find anything about the stuff, or how Old Man Warren got it on him. So we went back. And it was weird. There was all this area where there was nothing but dirt! Like every plant and bit of grass was just gone, except for a couple bushes that were eaten down to the woody part, sort of like there’d been a little teeny locust swarm. But we didn’t find anything more, so we drove back because Steve wanted to talk to the doc in person. And I was in the car when Steve went in, and he saw it…”







Grover didn’t want to be outside, because of the humidity, and the really sharp gravel in that parking lot, and he didn’t want to be inside with the dead bodies. So he stepped into the next room, which was just an elevator and a staircase, both with doors that sealed airtight. Airtight seals and an underground lab? That was probably not good at all. The stairs opened up for the security officer’s badge, so Grover tiptoed down the stairs. It looked like the entire complex, except the entry, was below ground. They must have spent a fortune to do this, and the town officials would have had to know about it. He wondered how many people had to be bought off. And the equipment looked expensive. Expensive and really new. This wasn’t a cheap operation. This one lab probably cost more than the entire chemical plant where his dad used to work.




The next level was a good thirty feet down. He used the badge to open the doors and look around. Whatever had been going on, they had cleared out fast. It looked like it was all paperwork and security offices and stuff like that. None of these lab areas were anything special, and most of them looked like the sort of work area where the lab techs would make special glass or plastic or metal or electrical gadgets for the big cheese researchers. So where were the real research labs?




He took the stairs down another level, and found a set of airlock doors that were all heavily secured with biocontainment seals. That was bad. That probably meant that whatever they were working on got loose. It might be a biological weapon or chemical warfare weaponry. It might be something like giant spiders. But none of those explained the three dead guys upstairs who had been shot in the back.




He went into the first airlock and studied the environmental controls. He had to point his specially-gimmicked SRI phone at the screen, use the phone’s camera, and look at the infrared translation on the phone’s screen, but he could read those screens as long as he had the phone. The air looked safe. The CO2 was still a little high, and some slightly elevated levels of CO had been cleaned up by the air scrubbers, but nothing dangerous was registering in the atmospheric analyzers. The biological scanners looked clean, even if the numbers looked pretty low. He figured that meant the place had been scrubbed top to bottom, and there weren’t any animals down here now. If there was something alive down here, the biological scanners ought to be showing something.




He went through to the next airlock. There were tv cameras that showed scenes down the nearby halls, and he could look at those monitors with his phone too. The hall in front of him went straight for about a hundred feet, with labs and offices opening into the hall. There were two halls that branched off to either side not far down, and there were cameras on those halls too. There was nothing moving in any of the halls. Based on the recorded times on the motion sensors, nothing had moved in these halls for a while. He tried to pull up camera footage of the last time the motion sensors triggered, but it was old enough that the computer systems had apparently wiped it. He wished he knew how often that happened.




It looked safe. He texted Riley a message on his phone and hoped the signal would get out of the lab. Then he opened the last airlock door and took a look.




He moved down the hall, checking the labs and offices. The nicest office was probably for the big cheese. He took a look in there, and found a computer that was still on, but the screen was locked. He took the time to flip the computer over and pull the hard drive. ‘Acid Burn’ would be able to figure out whatever was on it. If Willow couldn’t, then probably nobody could.




Every office and lab looked abandoned. Like whoever was in it just dropped what they were doing and ran for it. A coffee cup dropped on the floor… but no coffee spill. Okay, that was odd. A metal chair knocked over as someone ran out. And weirdly, the nice-looking chair off to the side was fine, except the upholstery was completely gone.




There was a genome storage room with special security on the door, but the outer and inner doors were both left wide open. Every drawer of samples looked empty, or at least scoured clean. That was… weird. There was even a big walk-in refrigerator at the back of the second room that probably had the most delicate samples.




He walked back toward the airlock, and he saw something moving toward the intersection in the mirrored half-globe on the ceiling.




It oozed into the intersection, blocking him off. He froze. It was a massive blob of… something. He couldn’t think of anything it could be. It looked like maybe an enormous single-celled protozoan, even if it didn’t move like one. But what would something that big eat?




Oh. Right. The coffee spill. The fancy chair that should have had fancy leather upholstery. The samples that were gone from the drawers. It ate everything. It probably absorbed anything organic, up to some sort of cutoff. Like everything except pressure-treated wood and most plastics.




Like naked humans who were so stupid they didn’t look for a biohazard suit before they walked in here.




It stopped in the intersection. Christ, it was huge. It had to be a couple tons of ooze. How much organic matter did it have to eat to get that big?




Oh crap. Grover realized it had probably eaten most of the researchers down here, and then scavenged every single bit of ‘edible’ organic matter that was left behind. But he was invisible, and not moving. So no sound, no vibration…




It moved right at him.




It had no eyes and no visible sensory organs. It flowed over itself like a five-ton amoeba. It had to hunt by chemical signature. It sensed organic chemicals, and it flowed toward them. He might be invisible, but he breathed, and he sweated.




He was so screwed. He ran into the inner genome storage room and slammed the door.




It oozed against the door and began seeping in everywhere the seals were weak, all around the door. A half inch thick tongue of goo squeezed its way under the door toward him.




It was really a shame he wasn’t going to get to live long enough to have Riley yelling at him for disobeying orders.





70. The Secret of the Ooze



Alex wasn’t comfortable, but she wasn’t saying so. Because this was unbelievable! Somehow, Jack had managed to get a real, live SR-71 for her to ride in! It looked so cool she could hardly stand it.




Okay, so the movie she’d seen that had like ten people riding in a big, spacious cabin in an SR-71 Blackbird was totally idiotic, because there were just two cramped seats for a pilot and another person, and the idea that you could have a whole gang of people in one of these was laughable.




The pilot was this nice guy named Captain Rafael Herrera, and he had been as stunned with his passenger as she had been with his jet. He just sort of assumed she knew the whole drill and she was ready to go. She flew up into the co-pilot’s seat, went silvery, and she hoped she was good to go. She told Rafael that she didn’t need a parachute or a helmet or a special suit, or even the oxygen mask. And that part was true, as long as she was going to stay a silvery puddle in the second seat. It was a good thing she’d told Jack she could go without air for hours like this. He’d pretty much guessed the whole don’t-need-oxygen-or-temperature-control deal when she and Hanna and he hadn’t needed any air while they were escaping from that mega-hot fire in the spider cave.




The canopy had a special port about three inches across that sealed tightly and looked like it would be pretty dangerous to open when the Blackbird was flying super-fast at insane altitudes. But Rafael said they had just been told to switch out the regular canopy for this special one, and now he understood why. So they would be going at about Mach 3.5 when the Blackbird got to altitude, and then when they got to her destination he would drop down to about thirty thousand feet and Mach 0.8, and she could jump out. He was really impressed that she could do that and not get killed, but really it was just being silvery when she bailed.




So she was sitting in the small seat, being a puddle, feeling uncomfortable but not wanting to complain about it. And she was looking out the windows, because the view was mega-cool. If she wasn’t silvery, she would have needed a pressure suit and oxygen and all that stuff, since they were at maybe 90,000 feet and were flying at something like 2600 miles an hour. They were so high she could actually see the Earth curving away far beneath her. And they were going so fast the outside of the plane was at maybe 700 degrees. Rafael said the engine exhaust areas got up to more than 3000 degrees.




Rafael had told her that this was one of only two Blackbirds, both two-seaters, that hadn’t been decommissioned, because sometimes the Air Force needed to move someone around really fast. But this was the first time he’d heard of that they weren’t ferrying a general or a really important colonel around.




When Rafael started descending, she knew it was going to be time pretty soon. She started looking for landmarks. She figured she was just going to have to drop down to maybe ten thousand feet and go slow enough that she could go normal and use her Terawatt phone to get a GPS reading.




Rafael had gotten a flight plan that put him directly over Downingtown, Pennsylvania, which as far as Alex knew was really close to the little New Jersey airport where Maggie Walsh had disappeared. That all by itself made Alex feel like this was probably the right place.




She was really looking forward to the freefall part, because it was so fun. It wasn’t like she was doing something dangerous, like those skydivers who got killed once in a while. She was just flying faster than usual. And it was awesome.







Steve Andrews shrugged inside his leather jacket and watched as Jane excitedly told the too-slick reporter about the gross thing that ate Doc Hallen. The whole thing was crazy. He knew he was screwed, no matter which way it went. There was no way they were going to believe him. No, it was just going to be put down to one more troublesome thing that troublemaking Steve Andrews was up to. Sure, he’d done some dumb stuff when he was younger, but nobody in a small town ever let you forget that kind of thing. His dad sure didn’t. Pretty much the only person except his buddies who didn’t rub it in all the time was Jane, and everybody in the whole town reminded him every chance they got that Jane Martin was way too good for the likes of Steve Andrews.




Yeah, the cops were already calling his dad, and Jane’s parents. Jane would probably get grounded for a month. His dad would probably try and get the cops to arrest him for ‘filing a false police report.’ But that thing was real! And it was just huge compared to that small thing stuck on the old man’s hand. How could it have gotten so big? And where was the old man? Where was the nurse?




Oh God. He saw it eat the doc. It must’ve eaten the old man first. And the doc’s nurse was gone too, so maybe it ate her! And… and… and every time it ate someone, it got bigger! If these dorks wouldn’t listen to him, he needed to do something, before that thing ate everyone in town! Even if there were lots of people around town who thought he was a waste of space, he had friends, and a lot of those friends cared about their families. He had to warn people. And he had to figure out something so people would believe him. For a change.







Riley stepped aside with Sergeant Jim Bert, while ‘friendly Lieutenant Dave’ stood with the kids. He patted Sergeant Bert on the shoulder, “Hey Jim, have you called these kids’ parents to come get them?” He knew the cops had, because they just weren’t as sneaky as they thought they were. That was also good, because it meant he didn’t have to worry about these guys being pros, or being undercover security for the secret lab. No, they were just some guys who knew there was a secret they were supposed to keep.




Jim said, “Yeah, but don’t tell them. That Andrews boy’s nothing but trouble. He’s been on probation most of the time since he was maybe eleven.”




Riley gave Jim a big, oily grin and went for a ‘just between us guys’ tone. “Hey, not like we all haven’t done a little something, back when we were sowing those wild oats, hey? I bet you were quite the ladies’ man when you were his age.”




Jim nodded, “Sure, but that’s all behind me now.”




Riley said, “Look, I’ve seen this before. When a teenager tells a story like this, you have to figure someone has conned them. Otherwise, they’d be telling a story people could believe. Right?”




“Well…”




Riley pushed on, “So we know that little Jane Martin girl’s not in on it, but she’s proof the Andrews kid isn’t either. She was with him the whole time. But that doesn’t mean someone, maybe that old man they thought they were rescuing, didn’t kill the doctor, and maybe his nurse too. Or maybe the old man saw something, and someone else is trying to cover it up. Either way, the Andrews kid’s probably the best fall guy in town. Right?”




“Well, maybe…”




Riley said, “So we should send them home with their parents. Then I’m going to go talk to the Andrews boy and see if someone drops by to plant a little evidence, or get him to go do something stupid. What’s his address?”




Jim reeled off an address not that far away.




Riley patted him on the shoulder and said, “I’ve learned it always pays for the reporters to make nice with the cops, and it always pays for the cops to make nice with the reporters. A nice little symbiotic relationship with each side helping the other. You come out looking good in the press, and I get a nice byline. It’s a win-win.”




Jim looked like he wasn’t quite sure if he should go along on things. Riley just pretended Jim was his best buddy, and walked off to go find Grover. If this was some sort of man-eating amoeba or something even worse, Riley needed some biochemistry expertise, and Grover needed a heads-up.




He pulled out his phone and made another call to the dummy number. “Richard K. Frank reporting in. I think we’ve got three ugly murders here in the Hallen clinic, and maybe someone’s setting up a teenager named Steve Andrews to take the fall. His girlfriend Jane Martin looks like his accidental alibi, though. Still no sign of Walsh, but she might be behind this mess.” He’d just given them codephrases hidden in the message so they’d know there was a secret lab and corpses on the site. Also, they would be searching for background on Steve and Jane now that they had names to work with.




He didn’t need to tell them that he was worried. Something was going on here, and it might just be a slime-like lifeform devouring anything that moved. And there were suburbs of Philadelphia that were within spitting distance of this town. If this got loose and multiplied, thousands, maybe even millions, of people were at risk.




He sauntered off across the parking lots until he was out of sight of the two policemen, and then he sprinted around the shops to get to the underground lab.




And there was no sign of Grover. Just some evidence that Grover had gone down into the underground sections, when Riley had told him not to.




Riley silently thought several things, all of which, if he’d said them out loud, would have gotten his mouth washed out with the laundry soap back home.







Grover was worried. Okay, he was pants-wetting terrified, only without the pants. Invisibility was the lamest superpower. It was great for being a pervert and playing stupid pranks. But for fighting crime? Not a huge help.




For getting himself out of really messy situations? Not helping much either. The thing was still oozing in at several places around the door frame. He was pretty surprised it hadn’t just busted the door down yet.




He tried his phone again. No bars. Well, sure, even if it was a special SRI phone with an infrared screen he could read, it didn’t have superpowers. He was sixty feet underground, surrounded by concrete and steel. He was going to die, and no one was ever going to find his remains, because they would be invisible. Or they’d be completely inside this monster, never to be recognizable again.




He decided maybe he could at least test some things and write some notes on the wall and on his phone, and maybe they’d help whoever came down here with Riley to wonder why dumb old Grover had gone off on his own when he wasn’t supposed to. Wasn’t this exactly what the really annoying morons did in those horror movies Cindy liked to watch so she could scream and hang onto him really hard? Great, he could see his tombstone now. ‘Grover Dunn Jr. A really annoying moron. He deserved what he got.’




Okay, the thing — he was going to call it Clifford because it was big and might even be red — could squeeze through a hole smaller than a penny, but not easily. He typed that into his notepad app on his phone. He pulled a lamp off the desk and took out the lightbulb. Then he turned on the lamp and shoved the live electrical connections into the goo. There were sparks, and he could smell something burning, but it didn’t slow the thing down much. He noted that.




He pulled the lamp back, making sure he didn’t have more of the goop on the light socket. The goo didn’t like the electrical jolt and it didn’t want to cling to the live light socket, but it wasn’t too bothered by a hundred twenty volts. Meanwhile, the main body of goo just flowed in to fill the hole he had punched. He watched as more goo flowed forward to cover up the burned areas he had made. Okay, these levels of electricity and heat didn’t seem to bother it a whole lot. He noted that too.




The seal at the bottom of the door finally gave way under the pressure, and it started flowing in. He noted that the stuff stayed viscous and thick, no matter what.




He backed up. He was out of room. He opened the massive refrigerator door and backed into it.




And he backed into something. “Oh shit!”




What had he stepped on? He whirled around to find a dead chick. A woman of about thirty or so, in a lab tech’s labcoat and stuff, lying dead and frozen on the metal floor of the fridge room.




Wait, she hadn’t been eaten. Had she hid in here until she starved to death? Or froze to death?




God, he was freezing his ass off. No, mainly he was freezing his feet off. Even the stuff Doc Janet had given him to rub on his soles to toughen up his feet wasn’t protecting him from this cold.




Clifford the Big Red Monster came after him. It moved about three inches into the fridge… and it stopped. Then it backed right out again.




It hated the cold. Okay, Grover did too. He started peeling the clothes off the dead lady, because he was going to freeze to death if he didn’t. He squeezed his feet into her shoes and shrugged on her labcoat. Okay, that wasn’t nearly warm enough. But she was wearing a blouse and pants. He was going to go for that too. Anything that might warm him up enough to survive until Clifford went hunting somewhere else. The thought of wearing a dead person’s clothes didn’t gross him out nearly as much as the thought of being painfully devoured by Clifford.




But if Clifford didn’t hurry up and go look elsewhere for snacks, there were going to be two frozen corpses in this stupid fridge.







Riley slipped back into the first room of the lab complex. The second room was an elevator and a stairway, both with biocontainment doors. Great.




Not that he was all that surprised. But if whatever was loose — and eating unsuspecting winos and doctors — had come through here, it would have eaten these bodies. That suggested a particularly nasty scenario, like someone here took a sample of the goo, killed anyone who got in her way, and released it into the wild just so it would start devouring townspeople. If that was Maggie Walsh, she would have made sure she was safely out of the area before it began rampaging around.




If that wasn’t Maggie Walsh, he was going to be really surprised.




All of which begged the question: why? Why do something like this? What was the point? He could think of a few reasons to do something like this. Terrorism, blackmail, eco-insanity, or just a desire to kill everyone you could. All of those could mean that there was more than one sample of goo on the loose, maybe locally, or maybe spread out on a much larger scale. He really didn’t like that thought. He needed to call the colonel and have a serious chat.




But first he needed to find Grover and make sure he was okay, before chewing him out for not following orders. The colonel was right. Superpowered teens might make a very dangerous fighting force, but without discipline and training, they were a lot more vulnerable in other ways.




The elevator was still sealed, and the panel indicated it was locked off on the ground level. But there were three lower levels the elevator would go to. He wondered if there were levels the elevator wouldn’t reach. The stairway door wasn’t sealed anymore. That could be extremely bad. If it had been Hanna who had gone down there, he would have assumed that every seal and containment system would be offline by now, and he would have been calling for all the CDC and biowarfare personnel in the state. Since it was Grover, he was just intensely worried.




He moved down to the next floor. The place looked like people had run out in a panic. He moved down to the floor below that, and found the airlocks. The panels had been used recently, and were still cycling through displays, so he was certain Grover had come this way. But had he gone in through the airlocks?




Riley had enough training on CBW to know how to read the panels. And he could see there were video monitors in the next airlock. He cycled the doors and moved into the next airlock. The monitors showed four different hallways, and he had no trouble calling up the last hour’s worth of video where there was any movement, and…




“Oh my God.” He couldn’t help swearing. He had been wondering what this thing could look like, and there was his answer. It rolled into that intersection, thought about it for a few moments, and then oozed down the corridor he could see down. A side door opened with apparently no one touching it, and a valise floated in mid-air into the room. The thing followed. If it hadn’t eaten Grover yet, it had him trapped.




Riley instinctively wanted to charge down the hall and rush to the rescue. He didn’t. He assessed options. He considered strategy. And he realized he was stuck. It was a blob of jello the size of a car. His Glock wasn’t going to have any effect. The C-4 hidden in the trunk of his rental car would either be useless or else create a hundred smaller, equally hungry blobs. He had no idea if heat would damage it, or make it move faster. What about electricity? Cold? Poisons? He had no idea, and the only way to find out would be to go hunt through labs the thing could probably flow into, to devour you alive.




He tried his earjack. “Clear? Can you hear me?”




“R-r-r-riley? Y-y-y-you out th-th-there?”




Riley instinctively grabbed at his earjack. “Grover! Sitrep! And once I get you out of here, I am going to have you running punishment details next to Hanna every day for a month!” The guy sounded like he was freezing to death, but that beat the alternatives right at the moment.




“G-g-g-good. Oh G-g-g-god I’m f-f-freezing in here. It hates c-c-c-old. M-m-m-me too.”




Riley asked, “How do I get it out of there?”




“V-v-vibration and s-s-s-smell. N-n-no eyes or ears. Org-g-ganics.”




Riley thought over his options for a second. “Do you have a map of this level?”




“N-n-no. S-s-s-s-sorry.”




Riley could see down a long hallway that had a ‘T’ intersection at its end. And there was a four-way intersection at this end, nearer the airlock. If the side corridors went around and met back at that ‘T’ down there, he had an option. If not, he had a deathtrap.




He said, “I’m going to have to go back up a level and look for a floor plan. I’ll be back in several minutes. Just hang on.”




“N-n-not g-g-going anyw-w-where.”




Riley cycled the airlock and moved back to the first airlock. He cycled that one and went up to the ground floor so he could call in and leave a fast situation report. He was worried about Grover, but he needed to alert the SRI before he went down and risked his fool neck trying to get Grover out of there. Then he went back down the stairs to the first underground level. And he went looking for the janitor’s closet.




Sure enough, the closet had chemicals, mops… and a hand-drawn floor plan with room numbers and names written on it, so someone could find the chores he got sent to do. Riley took the plan off the wall, folded it, and tucked it in an inner pocket. The halls on the floor below branched off, ran parallel to the main corridor on both sides, and then joined up at that ‘T’ at the end of the hall. So if he led the blob in a chase, he wouldn’t be trapping himself in a dead-end hallway.




No, what he had to do was give himself enough time for Grover to get out of a freezer or wherever he was hiding, and get the airlock cycled for when Riley came sprinting around just ahead of the thing.




Assuming he could outrun it. He had to assume that if it could catch all the scientists that had been down here, it could move really fast when it wanted to.




He picked up three one-gallon jugs off the shelves, and grabbed a portable UV light system too. It was a good thing all the jugs had handles, or it would have been even more awkward.




He worked his way through all the airlocks. As he cycled the last one, he told Grover over the earjacks, “I’m coming now. I’m going to try and get it to chase me. As soon as it clears out, you have to get out of there, get to the airlock, get it open, and hold it for me. Otherwise, we’re both going to be snackfood.”




“R-r-r-roger th-th-that.”




Riley moved into the right-hand corridor. He stood the portable UV light on its side so it would shine down the side hall, and he plugged it into an outlet on the wall. Then he quietly moved down that corridor and turned to his left. He put one jug down at the corner. He moved as silently as he could to the end of the hall and set the second jug there. Then he moved to the ‘T’ junction and set the third jug there.




Then he crossed his fingers. He moved to the door into the genome storage area. The blob was still piled against the inner door. And he used a skill developed over long years as an Iowa boy.




He spit all the way across the room and nailed the blob about a foot above the floor.




It reacted at once, even if it had to pull itself out of the inner room too. It was fast, but that little detail gave Riley enough time to run down to the ‘T’ junction and pour the first jug all over the floor. He had no idea if a gallon of performic acid would stop the thing, but it said on the label it was a powerful disinfectant for dealing with biohazards. Then he ran for the next corner.




The blob raced down the hall and rolled over the liquid. It paused and quivered a little. Okay, it didn’t like the performic acid, but it didn’t seem to have a sudden urge to keel over and die on the spot.




But Riley was already at the second corner, pouring the next jug all over the floor. Sodium hydroxide, another powerful disinfecting agent. And if the blob was taking up everything it rolled over, maybe the strong acid it just ate and the strong base it was about to hit would give it some nasty indigestion. He ran at his top speed for the last corner. And he was fast when he had to be.




Unfortunately, the blob was discouragingly fast as well. It was taking a licking and keeping on ticking, as his mom’s dad Gramps Riley used to say. Riley poured the third jug out, ran past the UV light, and turned into the main corridor.




Grover was standing there in a borrowed labcoat and shoes and oddly-sagging pants, still working on getting the airlock open. That wasn’t good.




The blob hit the third corner and stopped. It didn’t like the concentrated bleach at all.




Riley said, “Grover, we may have less than ten seconds.”




“R-r-r-right.”




The blob took several seconds to decide what to do. It rushed back down the hallway.




Riley tried to sound calm as he said, “Grover, it’s going to be heading our way any second now.” He quickly moved the UV light so it pointed down the main hall instead of the side hall.




Grover said, “G-g-g-got it.” The door started cycling open, even if it seemed like it was moving ridiculously slowly.




Grover ducked in, and Riley ran over to the door. “Close it ASAP.”




“O-o-o-on it.” 




Riley gulped as the blob came rolling down the hall straight at them. The door was still fully open. The airlock was still cycling. The blob was already halfway down the hall, and moving at maybe twenty miles an hour right at them.




71. The Smooze



The door started closing, but it was moving too slowly. The blob was three fourths of the way down the hall, and picking up speed.




The door was still only halfway closed.




The blob ran into the part of the hall covered by the UV light, and it flinched. It stopped. It cautiously moved toward the light, pausing for a few seconds before it overran the light, which broke with a muffled crack.




The door closed with a distinct hiss, and the seals activated.




Grover said, “G-g-g-g-got it. S-s-s-sealed. I w-w-want outta here.”




They worked their way through the other airlocks, watching the massive bulk of the blob as it pressed futilely against the airlock door.




Grover asked, “Wh-wh-what’d y-y-you use?”




Riley said, “I tried everything in the janitor’s closet. Performic acid, sodium hydroxide, bleach concentrate, and a portable UV sterilizer.”




Grover shivered inside the labcoat. “S-s-s-smart.”




Riley said, “Not smart enough to stay out of a sealed biolab that had dead people outside it.”




“S-s-s-s-sorry.”




“If we get through this op alive, you’re going to be doing punishment details for me. And whatever the colonel wants. And whatever your mom and Cindy tell you to do. Because this was just stupid, and you nearly died, and you nearly got me killed too.”




“S-s-s-sorry. R-r-really sorry. C-c-can we g-g-go s-somewhere w-warm?”




They went back up the stairs, closing and sealing doors after them. Riley stopped at the security door and reprogrammed the RFID lock to stay unlocked. He reprogrammed the keypad to a different number. Then he called the colonel and gave him a full heads-up on everything, including all the new information on the problem underground and the problem on the loose in the town, which the cops were going to try to cover up until they realized they weren’t helpers, they were Hamburger Helper.







Alex was doing her freefall thing. It was so much fun! She was still flying forward at some really fast speed, and she was dropping like a rock. Or maybe a silvery rock-shaped blob. She waited until she was maybe fifteen thousand feet up to really slow herself down, and then when she was going maybe a hundred fifty miles an hour diagonally toward what she hoped was the middle of Downingtown and not the completely wrong town altogether, she went normal and used her GPS app to make sure she was in the right place.




Oh good, no embarrassing stuff like showing up in the town five miles over, or something like that.




She zoomed downward and waited until she had cell phone reception again, because cell towers were just not made to be convenient for superheroes flying miles above the ground.




And she had a bunch of phone calls and text messages. That could not be good. She started playing all of them while she flew down:




“Terawatt, it’s Colonel O’Neill. Florida and New York are still unknown. Downingtown is a live op, and Finn has signaled that the police are in on it. Please contact him directly and assist in any way you can.”





captainmal: something weird w D’town finances, going under up to 4 yrs ago, suddenly plenty of cash city-wide




Acid Burn: someone bought out the whole town, major construction effort west of hallen clinic, google earth show nothing there now but a tiny strip mall




jackryanrules: hah!




captainmal: work done by Smith & Smith Construction




Acid Burn: who doesn’t really exist — creepy!




jackryanrules: whoever is behind this could def’y pay walsh




captainmal: major $$$




Acid Burn: serious cashflow and expert money hiding




captainmal: who the $h!t uses swiss and cayman and brazil and russky and trinidad banks all at the same time?




jackryanrules: a giant international consortium secretly behind the thing




Acid Burn: or a super-rich finance guru who is ultra careful




captainmal: bad either way






“Tera, it’s Acid Burn. There’s extreme badness going on in that town, and we can’t even find out who paid off the whole town and built what’s probably a secret underground lab just west of the Hallen clinic under a little strip mall, and when I called Big Cheese he went ape-doody and he called DHS and this could be extreme, and he can’t get Riley or Grover on the phone right now so he’s really worrying.”





jackryanrules: got the names Steve Andrews and Jane Martin from mr iowa




captainmal: brilliant name Burn!




Acid Burn: credit Tera




jackryanrules: Jane is local beauty pageant winner, Steve is under juvey rules, can’t get at his records w/o court order




Acid Burn: never mind, i can bust that, okay… shoplifting at 11, assault 4 at age 14, assault 3 at age 16




jackryanrules: assault 3 & 4 are like being in a fistfight, not beating up old ladies




captainmal: so his whole life he got in a couple scrapes? this is the town badboy? lame




Acid Burn: maybe a few other things no one wanted to swear out a complaint






“Tera, it’s Jack. Again. The New York thing is a bust. It’s a guy running around pretending he has superpowers to hype himself for some stupid play he’s directing and starring in. The Florida op looks like it may be a job for the DEA instead of us: it’s probably not a Walsh operation at all, and Miller thinks it’s just a big meth lab. But the Philly op is still live. Please assist Finn with all speed.”




“Tera, it’s Riley. I just talked with the colonel and he said to call you directly. We’ve got Terawatt-sized trouble. Someone — their initials are probably MKW if you ask me — unleashed some kind of ooze monster on the town. Imagine your silvery form, but red and carnivorous and the size of a hippo. Grover thinks it’s a genetically engineered multi-celled lifeform like slime molds, and it oozes up to maybe thirty or forty mph. It hunts by sensing chemicals around it, and maybe vibration too. Grover’s not positive. It absorbs anything organic and eats it. It may be pretty resistant to electricity and maybe heat, but it definitely hates cold. It isn’t bothered that much by acids or bases, but it doesn’t like bleach. Even worse, there’s also one rampaging loose in an underground lab and it probably ate everyone and everything down there. Grover’s darn lucky he wasn’t the dessert course. Call me ASAP. Finn out.”




Boy, that was a lot of messages and stuff for an hour in a jet.




She speed-dialed Riley. “Terawatt here.”




Riley sounded relieved. “Good to hear from you. I’ve got Clear under an electric blanket in the Hallen clinic, he’s still shivering, and I’m searching for intel. We have the lab sealed for now, but the thing that’s loose up top is a much bigger threat. And the locals may be all bought and paid for, so no help there. I’ve got a witness, Steve Andrews, who just happens to be the town troublemaker so no one’s going to believe him without a lot of backup, and the cops turned him over to his dad, who seems to think Steve needs a couple years in the big house to straighten him out. No idea what the kid actually did. And he’s going out with the local Miss Wholesome.”




She said, “It looks like he’s been in a few fights.”




“What charges?”




She said, “Assault 3 and assault 4.”




He said, “It sure didn’t look like the local cops I met would let him plea bargain down to lesser charges, so that’s pretty skimpy. That means no weapons, no weapons of opportunity, no pounding innocent victims, or he’d be up on bigger charges.” Riley reeled off an address, which Alex typed into her map app on her phone. “Can you get to his house and keep an eye on him? If he’s not involved in this, someone may decide he’s an excellent fall guy. And if he is involved somehow…”




She said, “Gotcha. Can I drop my bag off at your car first?” She flew down to the rental car over by the Hallen clinic, dropped her bag off, and oriented herself with the phone’s compass app. Then she headed cross-country to Steve’s house.







Riley looked over at Grover’s shape. The kid still looked cold and miserable. Riley thought out loud, “If the goop ate everyone in the clinic and went in search of more organics, where would it go?”




Grover said, “It didn’t go out the front after those teens, so maybe it went out the back. Organics means more than people.”




Riley nodded. That was pretty much what he was thinking. He checked that his Glock was secure in its holster. The Glock was useless against a couple tons of flesh-eating cells, but he might need it if he had trouble with the local cops, or even a roving security team from the secret lab, which might be a heck of a lot more ruthless than the local cops. And he picked up a gallon of bleach from the clinic supplies, along with the CO2 fire extinguisher on the wall.




He made sure Grover had his pouch on hand, and he said, “I’m going hunting. If I call you, I’m probably going to need you to run out to the car and haul over to help out. You up to that?”




The electric blanket nodded. Grover said, “As long as nobody bothers to stop an empty car hauling down a road.”




Riley said, “As long as you can lose them for two seconds and stop the car where they can’t see all the car doors, they’ll assume the driver already bailed and ran. Give them time to clear the area, and take off again.”




Grover asked, “Does this mean you weren’t quite as wholesome as you look?”




Riley dryly said, “I went to high school with some guys who weren’t exactly Jack Armstrong, All-American Boy. They bragged a lot. They got caught more from bragging about what they did than from actually getting picked up at the scene of the crime.”




Grover said, “They sound even dumber than me.”




Riley just moved out the back door with his secret weapons. He was really figuring his secret weapon would be his long legs, because he was pretty sure tactical retreats were going to be the order of the day until somebody came up with something that had more stopping power than ‘the magic of Clorox’.




He gulped when he stepped out the back door. Something had dissolved a four-foot-wide path across the back lawn, eating the grass and flowers down to the dirt. He headed off, moving parallel to the dissolved plants, even though he was worried this was way outside his skillset. If the thing was lightning-resistant, like Grover thought, it might even be outside Terawatt’s skillset.







Alex was still two hundred feet in the air and half a block away from the house when she saw the guy sneaking out. Willow had sent her a school picture of Steve Andrews, and he looked pretty handsome in that, but he was totally rocking the whole bad boy look. Especially with the leather jacket. It wasn’t easy to give off that bad boy vibe when you were a blond, blue-eyed, gorgeous guy, but Steve was working it.




It was a good thing Riley sent her over, because Riley would never have gotten here in time. Okay, Riley would have figured out where Steve was headed and cut him off, because even Alex had a pretty good idea on that.




Steve did the whole sneaking around bit, and got that car, and drove off fast. Not that he was going to be going faster than Alex could go, when he was driving through a small town. And so he was at a nicer house in just a couple minutes.




Alex waited a couple hundred feet up for several minutes, and out came the beauty queen. Jane Martin. Alex had a feeling Jane was probably grounded and was doing the sneak thing too. But if they were trying to save the town from a goop monster, Alex was totally supporting them. She waited until they got two blocks from Jane’s house before she dropped down in front of the oncoming convertible.




Steve slammed on the brakes, and when the car came to a halt, Alex swooped over it and dropped into the back seat. She didn’t actually sit on the back seat, because she sort of thought maybe it had been used for stuff she didn’t want to really touch.




She said in careful tones, “Steve Andrews and Jane Martin? I am Terawatt.”




Steve groaned, “What is it with these guys? I didn’t do anything wrong, and now I’ve got superheroes attacking me?”




Alex said, “Attacking you? Not hardly. I’m here to help you. The police may not want to believe your story, but I believe it.”




“You haven’t even heard it,” insisted Jane.




Alex said, “I haven’t heard you tell it, but I know your story.” She lied, “Rich Frank believed you, and he was concerned enough to file a threat report with the Department of Homeland Security. Your police force didn’t believe you, but they filed a report covering what you claimed, in case they could use it against you in a court of law later on.”




Steve cursed colorfully. Jane took his arm and complained, “Steve!”




Steve said, “And so what are we supposed to do now, superhero lady?”




“Terawatt. And what I want you to do first is to tell me what you were planning.”




Steve shrugged, “Okay. So first, we were going to call all our friends, or drive by and grab ’em, and warn ’em about this… blob. Then we send them off to warn their friends and relatives and all that. Then I was gonna park Jane someplace safe, and try to track it down and… I dunno. Maybe set fire to it.”




Alex said, “Good.” At their shocked expressions, she added, “But it may be protected from fire, and vulnerable to cold.”




Jane gasped, “You know that much about blob monsters?”




Alex said, “No, but I have studied science. And I have some top-notch scientists I trust to give me top-notch advice on problems like this one. When you’re up against threats like this, your brain is more important than your fists.”







Riley moved swiftly down the concrete back alley. He had lost the thing’s track, which was not good at all. He could even be about to walk right into a goop-shaped trap if he wasn’t careful. But he had already been too late to save what was probably two mechanics at a gas station, given the dropped tools and the uneaten soles off two pairs of shoes. He was walking behind a bar, and he decided he had better check that out. Alcohol counted as an organic chemical, and the place reeked of alcohol. If he could smell it, the thing almost certainly had.




He kicked open the back door and moved in expertly, wielding the fire extinguisher like it was a light machine gun. He carefully checked both sides of the doorway, and then checked overhead too. Standard building entry protocols had to be modified when dealing with SRI problems. It was one of the things that had kept him and Graham and Gates and the colonel alive in Myrhorod.




He moved through the doorway in front of him and stepped into a dark, seedy bar that smelled of cigarettes and booze.




There was nobody there. Not even a bartender behind the bar. He could see several seats scooted back, or in some cases, tipped over. Bottles of alcohol on tables were tipped over or broken, and there was no sign of any alcohol left in the bottles or spilled on the floor. Cigarettes were gone from ashtrays, and the ashtrays were clean of ashes. Change was left on the tables, and a few other things people wouldn’t have left without, like reading glasses and false teeth and a cheap plastic handbag. The thing had cleaned out the bar.




He checked behind the bar, too. Open bottles of liquor had been knocked off the counter and were on the floor empty, but the sealed bottles were still on the shelves. If Grover was right, and it got bigger every time it ate someone, this was going to be brutal. Riley was not going to want to run into it in a blind alley.




He peeked out the front window of the bar, and the street looked normal. So he moved back to the alleyway and tried to pick up the thing’s trail.




And that was when he found the fenced area that was supposed to have a dozen horses for riding lessons. There was nothing left except the metal of stirrups and bridles and horseshoes. And some poor guy’s shotgun. Firing a shotgun at the thing probably wouldn’t do anything except put a blast of chemicals into the air that would make it come right at you.




If the thing had just eaten twelve horses and a bar full of drunks, how big was it now? He made a fast call to Terawatt, and then one to Grover, and then one to the colonel.







Alex hung up her Terawatt phone and asked Steve, “What’s close to the horses and the bar, that has lots of food for this thing?”




“Food?” Steve asked.




“Your dad’s grocery!” Jane squealed.







Riley was passing one of the back doors into what was probably a grocery, when he heard the scream. He shoved the door open with his shoulder and ran into the back area. He got there just in time to see a reddish mass bigger than a truck go for a janitor who was standing over a mop bucket and was frozen in terror. Riley was much too far away to get in between the guy and the goo. That cut down on his choices.




Riley dove across the floor to get into the position he wanted, and he pulled out his Glock. He waited for the right moment as he slid across the polished floor, and then he fired off two quick shots.




The janitor twitched like he had been shot. But neither round touched him. Both rounds seared between the man’s legs, punching holes in the front and back of the mop bucket. Water full of cleaning products poured out across the floor in both directions.




The bleach-laden water spurted forward and bumped into the hungry mass of the thing. It paused. It twitched. And it backed up, looking for another way to get to the chemical scents that were attracting it.




Riley jumped to his feet, grabbed his gallon bottle of bleach, and lobbed it over the janitor’s head. It hit the floor hard, splitting open along a seam down one side and pouring bleach all over the floor. The hillock of goo quickly retreated.




Riley stepped over the wet, slippery floor and grabbed the guy by the arm. “Get out of here! Get out into the street! Now!”




“Wha… Uh… I…” The guy was shaking in fear. Riley couldn’t blame him. That was one scary blob of goo.




Riley turned the guy to face the street and gave him a push. The guy staggered twice, and then ran for the front doors.




Riley looked around, in case the thing was trying to get at him from behind. But it was gone. He moved through the back of the store. Big bins of produce were completely empty. Shelves of cut meats had nothing on them except ripped plastic wrap and crushed styrofoam trays




It would be even bigger when he caught up to it again. He ran down the back corridor of the store until he found the right aisle, and then he moved.







Alex was flying above Steve’s car, so she heard the gunshots more clearly than he did. She darted forward to nearly run into a frantic janitor who was babbling about a giant monster trying to eat him and some crazy guy shooting at it until it ran away.




She knew the only guy who was likely to be doing that in Downingtown right now.




She pushed open the swinging doors with her telekinesis and flew into the store. She moved up to the ceiling so she could see down most of the aisles. And there was Riley, safe and sound, and dumping stuff into a shopping cart.




Ooh, that was smart.




He looked up at her and yelled out, “It went out the back! I lost it!”




She nodded and flew into the back area. She stayed up high so she wouldn’t get caught by surprise by tons of hungry goo. Those spiders had been bad enough.




There was no sign of anything dangerous, just clear signs that something hungry had eaten everything edible it could get at back here.




She flew out one of the back doors and looked around. There was an ordinary loading dock with gravel for a parking area. She moved farther out, looking for the thing. But it was nowhere in sight. Not good.




She clicked her earjack. “Tera to Finn. No sign out back. I’m going up to search over a wider area.”




“Finn to Tera. Look for anything with a lot of organics. Another grocery. A herd of cattle. A fruit tree. A meeting of people.”




Suddenly there was a deafening noise, as the town air-raid alarm went off, and then the town fire alarm quickly followed.




Riley sighed into his earjack, “Just like that’s going to be.”




“Oh crud.” And there was no way anyone was going to believe Steve Andrews that there was a giant blobby thing running around eating anyone and anything it could catch… until it swooped down and ate everyone standing in the street.




72. The Vom



Alex swiftly reversed direction and headed back to the main street in front of the grocery store.




She got there in time to hear half a dozen angry grownups shouting Steve down and insisting he was lying or crazy. Okay, that was what anybody ought to be saying normally, just not right now.




She put her arms out in front of her and ran a big lightning bolt between them as she flew down to the big argument in the street. In her best Terawatt tones, she announced, “Ladies and gentlemen! I am Terawatt! And I am here because there really is a threat to everyone in this town! You have had a secret chemical weapons lab under your town for three or four years now, and this thing has escaped from it!” She pointed at Steve. “That man saw it eat your Doctor Hallen.” She pointed at the janitor. “That man just narrowly avoided being eaten alive just moments ago. It is in this area, and will be looking for groups of people, piles of food, stores of meat or vegetation, or even—”




There were suddenly a couple dozen screams from behind her. She whirled about in mid-air to see tons of panicking people running out of the doors of the movie theater.




“It’s a monster!”




“It’s eating everyone!”




“It got Jerry!”




And right behind them came the thing. It looked like tons and tons of hungry red goo that would eat everything in sight. She shuddered inwardly, because it was pretty horrible. But she was supposed to be the superhero here, so she couldn’t act afraid.




She swooped down another twenty feet and fired off a massive lightning bolt into the front of the thing. It slowed down, but it didn’t stop. The large, burned area on its front was just absorbed by the rest of it as it rolled forward more slowly.




Just as she was going to unleash another big blast at it, a little kid ran right in front of the thing with a pair of toy guns. He ‘shot’ at the thing, yelling, “Kapow! Kapow!” Crud!




Jane screamed, “Danny!”




The blob went right for the kid.




Riley came sprinting in from her left, going right at the blob.




Steve came sprinting in from her right, going right at the kid.




She realized what Riley was holding, so she gave it all she had and heaved on the kid with her telekinesis.




Riley hurled two big bottles of bleach right at the asphalt directly in front of the thing.




The kid was way under a hundred pounds, so he was lifted into the air and backward, just out of the reach of the blob as it rolled forward to eat him.




Steve snatched the kid out of the air and ran for it.




She hit the thing with another massive blast of lightning, just as it hit the bleach. The front couple yards of the thing shuddered, and it retreated. She figured that was probably more from the bleach than from the lightning.




Riley pulled up a big CO2 fire extinguisher and blasted it. The thing recoiled from that, too. He yelled at the crowd, “Bleach! Bleach and cold! Get all the CO2 fire extinguishers and dry ice and bleach you can find!”




Steve handed the kid to a middle-aged man, who hugged the kid hard. Steve insisted to the guy, “The CO2 fire extinguishers at the school! We’ve got to get ’em!”




Riley yelled, “Steve! With me!” He ran a hundred feet back to where he had left a shopping cart, which he had filled with gallons of bleach and CO2 extinguishers and what Alex guessed might be about forty pounds of dry ice in brown paper wrappings.




Steve came running over, even though he was putting himself in real danger by getting so much closer to the monster. He grabbed a gallon of bleach that Riley tossed to him, and began pouring it in an arc in front of the thing and around to his right. Riley had two one-gallon bottles, and he started pouring them out in a matching arc on the left side.




Alex used her telekinesis to yank two more bottles of the bleach out of the shopping cart, and pour it all in the doorway of the movie theater, so the thing couldn’t retreat inside the building. Well, she hoped it wouldn’t. Then she pulled up two more bottles and began pouring bleach on the top of the thing.




Riley lobbed the dry ice onto the top of the goo, and Alex used her telekinesis to press the dry ice against the mass and keep it from falling off to the sides. Each piece of dry ice looked like it was freezing an area of goo about two inches bigger than the dry ice chunk. That meant they needed a heck of a lot more dry ice, or something incredibly cold. Because she didn’t think anybody was going to drive up with ten thousand pounds of dry ice in the nick of time.




The thing rolled to one side against the bleach, then rolled to the other, then tried going forward. It really hated the bleach, but it was getting pretty crazed. She figured it was only a matter of time before it just gritted its non-teeth and rolled across some of the bleach to make an escape. And there were still a ton of people standing around watching instead of running away like sane folks.




She yelled, “Please clear the street! Get as far away from this as you can! Go to your homes and get bleach and dry ice and ice cubes and CO2 fire extinguishers! Now!”




The blob tried to roll backward into the theater, so she darted behind it and started blasting at it with lightning bolts. Every bolt burned an area of the outside of it, but if Grover was right, it would just eat those damaged cells and come back for more. Still, if it kept losing some of its own mass every time, then she might be able to wear it down. In like a hundred hours. Maybe.




An empty truck came rushing down the street, honking its horn as it came. Riley just waved it forward.




The driver’s door popped open and Grover’s voice yelled, “I found the tanks of compressed gas!”




Alex zoomed over and found half a dozen big tanks of pressurized gases. Nitrogen, oxygen, a rolling cart that had oxygen and acetylene hooked up to a wicked-looking… Oh. It was an oxy-acetylene torch! She’d seen those in movies.




And wasn’t liquid oxygen supposed to be really dangerous?




She said, “Be careful with that stuff. How’d you get it onto a truck?”




Grover said, “All this stuff was on the safe level, in the workrooms. They had a small forklift thing to move heavy stuff around, and it fits in the elevator.”




She stood on the ground so she could use all her telekinesis, and she lifted each of the tanks out, one by one. She said, “Maybe it doesn’t mind heat, but I bet it wouldn’t like that torch.”




Grover said with what was probably a grin, “That’s what I was figuring.”




She said, “Okay, Riley and Steve are holding it in place with bleach. I’ll try to freeze it on the far side with the nitrogen. You try to burn it up on this side with the acetylene torch. We’ll see who has better luck. And try not to get eaten. It’s pretty fast when it wants to be.”




“So’s Riley,” Grover said.




The tank was too heavy for her to fly around and lift it too, so she lifted it into the air and ran alongside it to the far side of the goo monster. Riley and Steve were doing a pretty good job of whipsawing it: Steve was in front of it and Riley was behind it, and anytime it tried to get away, the one it moved at would throw more bleach on it to make it back up. But it was still the size of an eighteen-wheeler, and sooner or later, if they did enough damage to it, it would have to try to get away.




She stood as close to the thing as she dared. She floated the tank of nitrogen even closer. And she used her telekinesis to open the valve. Nitrogen under huge pressure jetted out and instantly got freezing cold as it expanded. A wave of cold hit the blob, turning an area the size of a windshield into ice. The blob shuddered, so she started moving the tank around, freezing the entire side of the thing.




It hated the cold, but it didn’t like what was happening on its other sides either, so it couldn’t figure out how to get away.




“Clear to Tera. Acetylene torch is roasting it, but I’m only blackening a couple square yards a minute, and the burned part is only a couple inches deep. It keeps ingesting the burned areas and putting fresh surface area up. At this rate, it’ll take a month to burn all of it.”




“Tera to Clear. Good job. I’ve got an area about five by eight frozen solid, and I’m widening it. But that’s just the outer surface. And I’m going to run out of nitrogen before long.”




“Finn to team. What do we have?”




“Clear to Finn. Two tanks N2. One tank O2. One oxy-acetylene torch rig. One tank CO2. One tank He.”




“Finn to Tera. Use both nitrogen tanks, then the helium, then the CO2. Do not use the oxygen unless we have to, because it could be an explosive hazard, and the last thing we want is to blow this thing into a thousand smaller blobs of goo all over the town.”




Steve angrily yelled, “Are you guys on the phone, or are you fighting a giant glob of red snot?”




Riley yelled back, “We have a communication system so we can work together and not accidentally make things worse.”




Steve complained, “What the hell could be worse than this?”




Riley answered, “How about… the four of us getting killed in a big explosion that flings a thousand handfuls of this thing all over your town?”




Steve paused and then muttered, “Okay. Fine. I just feel stupid fighting a giant man-eating monster with something out of the cleaning products aisle.”




The fire department came roaring in, and Alex let Riley direct the firemen who had big CO2 blasters. Alex lifted the nitrogen tank and went to work freezing the top side of the thing, while the firemen blasted it on the front and back, and Grover tried to turn it into roast beast on his side.




Riley ran over to the truck and came back with the helium tank balanced on one shoulder. Man, was he strong. And tough. That had to be painful. Alex kept an eye on the nitrogen tank, while she watched him spray freezing cold helium all around the base of the thing, freezing it to the street. Then her nitrogen tank ran out, so she had to go fetch the second tank.




Boy, it would’ve been way more convenient if these tanks had been liquid nitrogen and liquid helium and stuff.




By the time the town started arriving with everyone’s CO2 fire extinguishers and dry ice and ice cubes and everything, the thing was nearly trapped. Alex flew around it, finding all the not-frozen-yet areas that needed attention before it started oozing out through those spots.







A half hour later, they had used up all the CO2 fire extinguishers, and all the tanks except the oxygen tank and the acetylene torch, which Grover had wheeled back to the truck. But Alex was pretty sure they only had a thin shell frozen over the thing, and that blob had tons of warm matter to thaw all the frozen parts. Plus, it was summer.




“Steve! Gimme a hand here!”




Alex looked over at a man driving a truck and hauling what looked like most of a walk-in freezer behind it.




Steve asked, “Dad? What are you doing? You need that for the store.”




Mr. Andrews said, “I figure the town needs it a heck of a lot more right now. And if you can do this, so can I.”




Riley went into ‘Major Finn’ mode. “Thank you, sir. Major Riley Finn, Department of Homeland Security. We appreciate your assistance, and I’ll personally see about getting you proper restitution for this.”




Mr. Andrews said, “Aw hell, I was gonna have to replace it in a few years, anyway.”




So Riley and Steve manhandled the refrigerator coils to press against the sides of the thing, while Alex used her telekinesis to hook pieces together and hook up the power to the refrigeration systems. In no time, the coils were humming and making the monster that much colder.




Steve asked, “What the hell are we gonna do with this thing? Dump it in Antarctica?”




Riley said, “If we can freeze it solid, we can haul it out of here and slice off individual pieces to be incinerated in a special high-temp biochemical incinerator. I’d rather not leave it around somewhere it might get loose someday. Or where the madmen who created it might try to recover it someday. Or something even worse.”




Steve complained, “And that’s another thing! Where the hell did this thing come from?”




Alex figured it was time to stick her nose in. “Excuse me, Steve, but the answer to that is not something this town will like. Four years ago, when your town was in financial trouble, a rich consortium offered to help them out in exchange for letting them build a secret underground lab.”




Mr. Andrews angrily said, “What the hell! You mean that thing under the new strip mall isn’t a fancy experimental sewage processing plant?”




A sewage processing plant? Wow, that might even make sense to have underground and stuff. It suddenly occurred to her that the city councilmen involved in this might have been conned instead of getting paid off.




“No sir,” Alex said. “Your town leaders may have been tricked, but it is a chemical weapons lab. An illegal one that your government knew nothing about. Until Major Finn uncovered it earlier today.”




And before Riley could start blushing and stuff, a helicopter dropped in and landed in the parking lot over by the old diner. Colonel O’Neill clambered out, ducking low to avoid as much of the downdraft as he could. He had Professor Lee with him, and a big, heavy-set, bald guy who had big stars on his shoulders so Alex was pretty sure he was a two-star general.




Alex flew over to them and made sure she had her voice right. “Colonel O’Neill, Professor Lee, general… The threat is temporarily under control, but it’s still not safe. And we’re going to need some technical expertise to get it out of here, because its underside is probably not frozen, and it’s a threat to anything organic it can touch. Although it doesn’t seem to like pressure-treated wood.”




The general said in a deep Texas drawl, “Terawatt? It’s a pleasure to meet you. General George S. Hammond. I take it you’ve already had to put up with Colonel O’Neill some.”




Jack insisted, “I’ve been as charming as ever, sir.”




The general suppressed a small smile and said, “That’s pretty much what I’m afraid of, colonel.”




Alex managed not to snicker. She kept her Terawatt voice and said, “The colonel’s been extremely helpful, and I owe him several favors as a result.”




Jack replied, “And we owe her a ton of favors, starting with tipping us off that Maggie Walsh was so far away from playing with a full deck that she couldn’t even manage a game of euchre.”




Alex said, “And this may be another Maggie Walsh crisis. I have no idea why anyone would think creating a giant blob of living cells that eats anything it touches could be a good idea, but then she was responsible for the gene splicing at the Desert Research Institute, and she may have been the primary scientific know-how behind Project Galinka.”




The general studied the huge frozen blob with the refrigeration coils strapped around it. “And to think I skipped retirement for messes like this…”




Jack looked up at her and asked, “What do we need to do next?”




She said, “Major Finn has it all under control now, colonel. But there’s another one of these things loose in the underground lab complex, and it apparently ate most of the researchers too. The DHS needs to kill that thing and investigate that entire complex and find out who’s behind this, because this is almost as disturbing as Project Galinka.”




Jack said, “Thanks, Tera. I’ve got a jet waiting for you at McGuire. Acid Burn has the coordinates, so she can vector you to it, and I warned security there to take good care of you.”




She said, “I appreciate the jet, colonel.” And she took off toward Riley’s car, back near the lab.




As she headed out, she heard Jack say, “So general, let me introduce you to…”




She called Willow as she went and got Acid Burn to hack into the rental car’s systems to unlock the car for her. Once she grabbed her bag and went silvery with it, she flew up to about a thousand feet over the town and called Willow back. “Acid Burn, this is Terawatt again.”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice bubbled worriedly, “Are you okay? Did you get everything? It sounded really, really awful, I mean, giant spider level awful, and did your lightning even stop it? And was it Maggie Walsh? Grover sent me a message he got a hard drive out, so maybe we can find some stuff, but this sounds really, really bad.”




Alex said, “If we hadn’t been searching for Maggie Walsh around here, this would have been a lot worse. I think we got here about three hours too late, but if we’d gotten here three hours from now, the thing would’ve eaten the entire town and it would be three times as big and it would be hunting down the next town to eat.”




Willow said, “Eww. Well, it looks from the non-connecting cell phone calls I’m reading like a lot of people may be missing. Let me get you pointed at McGuire AFB first, and we can talk while you zoom.”




It only took about half an hour at her top speed to get close enough that she could spot the air force base, and then she used Willow’s GPS direction system to lead her right to a brand new Cessna Citation X. This one was even shinier than the one Jack usually used. And when she flew into it, everything looked like it had never been used before. The carpet looked like no one had ever walked on it, and there definitely wasn’t a stain anywhere on it. She wasn’t even sure she ought to step on the carpet or sit in the seats. And this one was different, because it had eight seats instead of six, which probably meant it had a lot less storage area.




The pilot this time was the co-pilot from most of the jaunts she had done with Jack, so she figured the guy was getting a promotion or whatever they called it. He greeted her with a smile, and they took off in the usual ‘Jack wants this done in a hurry’ way.




It took about three hours to fly home, and she spent a lot of that doing the stuff Jack would ask her to do anyway. Willow had designed partially filled-out forms for the SRI auxiliary personnel documents that Jack needed Alex to fill out every time, and with most of the things like codename already filled out — all the stuff like real name and address and things like that were marked with N/A — it was pretty easy to do. Willow’s software even filled in the current day and date and time and GPS coordinates, so about all Alex had to do was get the software started before the Cessna took off, and fill in the other stuff that was specific to the op: why she got involved, why the SRI needed her specific skills this time, and what she did for the SRI during the op. Then she wrote out a full situation report, using a little ‘sitrep guide’ app that Willow had probably written just for her. Okay, it was usually hard to write about what she did without sounding all weird and showoff-y, because every sentence for a while was like ‘I blasted the twenty-ton blob monster with lightning’ and ‘I froze the giant goo monster with freezing-cold nitrogen’ and like that.




She wondered what Riley’s report was going to look like, because he had been out hunting a giant unkillable blob with a gallon of Clorox and a fire extinguisher. That had to sound either really brave or totally crazy.




Then she spent over an hour reading a bunch of documents Willow had downloaded on the risks of explosives, and handling explosives without blowing your arms off, and how understanding about shockwaves was important in demolitions, and like that. And she sent Jack an email talking about what she’d read, and how using telekinesis to put blasting caps in high explosives from thirty feet away had to be safer than doing it with your fingers. She hoped that would be enough and he wouldn’t make her read a ton more of the same kind of stuff, because after a while the files were all saying the same thing and it was getting sort of boring.







It was only about seven thirty West Coast time when she jumped out of the Cessna about ten miles east of Camp Atron. How could she fly to the other side of the country, fight an unstoppable monster, spend who knew how long freezing it, fly home, and it’s not even eight at night yet? It just seemed so weird.




And she was starving. Okay, she had already eaten nine of her protein bars on the flight home, plus three sandwiches and two diet cokes that were in a refrigerator in the little kitchen alcove. But she had burned up a lot of calories. She was really hoping her mom had something excellent for dinner.




As she closed in on Paradise Valley, she popped her tPhone out of her morph and called home. “Terawatt here.”




“Honey? Are you okay?” her mom worried. “There was news footage of you and that Army officer, fighting that thing on the evening news. They called it ‘The Man-eating Blob’.”




Alex said, “Well, it’s a good thing I’m not a man.”




“That’s not funny! We were worried!” her mom fussed. “Maria McClellan said the death toll might be near a hundred by the time the police are done investigating.”




She admitted, “It might be more than that. We think another blob ate a whole secret lab full of scientists.”




Her mom didn’t say anything for long seconds, until she finally sighed, “It scares me that you fight these things, but I guess things would be so much worse if you weren’t out there saving the day.”




“Me and the SRI. Major Finn did the hard work, and he wouldn’t have been able to fly away if the blob decided to eat him.”




Her mom said, “Well, I’ll bet you’re starving.”




“Yep!”




“Then you’ll be happy to hear we’ve got three quarts of your father’s latest curry recipe, and lots of rice, and I made a special Asian salad to go with it.”





73. Interlude XI



The newest page just posted on Terawatt’s main website by the site webmaster, terafan1:





“How do I become a hero?” 

~ link4evr [first person to ask me on Twitter] 

~qwertyqwirk [first person to ask me in the forums here] 

~JuneJone95 [first person to ask me on Facebook]




More than one person has asked me this, and I think this is a really great question. You do not need superpowers to be a hero. There are everyday heroes all around us, and they do not get enough attention in the press, or from everyone else. All you need is the morals and the strength to ask the question you already posed.




You can be a hero today. Volunteer at a soup kitchen. Volunteer at your church, if you go to one. Help a neighbor. Join a group that does good works: there are dozens in your hometown, and you only need to ask around. Do you love sports? Well, every local sports group for kids needs organizers, referees, and other volunteers. Or talk to Habitat for Humanity and find a local project you can help on. If you go on the internet, you can find dozens of groups around your town that can use your help.




You can be a hero in the future. Plan so that you can help others. Organize for others. Is there going to be a canned food drive in your town this fall? They need organizers and planners and helpers, even before the food drive starts. Plan to collect for charity at Halloween instead of gathering candy — or along with gathering candy, because I still like candy too.




You can be a professional hero. Do you want to care for others or help others? People need caregivers and nurses and doctors and pharmacists and everyone else who works at clinics and hospitals and nursing homes. Then there are the Peace Corps and Doctors Without Borders and a dozen other international groups. Do you want to protect others? Your local police department and fire department need more people. Then there’s the National Guard, the Coast Guard, the Army, the Navy, the Marines, and the Air Force. That’s just a short list.




There are lots more options. Think outside the box! Investigative reporters help people. Responsible businessmen help people. Just being a really great boss can help the people who work for you.




People don’t have an everyday need for what I do. People do have a need every day for the things you can do.




Terawatt






74. Interim Reports



Alex woke up the next morning feeling really hungry. She’d had a lot of the curry last night (and not gotten super-strength from it, either), then had a big late-night snack after the eleven o’clock news did a pretty yucky story on ‘The Downingtown Ooze’ and the suspected death toll.




She went and ate a big breakfast while she was still in her jammies. Then she went and showered and took her time doing her hair. She got dressed and put her Terawatt uniform in the washing machine. Then she had a second breakfast. She really needed to not skip meals when she was using her powers a lot, because two big breakfasts an hour apart? Pig-out time. Mega-pig-out time. When she was done, her mom came out of the home office and looked over everything and told her to go to the grocery store before she could phone and Skype and IM anyone.




And it was kind of a big grocery list. Had she really eaten ALL the eggs and milk? And all the bread and bacon and ham? And all the grape jelly? She only had four English muffins with jelly. Oh wait, she had another four with her second breakfast. And maybe she liked a lot of jelly on her bread when it was grape jelly. They just needed bigger jars of grape jelly, that was all. The good grape jelly, not that icky super-cheap fake grape jelly.




She took both her phones with her. And her earjack, which she had remembered to charge last night. So she got started on important Terawatt business while she was driving around. Sort of.




“Hi Ray, it’s me!”




He asked, “Are you home?”




She said, “I’m grocery shopping, since mom says I ate everything in the kitchen except the table and chairs.”




He asked, “So, did you see the news last night? That Terawatt’s pretty awesome. I wouldn’t mind meeting her someday.”




She rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah, sure, like Terawatt’s got time for teenagers. But I’m doing better than last week, so we can go out tonight if you want.”




“Sure! I’ll pick you up at… Oh shoot, I’ve gotta go see what times the movies are playing. But figure on eating first, and we’ll go have a late-night snack after the movie’s over.”




She said, “Sounds great!” She thought for a second and added, “Still, it would be nice to go to a movie and not have to sit through a quarter of an hour of ads and trailers first.”




“A quarter of an hour? Remember the one we saw last month? I kept peeking at my watch. They had thirty-three minutes of ads and trailers first. And then it was a two and a half hour movie. And we had to get there twenty minutes early to get good seats. And we were in line outside for over an hour first. That’s like all day. My dad was all ‘I thought you would be home earlier’ and ‘in my day we only needed two hours to watch a movie’.”




“Yeah!” she agreed. Man, she had just about starved to death in the middle of that thing. She’d needed to sneak out to the snack bar for another tub of popcorn and more soda. And a big bag of Twizzlers. And she ate most of the Twizzlers before she was back in her seat.




It was probably pretty cruddy of her to get something like Twizzlers that Ray didn’t like. Next time, she’d get something he liked too, like the M&Ms. And next time she wouldn’t start eating before she even got her change back.




After she talked so long with Ray that she was already at her mom’s favorite grocery store, she called Robyn and Nicole at the same time. So she chatted with them while she shopped. And not only were they doing fun stuff and had fun stories about weird customers where they were doing summer jobs, but Nicole had some really good advice about shopping for meat in a store.




Boy, you wouldn’t think you could take pictures inside a dirty meatpacking plant, and then be okay about buying ground round and t-bone steaks, but she was getting hungry just thinking about what her mom might cook up with that stuff. Or maybe her dad would grill the steaks with his secret steak-grilling sauce. Which wasn’t really a secret, but he had made a big deal out of it when she was little to get Annie to eat the stuff he grilled.




So then she called Louis to find out how things were going in the ongoing quest for a date with Marsha that wasn’t a total disaster. And so Louis had this story about going over to Marsha’s for dinner, and ending up helping her dad pour some concrete for a patio in back, even if her dad gave Louis the ‘stay clean’ tasks. So that worked great, and he had a nice dinner with them, and afterward Marsha took him out in the back yard, and they started kissing, and Marsha’s dog Terrence got out of the house somehow and jumped up on them and knocked the both of them over into the still-wet cement. So they had to wash cement off the dog, and wash cement off themselves, and get Marsha’s dad to smooth out the mess in the concrete, and it was a giant mess. Marsha’s dad had just shaken his head and said, “Louis, I figured you’d write your initials in the corner, but I didn’t think you’d try for an imprint of your face.” And it took forever to get all the concrete stuff out of the dog’s fur.




How sad was it that Louis was counting this as a successful date with Marsha?




And why was it that Alex knew the difference between concrete and cement, but it sounded like Louis didn’t?




By the time Louis finished the story, which was really funny the way Louis told it but she would have been in tears if it had happened to her, she was pulling into her driveway. She had to carry groceries inside the normal way, but once everything was on the kitchen table, she put it all away using her telekinesis. She really did have some pretty useful powers, even if she didn’t have super-strength or super-speed or some other powers that would be pretty awesome.




She tried not to think about the whole ‘Selina’s universe’ deal, what with more powerful superheroes meaning insanely powerful supervillains. Her supervillains were bad enough. She felt bad for that Cready guy, but Jo Baker? Danielle Atron? Maggie Walsh and everything she was responsible for, like that blob, and maybe in part the giant spiders? And what other damage had Marissa Weigler done? Ugh.




By the time she got off the phone with Louis, she was thinking about an early lunch. She popped a large ‘meat lovers’ pizza from the grocery store right into the oven and went to get her tablet too. Then she sat and Skyped while she waited for delicious, hot pizza.




Willow was happy to see her, but Willow was always like that to everyone. “Hi! You’re back already? Are you okay?”




She smiled, “Sure. They were done with me. You know Jack had a plane ready to take me home.”




Willow cautiously said, “Right, but you know there was another blob-thing?”




Alex said, “Well yeah, Riley said so, but he said it was all locked up down in the secret underground lab.”




Willow nodded but said, “Yeah, but they needed to go kill it so the DHS guys could search the labs for information. Oh! And Grover pulled a hard drive for me! I can’t wait to look at it.”




Alex scowled, “They should’ve kept me around for that.”




Willow said, “See? That’s what I said. But Jack said they were good. He said Riley and some DHS people went down there with guys who had liquid nitrogen dewars in backpacks with tricky sprayers Grover put together, and some guys who had those big tank herbicide sprayers on their backs, but they were loaded with bleach concentrate, and they herded it right into a freezer and turned it into a blob-sicle. And Jack said they were still getting the big blob off the street and interviewing city councilmen… okay, the way he said it, they were probably interrogating those guys.”




Alex complained, “Just as long as we’re done with The Summer of the Giant Creepy Monsters. Did you see that huge thing? And Riley was hunting it with a bottle of bleach and a fire extinguisher. Ugh.”




Willow said, “So they think Maggie Walsh was behind this mess too, but I’m not finding any signs of her yet, but maybe I need to look through all the footage on stuff like the local stores. I asked Jack, since most of that kind of security cam stuff isn’t accessible over the net. I mean, a couple franchise operators had stuff that was accessible for their national corporations, but I don’t see Maggie Walsh as a Dairy Queen kind of lady.”




Alex said, “I met Jack’s boss. General George S. Hammond.”




Willow said, “Ooh! He came out to the base a few days ago. I think he’s sorta worrying about all the stuff Jack’s doing. Jack’s got a team that’s on standby right now outside Chernobyl with some Russian Army guys, and he’s got a team in Siberia because the Russians were freaking about a repeat of some top-secret thing Jack can’t tell me about, but it was a toxic waste dump and I intercepted some stuff from the Russian intelligence operatives and the British MI-6 guys who dashed to the rescue too and some Chinese army forces, and it was animals that got exposed to this stuff and mutated into uber-creepiness, and most of the people got totally overrun and wiped out, but Jack’s team just lost one guy.”




Alex suddenly remembered Jack giving her that smart-aleck line about being ready to deal with a pack of werewolves, and she shuddered. Maybe he had been doing that Jack thing where he makes a joke that only makes sense to the people who already know about it. Mutated Siberian animals? That could have been mega-bad.




Willow said, “So, with Jack stationing like two DHS teams in Russia and one in Eastern Europe, and then sticking some guys in and around Desert Rock, Arizona just in case, and putting his top team with some superpowered woman that nobody even knows whether she’s really a good guy or not, I figure the Pentagon’s got to be getting twitchy. But George Hammond’s got a good, solid rep. Family man, married for years and years until his wife died of cancer, has his grandkids living near him so he can spend time with them, no black ops in his file, Air Force pilot and got a couple medals from it, been doing the serious Air Force command thing for decades, supposed to be near retirement, but I don’t think overseeing the SRI is a ‘going into retirement’ kind of job.”




Alex asked, “Can we trust him?”




Willow said, “I don’t know. I’m trusting Jack on this. He’s really good at reading people, which is something I’m totally sucky at, I mean, look at who I was with the trusting at Red Tree Software. Big mistake. So we’re still hunting for Walsh and Atron, and Jack’s guys are going through CIA personnel databases to see if they can find any more Marissa Veegler problems.”




“Veegler?”




Willow smiled, “Yeah, that’s what Hanna still calls her. I think Charlie’s got a thing for Hanna. He talks about her every time I Skype with him. And it’s not like I’m Miss Great-Judge-Of-Character here, so all I do is let it go, and I don’t want to be ratting him out to his dad, even if I’m pretty sure Jack’s already figured it out. But Hanna likes Charlie too. I’m just not sure if I should say anything to either of them, because what if they make with the smoochies and Hanna goes all Assassin’s Creed on him and hurts him, or even snaps his neck? Hanna’s great, but sometimes she just clicks over to ‘CIA trained killer’ mode, and it’s kind of scary. If she ever got scared about stuff, I’d say that it scares her too.”




So after she chatted with Willow about other stuff, like whether Willow thought she could learn C, which Willow totally thought she could, Alex called Jack on her Terawatt phone, which Willow was now calling the tPhone.




“Hey Tera, can you hang on a sec? I’d like to put you on speakerphone. You don’t mind, do you?”




So she switched to her Terawatt voice and said, “No colonel, I don’t mind. Who else is on the call?”




The sound changed, and Alex could hear background noises too, so she figured it was on speakerphone now. Jack said, “General Hammond’s still out here overseeing the whole DHS umbrella thing we like to do. I’ve got Major Finn and Lieutenant Lupo, who you’ve met, and you know Space Ghost.”




“Colonel, I thought we agreed you were not going to give him the codename Space Ghost.”




Grover piped up, “Hey, as long as he doesn’t make me carry a little monkey around, I don’t care. Besides, Space Ghost was cool. And I really don’t like ‘Clear’ for a codename. Although ‘Klar’ sounds pretty good. And it’s spelled with a ‘K’ so it looks cool on paper.”




Alex didn’t even know what that was, but she took a guess on spelling since she knew it started with a ‘k’, and she typed it into a translator program on her tablet, and it came up with ‘clear.’ In German. She guessed, “Did Action Girl suggest that?”




Jack said, “Naturally. I’m just not sure the DHS is going to be happy with codenames in foreign languages.”




General Hammond said, “I think we have much bigger issues than what codenames we use. Like what the Sam Hill is going on around here, and whether more of these ‘blobs’ are going to be turning up in the near future.”




Alex said, “I agree. I thought Danielle Atron was going to be the extent of my problems, and now I’m looking at a woman who’s been doing heinous biological and chemical experiments for almost two decades.”




Jack said, “Well, she just moved herself from ‘Terawatt and Action Girl want to have words with her’ up to ‘America’s Most Wanted’.”




General Hammond said, “We do need to track down Dr. Walsh. But we also need to find out what the CIA was doing besides Project Galinka, and Colonel O’Neill has pointed us toward an NIH project Dr. Walsh had her fingers in, and frankly a terrorist group on American soil that builds billion-dollar secret labs to release monsters is a much more salient DHS issue than a lot of the stock counter-terrorism efforts.”




Jack said, “I agree. If Major Finn hadn’t tracked this down when he did, a hundred-ton blob might be eating downtown Philly right now, which would give a whole new meaning to the term ‘Philadelphia cream cheese’.”




Someone snorted with laughter, even as the general growled, “Colonel!”




“Sorry, sir.” Not that Jack sounded sorry.




Lieutenant Lupo’s voice said, “Oh, and Terawatt? Thanks for saving our hides.”




Alex asked, “Aren’t you still on crutches or something?”




Jo said, “Yeah, but the colonel needed someone willing to just sit around and make sure no one tries walking off with a chunk of blob monster while we cut it and transport it to a special CBW disposal furnace.”




Alex wondered, “What are you using to cut it up with?”




Jack said, “The world’s biggest hacksaw,” even as Jo said, “We had to rig up a sort of bandsaw with eighty feet of diamond-coated titanium wire. It works great, even if we have to run both ends of it through a recirculating stream of bleach to keep it from flinging bits of potentially live blob all over the street. Then we douse the slices with liquid nitrogen to keep them frigid.”




Jack said, “And I’m numbering these chunks with the spray paint I usually use for defacing boxcars, just to make sure nothing goes missing in transit.”




General Hammond said, “Colonel, I find your complete lack of trust on this extremely reassuring.”




Alex said, “It’s been my experience that the colonel is a very good judge of character. If he’s feeling untrusting, I would recommend that you check out every one of the workers involved in the project.”




Jack said, “I still can’t figure out why that Wacky Maggie thought dumping a chunk of blob around here was a good idea, unless she knows something about its strengths and weaknesses that we don’t. Because even if she runs as far as San Diego, sooner or later it would eat its way there and be pretty much unstoppable by then.”




The general said, “Maybe she was counting on us having to drop a few nukes on a major American city to stop it before it ever made its way near her.”




Jack said, “I just think the ‘why’ on this is important, sir. Walsh isn’t stupid. Whatever she’s doing, she’s doing it for a reason that makes really good sense to her.”




General Hammond stiffly said, “Terrorists all over the world have a reason that makes really good sense. To them. It’s just insane to everyone else.”




Jack said, “Yes sir, but I just don’t think Walsh has the terrorist mindset. I’ve actually talked to her twice. Okay, the second time was mostly listening to her rant like a mad scientist in an old black-and-white Universal film, but she was calm again before she was escorted out of the building. She was just mad about not getting to play with the new toys. Where ‘new toys’ means ‘human beings showing drastic effects from biochemicals’ and ‘play with’ means ‘hack up and do experiments that would make Nazis cringe’.”




Alex said, “Walsh is smart. Incredibly smart. I don’t think anyone has ever said ‘no we don’t want your research work here’ to her before.”




Jack said, “Well, she’s been doing really disturbing work for at least seventeen years, so it’s not like she just decided last month to go off the deep end because I said ‘you’re not hired.’ I mean, she probably put a bullet in her major prof’s head! We need to find out what happened to her parents. Wouldn’t surprise me if round about age twelve or thirteen, she suddenly turned into an orphan.”




General Hammond said, “Well, we will put the entire weight of the DHS and the FBI behind this, now that Dr. Walsh needs to be considered as a domestic terrorist. And Terawatt, I want you to know that Colonel O’Neill has my full support, even if he sometimes is somewhat… irregular in his activities.”




Alex smiled to herself and said, “I’ve noticed that. Like enlisting an unidentified superheroine to help his primary team. Let me say that while I know I have done some tasks for Colonel O’Neill that would have been a problem for his team to carry out, he has done just as much for me. I am very happy with the arrangement, and I trust him. Anyone else brought in to replace him would have to earn my trust over time, and I’m not sure we can afford that.”




“I’ll bear that in mind, ma’am,” the general drawled.




“Hey Tera, thanks for the big rec, but I gotta get Lieutenant Lupo sitting down again with her leg properly elevated, before Doc Fraiser finds out I’ve got one of her injured out here.”




Alex hung up and immediately grabbed her tablet so she could Skype Hanna.




“Alex! Hello!”




“Hi, Hanna! How are you doing?”




“I am all right. Colonel Jack has me running a punishment detail every morning, and studying about following orders and ‘chain of command’ every afternoon. The study and writing the paper is much worse than the run.”




Alex smiled, “I’m sure Jack knows that. After all, you ran for like forty miles with a bullet in your guts.”




Hanna nodded, “I have to run with a pack on my back. It has weights in it.”




Alex said, “Well, Grover messed up and nearly got himself killed, so figure you’re going to have company on those runs for the next few weeks.”




Hanna looked worried. “Grover could not possibly carry that much weight and run.”




Alex said, “I figure they’ll try to put just the right amount of weight in your pack so Grover can run with you when he has no pack.”




Hanna gave her a feral grin. “I like tests.”




Alex said, “Try not to run Grover so hard he hurts himself. He won’t heal up as fast as you do.”




Hanna nodded, “I will take very good care of him. Cindy would be very mad at me if I didn’t. And I am counting on her ‘lessons.’ She says the next ones will be on doing mascara properly and correct skirt lengths. And Colonel Jack showed me ‘The Wizard of Oz’ and Charlie has four of the Oz books that I am reading. It was wonderful, and Cindy explained how Oz is like adapting old fairy tales to the world of 1900. I like fairy tales. Charlie explained how movies before Technicolor were all in black and white, so the transformation from black-and-white to color was like real magic to moviegoers of the time. And Colonel Jack said it is much more impressive if I see it in a real movie theater on a big screen.”




“Did Jack try to tell you flying monkeys were real?”




Hanna laughed. “Yes! He even said there were flying squirrels and flying snakes and flying fish!”




Alex winced. “Umm, Hanna, go look them up on Wikipedia or something, because those really are real. None of them really fly, but they sort of glide, especially the flying squirrel. And I think there’s a flying fox too, but I think that’s a bat with a funny name.” Science lessons to the rescue, once again. She hadn’t really believed other-Sam and other-Willow a hundred percent on that, but it seemed like she got some mileage out of science lessons a couple times a month these days.




So then Hanna showed Alex some pictures of makeup lessons, with Cindy doing a makeover for her and Hanna trying it herself. Most of the Hanna ones were like ten year old girls getting into mommy’s makeup. Alex remembered going through that phase, before her mom let her buy some makeup of her own and she learned how to do eye makeup without overdoing it so much she looked like Bozo the Clown. And her big sister Annie had been useless on that stuff, so Alex ended up learning it from her friends and being the one who taught Annie. But most of the pictures of the makeover done by Cindy were amazing. With just enough foundation to hide those freckles, and just enough eyebrow pencil to make her now-tweezed brows stand out, and a nude lipcolor, and a very light shade of taupe or gray eyemakeup along with mascara and not too much eyecrayon, Hanna was movie starlet beautiful. If Hanna came to Paradise Valley looking like that, half the boys in school would be goners. Alex made sure to tell Hanna which pictures had her eyes looking the prettiest, so Hanna would know what makeup styles to practice on.




It suddenly occurred to Alex that if Hanna came to Paradise Valley as an exchange student in the fall, Alex knew exactly who should be the Homecoming Queen. Hanna would be incredibly beautiful, and it would be something she would never, ever forget.




After pizza and Skyping, she went to work on the on-line course because she only had like one and a half units left to do. After a mid-afternoon snack of the rest of the pizza, she finished up her homework assignments, and read all the directions for taking a final test to get a grade and college credit for the course. She managed to talk her mom into checking with the on-line course office at the college, and her mom went ahead and signed her up to take the exam. Tomorrow afternoon.




Tomorrow afternoon?! Oh crud! Was she ready? She went and made notes on the last two chapters, and looked through the notes she already wrote down, and checked over all her homework assignments, and everything. She hardly came down for dinner she was studying so hard.




Okay, she came down, ate two big plates of food, and then vanished back into her room for more studying. And a late-night snack around eleven.







The next morning, before she even left for martial arts lessons, there was a call from Willow for her on her tPhone and Willow was trying to Skype with her too. It turned out Alex’s mom thought she was panicking about the test and wanted Willow to talk to her. And that really helped. Because Willow knew all this stuff cold, and hearing Willow tell her she could do it just made her feel like she could breathe for the first time since yesterday afternoon.




Then martial arts lessons went great, with Sergeant Meadows getting her to use her telekinesis more for blocking and punching and kicking and breaking holds. He even showed her a trick she’d have to try on Jo someday, where she did kicks and strikes with her telekinesis right against her skin a couple times, and then the next time she did a kick, she invisibly extended her telekinesis a yard out past her foot which would catch pretty much anybody by surprise.




So she was a lot calmer when she drove out to the testing center at the college that afternoon, even if she was also worried about where she was going to park, and stuff like that. She had a hand-drawn map from her mom, but it turned out not to be a very good drawing that was missing a key building, so she had to ask a couple guys for directions, and she was nearly late to the testing center appointment.




Then the test took like two hours, and it was all on a computer. Even the essay stuff, which was in Microsoft Word so she could use the spellchecker and the grammar checker and all that jazz. The only annoying thing was she was really, really sure that Word got the whole its/it’s thing wrong twice on her stuff and she had to change it manually. She was pretty sure Word was better with commas than she was, so she followed its advice on that stuff.




But she was really sure she did well on the test, because it was just as easy as the homework, and half the stuff was really just like the homework problems except with little things changed. Boy, if she hadn’t done all the homework she would have been doomed on that test.




Maybe she really would try that second course with learning C and programming techniques. She figured if she really got stuck, she could always ask Willow for help. And Willow probably had some kind of ‘writing C code in a fancy environment that gives you lots of help on C keywords and stuff’ program too.




So she was able to breathe again afterward, and she ate a huge dinner and had a great date with Ray, who was the best boyfriend ever, even if they didn’t have exactly the same taste in movies.







The next morning, even before breakfast, she called Ray and thanked him for taking her out, and told him how much she enjoyed herself. It was a good movie, even if it was a little too ‘chick flick’ for Ray. But it was funny too, so it was good. And they talked about going out in a couple evenings, and maybe her going to his house tonight after dinner.




And church was nice and peaceful and everything, even with her tPhone hidden under her dress just in case of emergencies. She was glad it didn’t go off, because she liked church and she liked singing hymns, even if she couldn’t sing as well as the ladies in the church choir.




So she spent a really normal day, for a change. Church in the morning, helping her dad in the yard for a couple hours after lunch, fixing dinner with her mom, and then spending a couple hours with Ray over at his house before she had to go home and get some sleep.




As she put on her pajamas and slipped into the bed, she wondered if superheroes in other universes ever got ‘a day off’.




75. Further Reports



On Monday, Alex got up and found she already had missed calls on her tPhone from Jack, Willow, Cindy, Hanna, and Riley. Riley? Had Riley ever called her before, except in the middle of a live op?




Just in case something bad was happening, she called Riley first. “Terawatt here. Is there a crisis?”




Riley fretted, “Oh no. I’m sorry if I gave you that impression. I just didn’t think it was important enough to leave a message, when you have your own projects going on.”




She asked, “Then what’s up?”




He asked, “What’s your impression of Steve Andrews? He put his neck on the line several times last week, and he ran in front of a monster while he was trying to rescue Jane’s little brother when as far as I could tell, Danny and Mr. Martin haven’t exactly been welcoming to him. I was thinking Steve would make a heck of a good team member for the SRI, but I didn’t really think he had the ‘team player’ mentality to get through West Point. So I wanted to ask your opinion.”




Wow. Riley Finn wanted to give Steve a chance at a career in the Army? She wondered if Steve had any inkling. She said, “He was sure concerned about everyone else, like his friends and Jane, so maybe he’d be a good team player. And maybe people weren’t giving him much of a chance. His dad sure seemed to think better of him after the whole ‘just saved the town from a giant goo monster’ deal.”




Riley said, “Thanks. The colonel seemed to think Steve would do better at the Air Force Academy, but he always says that.”




Alex said, “Jo called them the Chair Force.”




Riley snickered a little and told her, “Well, a lot of them do their best work sitting down, way away from firefights. The ones like Colonel O’Neill can be pretty darn impressive. Lieutenant Frank Luke, the World War I fighter pilot Luke Air Force Base is named for? He didn’t die in a plane crash. After he was shot down, he died in a gunfight with German ground forces who tried to round him up.”




Alex nodded, “I’d hate to be in the group that had to round up Colonel O’Neill if he didn’t want to go peacefully.”




Jack, Willow, and Cindy had all left messages. Hanna hadn’t but Hanna wasn’t really up with some of the stuff like leaving messages when you didn’t connect. Jack and Willow wanted to talk Terawatt business. Cindy wanted to talk about Grover.




Alex really wanted to call Hanna and Cindy first, but she decided she’d better call Jack first, then Willow second.




When she called Jack, Walter put her directly through. Jack said, “Tera! Thanks for calling. I’ve been looking for a good reason to get off the phone with a certain DHS guy who just will not take a hint. You haven’t ever heard stories from another universe about a guy named Colonel McNamara, have you?”




Alex thought hard for several seconds. “Umm, I’m not sure, but that might have been the name of the guy who ran the DRI in Buffy and Willow’s world and hired Maggie Walsh. But don’t quote me on that, I could be totally wrong.”




Jack groaned. “Well, that goes with my impression, anyway. The guy would just not get over me not letting his science weenies ‘borrow’ a piece of that blob monster for scientific research by his oh-so-important agency that’s bigger than mine.”




Alex winced at that. She was pretty sure Buffy had called the guy Colonel MacnaMonster in her story about Maggie Walsh, so that didn’t sound good. But that didn’t mean it was the guy from Buffy’s story, either. She totally didn’t want to get some guy on Jack’s hate-list just because his name sounded like someone else. That would be like deciding to hate everyone whose name reminded her of ‘D’Lazza’ in any way. That would be crazy.




So she said, “I’m just not sure if I got the name right, so don’t beat him up just because his name sounds sorta like a name I might’ve misheard. In another universe.”




Jack smirked, “Oh, that’s not the reason I’m gonna beat him up.”




She tried hard not to giggle, because Willow said they shouldn’t encourage him, even if Jack made Willow laugh just a ton. That was one of the things Alex really liked, because she didn’t think Willow had gotten a whole lot of laughing in her life before Jack came along. Instead, she asked, “Did you talk to Steve Andrews about going into the Army?”




Jack said, “He wants to be a race car driver. I think he should’ve outgrown that one about five years ago. But I told him the SRI needs hot drivers and top-notch mechanics and hotshot flyboys in fancy jets and choppers. I don’t think I sold him on that, even if I did sort of mention the Blackbird that hauled you out there. And maybe I let him look in the general’s helicopter. Finn wants Steve to go Army, but I think there’s about as much chance of that as his girlfriend Jane ending up married to the town sheriff.”




Alex had no idea where Jack got some of his comments, but she figured there was something in his past that he was using as a private joke, just because he seemed to do that a lot.




Jack said, “Well, I didn’t call you to complain about some guy who might or might not be like a guy from another universe. I called to give you a heads-up on what my IT guys found on our Wacky Maggie. Turns out she was adopted at about two months by Mary Elizabeth and Timothy Walsh. The Walshes were a good Catholic family who couldn’t have kids of their own, so they adopted four babies. So Maggie was the baby of the family — no Simpsons jokes, I already did all of ’em — and got treated pretty well. She was also the brain of the family, and got two huge scholarships for college, plus some really nice assistantships for grad school. And her folks coughed up the same amount for her that they did for her big brothers and big sister, who never came close to earning a college scholarship. That probably meant she had a pretty cushy life in college and grad school.




“So anyway, no suspicious deaths in her childhood that we’ve found so far, but several years ago, mom Mary had a stroke, and passed away in her sleep from yet another stroke while in hospital in the days afterward, while making a very slow recovery with some secondary strokes. Tim didn’t get over her, got depressed, started drinking too much, and died in his sleep about five months later. Both could have been natural deaths. Or not. And no one’s ever going to know, unless Maggie decides to confess to someone, which I think is pretty damn unlikely. I showed the file to Janet, and she thought it was suspicious that her folks stayed alive while Maggie was getting something out of them, and died when they might have started being an economic or social burden on her. Her three ‘siblings’ haven’t heard from her since the funerals, but she was never close to them. You’ll never believe this, but they described her as ‘cold’ and ‘intellectual’ and ‘not really social.’ So, as long as her siblings don’t try to get money out of her, they’re probably safe.”




Alex asked uncomfortably, “So there’s ways to kill someone without leaving any traces?”




Jack said, “There are definitely ways of killing someone without leaving anything that could be found by an autopsy years after the fact. Someone having strokes in a hospital is hooked up to IVs and all kinds of jazz. You could inject something into a vein, and no one would think twice, when the person has tons of punctures from all the medical tests and treatments. Or you could inject something into the IV itself. Janet said you can inject something that mimics a stroke, or makes it more likely a stroke will happen, or counteracts an anti-stroke drug the person’s on, or just makes the effects of a stroke worse. Or you could go straight to a murder that would probably get passed off as a stroke unless someone was really suspicious. And we’re talking about a woman with an MD and a PhD in biochem and a PhD in genetics so she would know all the drug options on this, not to mention having an ability to invent new biochemicals that do horrible stuff.”




Alex shuddered inwardly. How could anyone be so creepy they’d kill their own mom? That was just… wrong. “That’s just… Danielle Atron levels of disturbing.”




Jack said, “Okay, we’re putting our own spin on the whole Walsh issue, because there’s not a scrap of evidence she did anything. But a person who’d unleash a monster on a town for no reason we can even see? That’s not someone I want being the caregiver for Aunt Gerda.”




“Do you even have an Aunt Gerda?”




He said, “Someone’s bound to, somewhere.”




Alex complained, “I only got into this to help people. I had no idea I was going to be finding stuff like… this.”




Jack gently said, “Look, if it’s any consolation, even after the stuff I saw in Russia and Eastern Europe, I wasn’t expecting stuff like we’ve seen. And even with Finn and Miller, we couldn’t have done what needed to be done without you and Acid Burn. Who is definitely hotter than Angelina Jolie, I don’t care what anyone else says.”




Alex smiled, “You should tell her that.”




“Who, Angelina? I tell my Acid Burn that all the time, but she doesn’t seem to believe me.”




Yeah, Alex could believe that. Willow still saw herself as a nerdy, unattractive, dorky person. Which was totally not fair, and Alex blamed all the mean people like Cordelia Chase and the ‘Cordettes’ if she remembered what Buffy said was Xander’s nickname for Cordelia’s posse. Every time Alex thought about that, it just made her happier that she stood up to Jo Baker back when Jo was still in school, and sadder that no one stood up to Jo any sooner.




So Alex Skyped Willow on the tablet using the super-secure encryption protocols Willow had in the software she had hacked and put on the tablet. “Hi, Acid Burn! Your boyfriend was just telling me how sexy you are. You up to naughty stuff again?”




Willow blushed beet red and said, “Oh no, he didn’t tell you about the Skype phone-sex thing, did he, because I’d just die if he did, and he really thought it was hot but it was so naughty and I don’t think I’ll do it again and I’m pretty sure he’s okay with that, but I… I mean, he didn’t tell you about…”




Alex just tried not to wince as Willow went on and talked about something she’d never even imagined Willow might do, because this was so much past TMI that she just wanted to plug up her ears. She said, “Umm, Willow, Jack wouldn’t talk about you like that. And he definitely wouldn’t tell me. He just said you were prettier than the movie Acid Burn.”




Willow gasped, “Oh my God you mean I just told you all about the Skype sex thing and you didn’t know about it and I just outed myself?” Her face got even redder, and she clapped her hands over her face. “I need to go hide. For like a month.”




Alex said, “Was this a Libby idea?”




“Um… maybe?”




Alex said, “Well, you don’t need to do stuff like that because Jack already thinks you’re the greatest thing since sliced bread. Did he show you the Simpsons yet?”




Willow said, “Oh yeah, they’re hysterical. And Homer is just so… Homer-y! I decided I wasn’t going to watch them by myself, though. Jack loves showing eps to me, so it’s great to just sit and watch ’em with him. And Jack really likes hockey, but I still haven’t caught the sports bug yet. Not that I’m saying so, but I’ll watch with him and Charlie. But if it’s just Jack, I go turn up the heat in the room and start taking my clothes off, and start taking his clothes off…” Willow gave Alex a wicked smile. “He hasn’t made it to the third period yet!”




Alex wondered if she was ever going to be ready for this kind of conversation. She said, “You left me a message that you had top secret Terawatt business about Downingtown?”




Willow nodded eagerly, like she was dying to get off the embarrassing topics. “Oh yeah! After our guys took care of the big bad blob baddie, the DHS guys swarmed through that whole secret lab. The piece of paper Riley Finn found with the labs and the scientists’ names is maybe the best thing they’re gonna get out of it, though. That thing ate everything in the bottom two levels except the gene sequence samples in that freezer Grover hid in, and most of those are too fragile to do much with. I’ve been peeking past their firewall a little bit — Jack said it was okay — and you won’t believe this, but they had some DNA from dinosaurs! And other prehistoric stuff! Okay, it’s all unusable as DNA for something like cloning because it’s like 99% ruined, but still… really cool. So anyway, they think there were ten PhD scientists and maybe three times that many technicians and helpers. They’re searching the town and the surrounding towns for houses and hotels and apartments and condos these people might have been living in, and so far not a lot of big successes. They’ve found about a quarter of the residences, but nothing other than fingerprints and stuff like that. No notes taken home, no secret samples in the bathroom, nothing. And all the research was either in paper journals that the blob ate, or else in the special memory in the midframe they had down in the bottom level, and it was designed as all RAM for extra speed and killer security. As soon as the power for the midframe went, all the memory was gone. Unrecoverable, too. All we have is our one little super-encrypted hard drive from the head guy down there. I got an electronic image, and Jack’s boss sent a copy to the NSA to decrypt. I’m trying to beat them, but the NSA has a ton more computing power than I do. If it would take me a century to crack the codes, they should be able to crack it in… months.”




Alex said, “But you’re way smarter than they are.”




Willow frowned, “I wish. But decryptions like this are pretty standard. You just try every possible combination until you unlock it. Like Weird Al says, it’s all about the Pentiums.”




Alex tried to be encouraging, even if she didn’t get the joke. “Well, really, all that matters is that someone cracks it. Right?”




Willow nodded, “Right. But I’d like to be first anyway. Like my stuff with captainmal and jackryanrules, whose real names are Jeremy and Franklin, but their handles are way cooler, like mine. So anyway, Jack and General Hammond pretty much made the Downingtown mayor and city council — well, the ones who didn’t get eaten — pee themselves in fright, and they got the whole story from all of them. A guy who said he was from the EPA met with them in secret, and he wanted them to take part in this test on waste treatment and it had to be a secret, because everyone knows the U.S. Senator from Pennsylvania who’s on the EPA oversight committee hates the EPA because of the whole ‘steel mill emissions’ thing, so this was going to be secret until it was proven to be a huge success, and the EPA would pay Smith & Smith Construction to build and run the plant, and the Department of Health and Human Services would underwrite special grants to the city. So free money, and free wastewater treatment, and free getting the EPA off their back! Of course they said yes. They pretty much said ‘yes even if you want my right arm and my firstborn male child.’ Except there was no wastewater treatment, just a secret evil lab, so now the real EPA is going to fry them for water treatment violations. Jack said ‘you can’t cheat an honest man’ and boy did those guys prove that’s true. Well, I think W.C. Fields said it first.”




Alex asked, “So they have a name and a face and they can trace this guy down?”




Willow said, “I doubt it. He said his name was Mister Jones, and they just bought it. And he spent all his time in the ‘research wastewater plant’ right up to the end, so he might be an ex-badguy now.”




Alex said, “Wait a minute, Mister Jones, and Smith & Smith Construction Company? And these guys didn’t suspect anything?”




Willow said, “Jack says they didn’t want to suspect anything. They really needed the money, and they needed the wastewater treatment facility they couldn’t afford, and they really needed the EPA off their backs. But the EPA dropped their whole ‘your water is icky’ enforcement stuff. So Jack thinks somebody at the EPA has to be involved, and maybe somebody at the Department of Health and Human Services, and who knows who else. So this may be a really big conspiracy. And what kind of conspiracy spends a quarter of a billion dollars to create a blob monster? I mean, what’s the point here? This is totally making a sense that is… not. Even James Bond movies have better plots than this, which means we’re missing something huge, because nobody sinks tons of money into really stupid stuff that’s just going to kill them if they succeed.”




Alex said, “Well, that’s why we have you to figure stuff out.”




Willow frowned, “I hope I can, because whoever is behind this is smart. So there has to be something smart going on. Not the dumb thing we think we’re seeing. We tracked down Smith & Smith Construction and three other connected companies that were providing supplies and manpower and all that. They’re all dummy companies with paper trails that vanish around about the Cayman Islands banks and Russian banking holdings and some Swiss banks too. Whoever is behind this is highly competent, international, and is probably doing bad stuff like this elsewhere.”




“Uh-oh.”




Willow nodded, “And now we’re checking on other towns that suddenly went from fiscal disaster to fiscal health, and suspicious construction companies, and any underground construction in the last ten years, and a bunch of other things like that. Except I went to check on Downingtown satellite imagery, and someone really good at cracking got into Google Earth and deleted all the images that would have shown the construction area when it was open, so Google Earth had just one old image and one new one, so if anyone tried to find the underground construction through Google Earth, they’d miss it! So mal and rules are working with the NSA to hunt through the really top-secret satellite imagery, and I’m searching for other Google Earth photographic patterns that have holes in the temporal coverage.”




Alex asked, “Was the Desert Research Institute like that?”




Willow said, “Nope. I checked that already. And I checked Grover’s dad’s chemical plant, and the Paradise Valley chemical plant, and Hanna’s house in Finland. Nada. Whoever’s behind this may not be involved in the other stuff we’ve been facing.”




Alex asked, “Is that good, or bad?”




Willow sighed, “Either way it’s pretty bad. I mean, one minute I’m saying ‘hey, it’d be pretty cool to play Penelope Garcia for a real superheroine,’ and then the next thing you know, I’m uncovering an international conspiracy dealie that even Jack doesn’t know about, and they have billions of bucks hidden all over the world, and they’re doing freaky Bond villain stuff like making monsters and that makes no sense!”




Boy, and Alex thought she was the one who was all freaked about this stuff. She tried to sound reassuring. “We’ll figure it out. After all, you’re S4l1x680. You’re the best anywhere. You’ll find these guys, and you’ll buy like twenty million Beanie Babies with their credit card numbers and bankrupt them, and then just before they run for governor of New York you’ll play a video of them revealing their secret evil plan all over Times Square.”




Willow said, “Somehow, I don’t think their big evil plan is running for governor of New York. And Jack’s idea that they were trying to wipe the Philly cheese steak off the face of the Earth? Pretty sure that’s not it either.”




Alex said, “That does sound like something Jack would say.”




“Oh! And that reminds me! Something super important!”




Alex wondered, “What? More bad news?” She just hoped it wasn’t something else seriously gross about Willow having sex with Jack.




“Cake!” Willow exclaimed. “I made five chocolate zucchini cakes today! I figured out how to make ’em so they’d fit perfectly in a plastic shipping mold like the fancy catalogs use, and I’m sending two down to you, and one to Jack and Charlie, and one to Hanna and Janet, and one to mom and dad! And yours is coming from ‘AB Studios’ in Palo Alto, so you’ll know what it is when it gets there. And the best part?”




“I dunno. They’re low-cal?”




Willow grinned evilly, “Jack doesn’t know there’s zucchini in it! I can’t wait to tell him, right after he eats half the cake!”




Alex smiled, “Just be sure to get pictures of his face when you tell him.”




After that, Alex Skyped Hanna. She smiled, “Hi, Hanna! You could’ve left me a message, you know. Even if it wasn’t important. I like hearing from you.” She could tell Hanna was at home and Cindy wasn’t over, because Hanna had obviously been trying to learn to do mascara, and it was totally uneven, and really clumpy on her left eye.




Hanna shrugged. “Cindy showed me how to leave messages, but I knew Colonel Jack and Major Riley needed to talk to you, and that is much more important.”




Alex said, “But if you leave me a message, then I know if it’s important, or it’ll wait, or if you just wanted to tell me something and I don’t even have to call back.”




Hanna looked down at her keyboard as she thought about it. “Okay. I will try that. I just wanted to tell you that Willow is mailing you a chocolate cake, but it has something called zucchini in it. A zucchini is a green vegetable shaped like a cylinder. Janet fixed ‘pasta primavera’ for me, and while it was very tasty and I had never had anything like it before, the zucchini was not suitable for desserts. And do not tell Colonel Jack this. I did warn Charlie, but he said it would be okay.”




Alex nodded, “It’s okay. Willow warned me. I know all about zucchini. And Willow promised me you can’t taste the zucchini in the cake. So pretend it’s just chocolate.”




Hanna said, “I have eaten much worse things than a chocolate cake with a vegetable inside it.”




Alex tried not to scowl, but she had a feeling Erik Heller had made Hanna eat all sorts of horrible things when they were living way up above the Arctic Circle and never going into a city for shopping. She just said, “But you don’t have to eat icky stuff anymore, unless, you know, you’re just doing it to be polite. Like Charlie fixes you dinner but the casserole is overcooked, or something like that.”




Hanna nodded, “Cindy and Janet have explained about white lies and politeness to me. Colonel Jack is the only one who said it in a way that makes sense: he said act like it’s a cover story for a covert assignment.”




Honestly, that Jack! Alex said, “Well…” She thought it over and said, “Maybe he’s right. Being polite sometimes means lying, but it’s so you don’t hurt people’s feelings. Instead of saying ‘get out of my way before I break your legs’ you say ‘excuse me, may I get by you’ and it works better too. Especially if you smile, because you’re pretty, and a pretty girl can get people to do pretty much anything just by smiling and being, well—”




“Manipulative?” Hanna asked.




Alex winced a little. “I wasn’t gonna say that, but manipulative works too. I know a couple ‘pretty girls’ who are really good at the manipulative thing. But I also know some pretty girls who just try to be nice. Most guys will do anything a hot girl asks, and she doesn’t have to be a mean bitch about it. And lots of girls will do what you want if you’re just polite about it. And if there are bad people who won’t do what you want, well, you still don’t have to break their legs.”




Hanna said, “I would not break their legs. That’s more difficult to do, and gives them time to reach for a weapon or trigger an alarm. Snapping their neck is much more effective.”




Alex said, “Sorry, bad example. Don’t break their necks either just ’cause they won’t get out of your way, or they want to take the last carton of chocolate chocolate-chip ice cream.”




Hanna asked, “At what point should I stop being polite and use a more efficient tool?”




Alex asked, “You mean like throwing them over a wall? The real answer is ‘pretty much never.’ If it’s a guy with a gun who’s going to shoot someone and you can’t talk them out of it, then go ahead and stop ’em. But that’s pretty much it. If it’s just a guy who wants that last ice cream, or a guy who wants a date from you and won’t take no for an answer, that’s not a ‘break their neck’ situation. It might be a ‘call for store security’ sitch, but really not a ‘reveal your secret superpowers’ deal.”




Hanna nodded. “That makes sense.” She frowned for a few seconds and asked, “Alex, I am not sure I should ask Cindy, but Deborah hugged me and called me ‘honey.’ Was she being… motherly?”




Alex nodded. “Sure. Doesn’t Janet hug you?”




Hanna nodded, “Yes, but she really does behave like a mother to me. I mean, she acts like the good mothers in the tv shows Cindy and I watch. I… Sometimes I hug her too. The other night I almost called her mutter. Do you think… my real mother would mind?”




Alex made an effort not to cry, and she said, “I’m sure your real mom would want you to have a mom, and friends, and a real life, not being all alone with no one to care about you.”




After she finished talking with Hanna, and she was finally sure she wasn’t going to burst into tears, she Skyped Cindy.




“Hi, Alex! Did you get the pictures of Hanna?”




“Oh, she looks so pretty! She really needs a lot of practice on her mascara, and probably more practice on blending her eyeshadows.”




Cindy nodded, “And she does a lot better on lipstick if she uses a lipliner first. She’s getting the hang of it pretty quick. I just need to get her to stop looking at Wendy’s ‘Seventeen’ magazines because a lot of the ad models wear way too much makeup, and she totally doesn’t need it. And…”




They got involved in a really important discussion about makeup and Hanna’s complexion and hair and bone structure and stuff. It went on so long Alex’s mom had to come upstairs and get her to stop talking and go eat lunch.







Then, Tuesday, in the middle of Skyping with Grover and Cindy, the UPS guy showed up with two boxes from AB Studios, and Alex had to spend a lot of the day sampling chocolate cake, just to make sure there weren’t any zucchini chunks in it or anything like that.




Well, that was what she told her mom, anyway. And it was really good cake! And the look on her dad’s face when he found out what was in the chocolate cake was awesome! She had her GoPro ‘sitting’ on the kitchen counter when really she was operating it with her telekinesis, so she got a video of her dad freaking out about secretly getting fed zucchini. She sent it off to Willow before she even cleaned up the dishes.




He still ate another slice before bedtime. She was so going to tell Willow.







Wednesday morning, when she Skyped Willow, she meant to talk first thing about her dad eating more of the chocolate cake, but Willow rushed, “Ooh, it’s a good thing you called, because my programs have been picking up some freaky police reports in this town in New Jersey, and sure I sent that stuff past Jack and his IT guys, but I just got a new hit from there, and this is looking way more like an SRI kind of job.”




“What happened?” Alex was almost afraid to ask, after the last couple assignments.




“Well, it looks like a giant monster guy murdered a little old lady… by shoving her into a washing machine.”




“What?”





76. Don’t You Know That…



Alex cringed. “Another giant monster? But this one stuck a woman in a washing machine?”




Willow said, “Okay, it’s not giant like your tarantula—”




“They weren’t mine.” Alex couldn’t help the shudder that ran down her back. Because those giant spiders? Eww!




“—but it’s a big scarred thing maybe pro basketball player sized, and it’s rampaging around some town in New Jersey, and there’s a toxic waste dump there, let me check… Oh my God, you won’t believe this, but there’s like four toxic waste dumps in this one town and one of them accepts radioactive waste no questions asked! What is wrong with these people?”




Alex asked, “How do you stick someone in a washing machine? I mean, do you give ’em a swirly?”




Willow said, “Umm, it wasn’t in her house. It was at a dry cleaner. So the washing machine was enormous. And it may have used toxic solvents too, like perchloroethylene. And… I guess it’s a guy instead of a monster, because he would’ve needed to be smart enough to figure out how to open and close and operate that washing machine too. So maybe… a really big guy? With lots of scars?”




Alex asked, “What else has he done besides push a woman into a washing machine? Because that sounds like jerky high school pranks, other than the whole ‘getting horribly killed’ thing.”




Willow said, “Well, if it’s the same guy, he’s ripped heads and arms off people and smashed them into jam.”




Alex winced. “Ripped heads off people? How strong is this guy?”




Willow said, “Nobody knows. But I’m guessing it’s somewhere between you and Azure Crush.”




Alex complained, “Willow, that’s not helpful at all! That’s like saying your height is somewhere between ‘the plane boss the plane’ and ‘honey I blew up the baby’.”




Willow winced, “Sorry, but I don’t have more. I mean, the police reports look like they got reported by a couple drunk guys and then typed into the system by Captain Hook. This is like the worst police reporting system on the planet.”




“I’m sorry I yelled at you,” Alex apologized. “I guess all this stuff is making me… crabby.”




Willow said, “I’m sorry I don’t have anything better than that. All I got is a really big man-shaped thing that’s scarred all over. And is strong. There aren’t even any police traffic cams or city security cameras I can tap into, and there isn’t even anything on YouTube or Tumblr or anything to look at, and somebody should’ve at least taken a couple snapshots with their phone and posted it on their Facebook page and then got it linked to StumbleUpon, but I got bupkis.”




“Bupkis?” Alex checked.




“Umm, yeah. Bupkis. It’s Yiddish. It means ‘nothing.’ And that’s what I got so far. At least I got a great video of Jack telling me how great the cake is and then finding out it’s chocolate zucchini cake. And the thing with your dad is hilarious.”




Alex said, “Yeah, dad complained a bunch, but then he was eating more cake after we watched tv.”




Willow frowned some. “My mom and dad liked it too. But I told them I was seeing someone, and dad’s pretty upset Jack isn’t Jewish, and mom’s pretty upset he’s a lot older than me, and they’re both really liberal so they’re upset he’s in the ‘military-industrial complex’ and it’s not like I can ever tell ’em why I met someone like Jack or what I’m really doing with most of my time nowadays. Mom thinks I’m just ‘acting out’ because Larry Ellison stomped all over me and her cousin stabbed me in the back over the business, so now I can’t tell her about not being a virgin anymore, or making love with Jack, or going to meet his son and the SRI people, or saving the world, because she’ll think I’m ‘acting out’ some more. Secret identities suck.”




Alex cautiously suggested, “Umm, you know Terawatt could fly down and visit them and thank them for all the help their daughter is providing in saving the world from evil…”




“Oh no!” Willow panicked. “No no no no! That would be of the bad! No superhero-y stuff! I sort of brought you up in conversation, and mom lectured me for like twenty minutes on pathological behaviors and people stepping outside sociological boundaries and behaviorist theories on vigilantes and… and… Well, it was awful. I think it would be way worse if they knew about you and the superheroine dealie.”




Alex grumbled, “That’s not fair! You’re doing major superheroine stuff too, and you’ve saved tons of people, and most of Arizona! Your parents are… jerky.”




Willow just kind of stared at her keyboard. “Maybe I’m not the daughter they wanted.”




Alex snapped, “That’s crud! You’re great! You’re smart and you’re wholesome and you’re pretty and you’re hard-working and you’re dedicated and you’re saving the world too! And you had to put up with a jillion tons of crud when you were younger, and you still turned out great, and you’re a good person! And you didn’t even lose your virginity until you were nearly twenty-five! If the only thing they care about is you marrying some Jewish guy they have to like first, then they’re just big losers, because they should care about you being happy!”




Willow started crying, and it was really painful to watch. She said, “You’re a great friend, Alex. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”




But Alex knew it was all her fault. If Terawatt hadn’t dropped into Willow’s life, Willow wouldn’t be dating Jack, and she wouldn’t be doing save-the-world stuff that she couldn’t tell her parents about, and she’d still be a virgin, and everything else. Alex felt lousy after Willow signed off.




A few minutes later, Alex’s Terawatt phone went off. Maybe it was Willow and she could apologize!




It was Jack. “Tera, we’ve got a problem in New Jersey. Are you free?”




She said, “Sure, but don’t you have enough manpower for this guy Willow was talking about?”




Jack said, “Yeah, if we assume we know everything this thing’s got, which — as you know — is a really bad assumption to have to make. The mayor of this dipstick town’s trying to call out the freaking National Guard, and it’s either us or a full-sized National Guard combined arms battalion. And that means shitloads of tanks and mechanized infantry and mortar platoons and sniper sections, and a ton of other stuff you really don’t want loose in urban ‘Joisey.’ General Hammond’s boss stepped on the state governor calling out the Guard and ordered us to go instead. I’m choppering in with Klar right now, along with Mister Iowa and Action Girl.”




She didn’t ask where Jack heard the phrase ‘Mister Iowa,’ because she was pretty sure it was from Willow, either directly or through Jack’s IT guys. Alex said, “I can be at Camp Atron in half an hour, or Edwards in a couple hours.”




Jack said, “Good. We’re gonna try something new and insane. In… approximately thirty-eight minutes, your Blackbird with the modded canopy is going to do a touch-and-go at Camp Atron. Their runways aren’t long enough for an SR-71 to land and then take off again, but they’re definitely long enough to do a long touch-and-go with a few seconds at maybe ninety or a hundred miles an hour. You’ll have to match speed to land on the canopy, then you’ll have a couple seconds to ooze into the cabin while the plane picks up speed again and you’ll need to get that port shut and sealed tight before the plane’s at serious altitude.”




“Jack, I don’t know if I can do that…”




He said, “Look, we can try this half a dozen times, if we have to. But you can fly at about ninety while you’re morphing, and even if you misjudge by ten or twenty miles an hour, you can take that hit pretty easy. I’ve seen you slam into stuff, y’know. I’ve even been the stuff you slammed into. Then you just have to blu-urp through the port and you’re in. I think it’s our best shot at a fast pick-up for you.”




It sounded pretty crazy, but Alex had done weirder stuff. And she’d timed it so she landed on top of trucks going down the interstate at way over a hundred before… “You know, maybe this can work.”




Jack smirked through the phone, “Of course it can work. I came up with it!”




She would have felt better about it if he’d said Willow had come up with it. Or Hermione. Or Sam. But she didn’t say so. She said, “Roger that. Thirty-eight minutes at Camp Atron.”




“Thirty-seven, now.”




She hung up and flew right over to her gymbag. Yep, all packed. She shoved her tablet and phones and chargers into their carrying case and shoved that in the gymbag too. Then she grabbed the gymbag and flew downstairs. “Mom? Mom!”




“What, honey?”




She said, “Mom, I’ve got a Terawatt emergency, and I’m leaving in ten minutes. Can you fix me a couple roast beef sandwiches with a coldpack?”




Her mom said, “Oh my gosh, is that Colonel O’Neill never going to stop this?”




She said, “Mom, he gave me the option of saying no. But now we’ve got some kind of superpowered monster guy in New Jersey.” She cut herself a humongous slice of Willow’s cake and started eating.




Her mom looked like she wanted to wring her hands. Or burst into tears. Instead, she walked into the kitchen and started making roast beef sandwiches on the big hamburger buns Alex had just picked up the other day. She said, “Alex, I know this is important, but… what about your life? I mean, what about school? And college? And a career? And a real life with a husband and kids and things?”




Alex said, “I’m gonna make it work. I promise. But this kind of stuff? We have to handle it. If we don’t…”




Her mom whimpered, “I know. There was a special news report on you. They said… They talked to a scientist, some biophysicist or something, Dr. William Lee, and he said you’ve probably saved between a hundred thousand and four million lives, and saved hundreds of millions of dollars of property and buildings and such.”




She turned bright red. “William Lee? Balding, big glasses?” Her mom nodded. “Mom, Bill Lee works for Jack. You can’t believe what he says.”




Her mom said, “I’m gonna believe him a lot more than that idiot on talk radio who’s claiming you don’t even exist and you’re a government plot to trick the American public!”




She should’ve known loonies like that would turn up, sooner or later. She said, “You can’t pay any attention to some insano who probably wears a colander on his head all the time to keep secret mind-control satellites from beaming thoughts into his head.”




Her mom snorted with amusement, but said, “It’s not fair. You’re risking your life out there, and these… idiots think they can say these things… If Willow hadn’t lectured me on protecting your secret identity, I probably would have called that guy up and given him a piece of my mind.”




She swallowed a big mouthful of cake and flew over the table and gave her mom a huge hug. “You’re the best mom anywhere. Willow’s mom is being a total jerkhead about her dating an older man who isn’t Jewish, and her mom has this weird thing about superheroes being violent loons, so she can’t even tell her parents what she’s really doing.”




Her mom hugged her back and asked, “How long are you going to be gone this time?”




Alex admitted, “I have no idea. I mean, Jack has this new plan to get me to the East Coast super-fast, so if everything goes perfect, I could be home in time for dinner. Or it might be a couple days.”




Her mom frowned, “How can you possibly get back and forth that fast? The space shuttle?”




Alex asked, “You remember the SR-71 Blackbird? The super-cool spy planes the Air Force used to have?” Her mom sort of nodded. “Well, they still have two. Both of ’em have a seat for a passenger, in case the Air Force needs to move an important general around the world super-fast. Jack has one of them modified so I can fly in and out of it without opening the canopy. It’s gonna fly into Camp Atron and I’m gonna hop onboard and morph inside before it takes off again, and an hour later I’m in New Jersey.”




Her mom’s mouth dropped open, and then closed a little, and then went open again, and then a little closed.




“Mom, you have guppy-mouth.”




Her mom clamped her mouth shut, then said, “When Colonel O’Neill said he was taking care of you, he wasn’t kidding, was he?”




Alex said, “He takes care of his people, even if they’re not officially under his command. Like finding a great home for Hanna, and finding a place Grover can stay even though he’s stuck forever being invisible, and like that. And he’s been really nice to Willow.”




Her mom scowled a little. “He’s really too old to be dating Willow.”




Alex said, “That’s what he said too. I think Willow’s pretty determined not to let him get away.”




Her mom asked, “Just how determined?”




“Umm, maybe more than I wanna talk about?”




Her mom got that pinched look and she said, “Maybe I need to have a talk with that girl.”




Uh-oh. Alex didn’t know what to say to that. “Mom? Don’t hurt her feelings, but sometimes she’s a little TMI when it comes to Jack. Jack’s trying to be the ‘moving slow in the relationship’ guy, and Willow… isn’t.”




Alex left her mom standing there looking kind of shocked, and she stuffed the sandwiches into an insulated bag, which then went into one end of the gymbag. She went silvery and dove into the gymbag to change into Terawatt, and then she pulled the gymbag into her silvery morph.




She said, “Bye mom!” and flew into the garage. A quick telekinetic tug to pop open the secret hole in the wall, and she was puddling down to the stormwater system. In less than two minutes, she was an aerodynamic, silvery shape flying toward Camp Atron at six hundred feet up.




She got to the tarmac at Camp Atron about five minutes ahead of the Blackbird, so she stayed silvery and hovered in the air way past the south end of the more north-south runway, just waiting to try something she wasn’t really sure she could do.




And then the SR-71 was coming in like a dart. Like a rocket-propelled dart. They had incredible acceleration, but slowing down wasn’t really their strong point. She tried to judge how fast it was going and when she needed to start along the runway to be at the right part of the runway at the right moment, but she knew she was going to be taking a guess.




The first time, she started out a little too late, and the jet was having to speed up and take off again before she got to the canopy. Crud! But she knew she was really close on the timing, so she just had to leave a little bit earlier the next time.




The Blackbird took off, soared upward, made a leisurely circle, and came in again. This time, she was maybe a little ahead of schedule, so when she slapped against the canopy the jet was still doing about a hundred twenty. Okay, that kind of stung, but it wasn’t too bad, and she went right into the little round port. The pilot cranked the Blackbird up as soon as she started flowing in, so he was already taking off again by the time she was inside and sealing the little portal back up.




The pilot said, “Welcome to the SR-71, Terawatt!”




She stayed silver and said, “I’ll be staying like this so I won’t be using any oxygen or needing a pressure suit. Just head for New Jersey.”




He nodded, “That’s what my flightplan says, ma’am.”







Jack waited until the helicopter was about to land. He spoke into the comms. “Klar goes with me, we’ll take the Hummer waiting for us below. You two stay in the chopper and start search patterns. Finn, you direct everything until you hear from me. Action, you follow Finn’s orders to the letter. If he tells you to jump out of the chopper into a lake, you do it. If he tells you to run away from the target, you do it. Capisce?”




Finn nodded crisply. Hanna said, “Yes sir. Can I try to talk him into alternatives?”




“Yes. But no matter how convincing you think you are, at the end, he calls the shots, and you follow his lead. Even if you think he’s wrong. Got me?”




Hanna nodded slightly. “Yes sir.”




Jack hopped out of the chopper and waited for Grover to clamber out after him. He sat in the driver’s seat and waited for Grover to hop into the back seat. Then he turned the ignition and headed out. “Okay, first thing, we’re gonna go have a charming chat with the mayor and the chief of police. The picture our IT guys sent me makes the mayor look like a beachball with a mustache, so I can hardly wait. But I want to know what the heck they think they’re doing calling out a National Guard armored battalion for a guy who mugged a little old lady.”




Grover asked, “So you want me to ‘suit up’?”




“Or in your case, ‘suit down’.”




Grover said, “The pavement’s plenty hot, but this is still gonna be better than winter work.”




Jack said, “Well, I don’t think you can operate in a heavy rain, or in heavy snowfall, or in standing water or a snowpack, just because you’ll be visible then, or at least traceable.”




Grover said, “Well, I’m still working on that problem, sir. But I’ve had some really promising results, and I think I’ll have something workable in another couple weeks.”




Jack nodded. “That would be handy.” He kept driving, following the GPS directions to the mayor’s office. He could hear Grover moving around in the back seat, undressing.




Grover asked, “Do you think Hanna’s going to follow directions this time?”




Jack grimaced, “If she doesn’t, she’s out. She can work her way through high school and then West Point or Annapolis and start all over again with us, but that’ll take her six years minimum. And if it takes her six years to learn how to follow orders, then that’s what she’ll have to do.” He glanced into the rearview mirror to see if there was any moving clothing. “Anyway, Doc Fraiser will be a lot happier if Hanna’s out of the front lines for a while.”




Grover said, “Cindy doesn’t want her to leave in the fall, but I think her going off to play exchange student with Alex would be good for her. And it’d be good for Alex too.”




Jack said, “The doc won’t like it, but it would give us a pretty sturdy two-person team in case of any West Coast problems.”




Grover said, “And you think there’ll be some, don’t you?”




“Oh yeah,” Jack muttered. “I figure Danielle Atron’s not going to leave her comfort zone without a lot of incentives. And I’m not convinced we’ve got all the GC-161 cases under control either. And stuff just keeps popping up.” He parked in a visitor space and hung the ‘Department of Homeland Security’ tag on the rearview mirror to keep the local cops off the Hummer. Then he waited until Grover piled into the shotgun seat.




Jack opened the door, stepped out, and made a big show of adjusting his uniform, fixing his cap, and taking off his sunglasses. By then, Grover had clambered out of the open door and slipped over to the glass doors into the town hall.




Jack slammed the Hummer’s door and checked that it was locked. Then he walked up to the doors that led into the first floor hall of the building. He yanked open the door and stood in the doorway, giving Grover a chance to sneak past him. He snapped, “Isn’t there supposed to be a group meeting me?”




There were five cops stationed there, and it looked to his expert eye like there would normally be two. One on this side of a metal detector with a little conveyor belt through an x-ray machine for briefcases and purses, and one on the other side to make sure people got their stuff and didn’t try to run through the detector. Two cops were well behind the metal detector, and both were holding riot shotguns. The other cop was a point man, up front near the doors, where he could keep an eye out for trouble, or where he could be the one who got horribly killed while everyone else opened fire on the threat.




Jack knew this was overkill for one guy who had killed an old lady in a dry cleaner’s. There was something else going on. And he didn’t like not knowing what else that could be. The surprises that the SRI had turned up since he took command had been pretty sucky, except for some great soldiers, three teenagers who he really shouldn’t be dragging into ops like this, and a woman who was way too young and sexy and smart to be dating someone like him.




The cop on point stepped forward and asked, “Excuse me sir, but who were you supposed to meet?”




He acted his most officious, and he snapped, “I’m Colonel O’Neill of the Department of Homeland Security, and I’m here because some pissant mayor wanted to call out a frigging National Guard combined arms battalion! So lead me to your mayor and your police chief, since they’re obviously not holding up their end of the bargain the National Guard has with cities!”




The guy said, “Umm, sir, I’m on spot duty here. I can’t leave my post. I’ll have to call for someone else to come down and take you to the meeting.”




Jack continued being a big pain in the butt. Willow told him it was one of his best impersonations. He kept telling her it wasn’t an impersonation, but she kept insisting on seeing the good in people. He snapped, “Fine. Open that side door so I don’t have to walk through that metal detector.”




“Sir, everyone’s supposed to go through it.”




Jack insisted, “You don’t. Your fellow officers don’t. I’m willing to bet your mayor doesn’t.” Jack was pretty sure of that, because the picture he saw made the guy look like he couldn’t squeeze through that metal detector if he turned sideways and sucked in his gut. “I have a sidearm, my uniform, four pounds of medals, a plate in my right leg, and a metal rod in my left arm.” The last two things were lies, but he wasn’t showing these dorks what he had strapped to his right calf and his left forearm. And he wasn’t letting them take his sidearm, either. Not until he knew what the hell he’d gotten his team into. Again. Granted, Lupo was champing at the bit to get back out in the field, Finn was pretty clearly enjoying himself today, and Miller was happy to be running a small team checking out one of the potential towns the IT guys had flagged as fiscally suspicious. And his teams in Russia were learning way too much about Russian and Eastern European liquors: that brownish-red stuff Gates sent him tasted like they’d filtered the alcohol by flushing it through old railroad ties.




So Jack bullied the police officers into letting him walk through the exit door and skip the metal detector, while two more officers came downstairs to take him to meet with Mayor McCheese.




They stepped onto the elevator, and Jack deliberately took the center of the thing, making the two cops have to back into the far corners or else stand so close to him he’d get to make homophobic cracks at their expense. But that gave Grover room to slip into the elevator right in front of him. Jack could tell from the pressure against his shins that Grover was crouched down, just in case.




The elevator doors opened, and Grover darted out. Jack moved out slowly, playing Colonel Self-Important to the hilt.




“To the left, and down the hall,” said one of the officers.




Naturally. The mayor had the biggest office in the building, and the one closest to that refrigerator. The not-quite-pretty secretary at the desk in front of the doorway had apparently gotten her style tips from old Molly Ringwald movies. She asked him, “Can I get you something?” But she asked it in tones that sounded suspiciously like Willow standing in the bedroom, asking him, “Can you help me with something in here?” And he knew how that one turned out.




Seriously, who would even have believed sweet, innocent Willow knew what crotchless panties were, much less owned a pair? And he knew damn well Alex hadn’t told her about them. Willow had another intel source he just hadn’t tracked down yet.




He marched into the mayor’s office. Jeez, the guy was fatter than the picture he’d seen.




“I’m Mayor Peter Belgoody, at your service! Please colonel, sit down, sit down!”




He sat in the nice chair in front of the mayor’s desk. At least he hadn’t had to shake the guy’s hand. It looked flabby and greasy. He figured the guy’s motto was ‘I like my hands flabby and greasy, just the way I like my food!’ The mayor sat down too, and the chief of police stood over at the side of the desk.




Jack went right into Colonel Insufferable. “You know, tons of people want the National Guard, the Coast Guard, the Army, the Navy, you name it. But that doesn’t mean you get what you ask for. Now the Department of Homeland Security has real problems we’re fighting. You heard about that blob monster in Downingtown?” Both guys nodded. He went on, “We managed to stop it, but only because we spread our forces the right way when we had lots of demands on ’em. We can’t afford to have a whole freaking National Guard battalion wasting their time in this place if we might need ’em in ten hours in Trenton because they’ve suddenly got giant killer termites or something. So let’s make it simple. You justify it to me, and you get the troops. You don’t make me happy, and you get the finger. Now then…” He stopped and pulled out his phone. “I gotta take this call. It’s someone important. Don’t move. I’ll be back in less than five.”




He stomped out of the room like he was the only important person in the building. He really hated guys who acted like that, so he knew it would piss off Mayor McCheese and Deputy Dawg.







Grover had to make an effort not to hold his breath when Jack walked out. Jeez, Jack was really good at playing General Asshat. Grover just stayed put in the corner behind the chair.




The police chief asked, “What do we tell him?”




The mayor said, “Well obviously we can’t tell him the truth. Guys like that?”




The police chief asked, “So what do we say?”




The mayor said, “No sweat. I’ll explain everything. If he buys it, we get the troops, and we get rid of our ‘monster hero’ problem. If he doesn’t buy it, he’ll make a big deal of rubbing it in our faces, and we act sad. Then he has an unfortunate accident on the way back, and we blame the monster, and we still get the troops.”




The police chief grinned nastily, “It’s a win-win for us.”




The mayor said, “It’s a win-win for Tromaville.”







Riley scanned the streets far below. He was using a monoc made for a sniper rifle. He didn’t like the sniper tasking on American soil, because it automatically meant dead people. But sometimes there just wasn’t a better option. He thought of that CIA HK team in Finland. He had shot a guy in the back at a quarter of a mile out, but he hadn’t had a lot of choice when that guy was about to shoot Alex with an RPG.




But there were no monsters rampaging through the streets. There was no rampaging going on at all.




If there was a threat so massive the police needed the National Guard, why were people just driving around and walking down the streets and acting like everything was completely normal?







Jack stiffly walked out of the mayor’s office for the second time. He took his time getting into the elevator, until Grover tapped him. He rode down, not worrying about the speed of the elevator, which apparently had been bought from those guys who made the unbearably slow elevators in hospitals. Then he took his time about getting out of the building. He opened the exit door to get past the metal detector and stopped to say, “Keep up the good work, men.” That gave Grover plenty of time to clear the doorway and move over to the glass doors to the outside.




He opened a glass door wide and then stopped to tell the cop still on point duty, “You need to get some body armor if your bosses are sticking you out here as bait.” That gave Grover time to get out the door.




He took his time moving across the parking lot to the Hummer, and he opened the driver’s door before he put on his sunglasses and slowly adjusted them.




Grover hissed from inside the car, “Watch out for ambushes. They’re gonna kill you and make it look like it’s the monster, so they can get their Guard invasion and get the monster killed off.”




A policeman walked up to Jack. “Sir? I’m Lieutenant Laks. The chief wanted me to show you the site of a recent killing spree by the monster, so you’ll realize how dangerous this thing is.”




Jack pretended to be stupid. “Very well, Lieutenant.” The guy did look pretty lax. After Jack shut down this town, the guy could be an ex-Laks. “Lead on. I’ll follow you.”




He hopped into the Hummer and started it up. Then he called his people. “Hannibal to Face. Looks like we have a situation K and L combined. Mad Dog and I are driving into a trap. I expect some extremely awesome backup.”




“Face to Hannibal, roger that. We are searching for your vehicle now.”




Jack slowly followed the police car through the rather calm streets. The suspiciously calm streets. Grover asked, “What’s a K and L? And how come I have to be Mad Dog?”




Jack grinned, “K means police involvement. L means mayor and/or city councilmen involved. This whole town is dirty. The cops in the atrium area? Every one of them knew there’s a serious threat out there, and it might come for the people in City Hall. But no one put increased police presence out on the streets to protect the citizens. And look around you. No one’s acting nervous. No one’s panicking. No one’s in hiding. Everywhere we go, it’s business as usual. Nobody’s scared of a monster rampaging around the town ripping people apart. But the monster must be doing something massive if a dirty mayor and a dirty police chief want National Guardsmen on their streets where they could see something.”




Jack made another call. “General Hammond? O’Neill on-site. Definitely not a Guard crisis. We need to get the FBI in here ASAP. The town mayor and police chief, at a minimum, are severely dirty.”




Hammond replied, “Understood, colonel.”




Jack added, “And the EPA, because there are way too many waste dumps in the town. Oh, also, the cops are about to try and kill me and frame their monster.”




“Colonel!”




He casually added, “Oh, I’ve got Klar hidden in the car with me, and Major Finn overhead in a chopper with Action Girl.”




“Still colonel, planning the murder of an Air Force colonel? I think your case just jumped to domestic terrorism. Maybe the Guard will have to sweep that town, just to collect all the police officers.”




Jack said, “I’m just guessing, but I figure the cops on duty and not hiding behind the metal detector at City Hall and not funneling me into this deadfall are probably okay. Mostly.”




“I’ll give that intelligence to the FBI when I contact them, colonel.”




“Thank you sir. O’Neill out.”




Grover cleared his throat. “Okay, I get why you’re Hannibal. I mean, you’re the colonel and you’re in charge and you come up with the plans. And I get why Major Finn is ‘Face.’ But why am I Mad Dog and Hanna’s Amy? Why not Mr. T? I mean, B.A.”




Jack grinned, “Oh, I’m hoping Mr. T’s gonna come swooping out of the clouds in a little bit.”




“Oh. Right.”




The cops pulled into an alley that looked like the setting for a film noir. It was dark even during the day, because of the buildings on either side. It widened out into an area that could have been pretty, but instead looked like — and smelled like — garbage that hadn’t been picked up, and no-longer stacked pallets. It was the kind of armpit that even homeless guys would pass on.




Jack clambered out of the Hummer and left the door open as he put away his sunglasses. “Ahh, the olfactory tour of New Jersey. This stench tells me we’re in Tromaville.”




Lieutenant Laks and his sidekick pointed guns at Jack. The lieutenant said, “Shuddup, flyboy.” Two more armed cops came out of the shadows, both with guns.




Jack calmly said, “You do realize that I already called DHS and told them about this little trap, right? You’re now moving from plain old corruption and five-to-ten-in-the-state-pen crime up to domestic terrorism, and life in a federal supermax lockup with some really bad types. But that’s assuming you won’t get the death penalty.”




Lieutenant Laks smirked, “We won’t even get arrested. We’re gonna hack you to pieces and blame our monster, so your bosses will call in the National Guard.”




Jack said, “Why don’t you losers just do your jobs and apprehend him? He’s just one guy. Or are there any cops around here who are competent and aren’t on the take?”




One of the cops, a short, fat guy holding a shotgun incorrectly, laughed crudely. “He’s too cheap to put the whole force on the pad.”




Jack nodded. “That’s about what I figured. You four, and a couple guys off-duty now, and a couple other guys at city hall protecting his fat ass.”




Lieutenant Laks sneered, “Smart. Too bad you figured it out a little late.”




Jack coolly said, “Oh, I think I figured it out right about the time I met Mayor McCheese in his big office with your sleazebag chief of police. That would be the time I actually called in for reinforcements.” He didn’t change his voice as he said, “Finn, if you would be so good as to give these creeps a warning shot?”




Suddenly there was an ear-shattering boom, and the street shattered precisely between Lieutenant Laks’ feet. He screamed and fell over backward, dropping his gun and scrambling on his butt to get away from the impact.




Jack said, “Everyone? Drop your weapons. Then take your holdouts out and drop them too. Then handcuff each other. Otherwise, the next shot goes through you. The long way.”




The short lardball with the shotgun swung his weapon toward Jack. “Oh, I don’t think so, wise guy. As long as we got you as a hostage, we got a way out of h—”




Jack just smiled as the barrel of the shotgun suddenly swung skyward, and a piece of pipe clocked Tubby on the back of the head with a loud thwok. The guy’s eyes rolled up in his head and the guy collapsed face-first to the street.




Jack pulled out his own sidearm and cocked it. He asked snidely, “Anyone else feeling particularly stupid today?”




Just about the time one of the two still-standing cops started to move, a rope hit the ground and Riley Finn came rappelling to the street in full Army Ranger gear, including a wicked-looking M4A1 rifle with an M203 grenade launcher slung under the barrel. He grinned, “Major Finn reporting for duty. And I’d like to point out that I haven’t gotten to shoot anyone yet today.”




Both standing cops dropped their guns, and Lieutenant Laks whimpered.




Hanna came rappelling down too, and landed crisply. Jack nodded at her too and said, “Let’s get these disgraces frisked and handcuffed. Figure every one of them has a handcuff key on ’em, and a couple have a spare. So pull their belts, their shoes, any ankle holsters, their badges, their hats, whatever.”




Lieutenant Laks quietly crawled backward a few more feet, angling toward a huge pile of full garbage bags he could hide behind. He wasn’t expecting an immense thing to rise up behind him and roar angrily at him.




“Grraaaawwwrrrr!!”




Jack calmly said, “And here we were wondering how we were going to find this guy.”







Alex flew through the air. She was going so much faster than she could usually do. She loved getting to take the Blackbirds. They were so cool, and they went so fast, and they went so high you could practically see the whole world beneath you. It was awesome. Mega-awesome! And after she bailed, when she was zooming through the air at hundreds of miles an hour, it just made her feel like a real superheroine, like one of the women from Selina’s world or something.




She popped her tPhone out of her silvery morph just long enough to get a GPS reading. She was heading right into downtown Tromaville, which from her altitude looked even ickier than the pictures Willow had sent her. It looked like it was one half urban blight, one half grubby city, and one half toxic waste dumps. And that added up to one and a half, but this place looked like the kind of place so awful that Maggie Walsh’s blob wouldn’t want to go in it.




She checked for further messages, but all she had was a GPS beacon from Jack. So she headed straight for it.







Hanna watched in fascination as the monster-man picked up the bad lieutenant by both legs. The lieutenant screamed, wet himself, and then passed out. Not a very brave officer. The monster didn’t look all that scary. He was tall and strong, but so was Major Riley Finn, who was even cuter than Charlie, even if Major Riley was too old for her. The monster was covered in scars, but she didn’t find that scary. She decided that Colonel Jack and Major Riley could have stopped this thing without her and Klar along.




Colonel Jack walked right toward the monster. He said, “Okay, put down the nice police officer.”




“Grawr!”




“Okay, the not-so-nice police officer. But no holding the ankles and playing ‘make a wish’.”




Hanna remembered just the other night, when Janet had cooked fowl and had shown her how to play ‘make a wish’ with the wishbone, so Hanna even got Colonel Jack’s joke this time. She was pleased with herself. Not so pleased she was losing situational awareness, though. When the two still-standing policemen tried to make a break for it, she slid to one side and used one officer’s momentum in a hip throw that rammed him into one of the brick walls. Major Riley used the stock of his M4 like a pugil stick and dropped the other officer.




Hanna decided that what she really wanted was a chance to fight the monster-man and see just how strong he really was. That looked challenging.




Jack said, “See the two people behind me? The ones with the big deadly weapons? If you don’t put the lieutenant down — safely — I’m going to let them come over here and beat you up.”




Hanna slid into a balanced stance and said, “I’m ready right now, sir!”




And that was when the monster-man threw the lieutenant.







Riley saw the monster hurl the unconscious policeman right at Colonel O’Neill, who couldn’t move fast enough to get out of the way. Fortunately, the colonel went flying backward into a pile of garbage bags, instead of into a brick wall.




The monster turned to run, but a steel pipe leapt up off the ground and dove right in between the monster’s legs, tripping him. Riley hoped Klar moved back out of reach of those massive arms.




Hanna let loose with a primal scream and attacked. No SAW, no combat knife, just a hundred pounds and change of genetically-enhanced girl. She sprinted right at the monster.




The monster was quick. Riley noticed that. It was nearly back on its feet before Hanna reached it. Riley had sparred enough with Hanna to have a pretty good idea of what Hanna could do when she wanted to, but still, this was brutal.




Hanna stomped the thing’s right instep hard enough to make it freeze in pain. She followed that up with two absolutely brutal strikes to the thing’s midsection, followed by an elbow strike to the solar plexus. Hanna kneed the thing in the groin and followed that with a downward blow from her leg that should have crushed the thing’s knee. It finally managed to get an arm down to try and stop her, so Hanna grabbed the arm, did a brutal two-armed strike that probably hyper-extended its elbow if it didn’t break the thing’s arm, and then hung onto the arm to move into a shoulder throw that slammed it to the asphalt.




The thing hung onto Hanna’s hand and used its grip to throw her twenty feet through the air into a brick wall.




Riley knew that what he’d seen would have killed either of them if they’d been merely human, but he also knew that neither of them was. The monster was already clambering back to its feet. Hanna was already pushing herself back up. What Riley really wanted to do was put a nice little three-shot grouping into the thing’s leg, but he’d seen how fast it moved when it needed to, he had no idea where bullets might ricochet in this narrow combat zone, and he had no idea where Grover was. Okay, weapons fire was out for the moment.




He pulled out his combat knife and charged it. He knew the thing was stronger than Hanna, and almost certainly tougher than her, and possibly it even had faster reactions. That wasn’t good, when Hanna was stronger and quicker than even an Army Ranger. But Riley knew something else from watching it. It had no training in martial arts and minimal experience in combat, even counting that alleged ‘ripping a guy’s head off’ claim.




It turned to face him, so it didn’t see the steel pipe that rose up and smacked it in the back of the head. It took a swing at Riley with a fast but ugly roundhouse punch that was chock full of inexperience, and it tried to get a look behind it to see what was attacking it from behind.




Riley ducked under the badly-thrown roundhouse and used that to move halfway around the thing. He kicked it in the back of the knee and hammered it in the kidney using the butt of the combat knife like brass knuckles. It staggered and nearly fell, which put it in position for a wicked sidekick from Hanna.




Hanna was back in action, and if her expression was anything to judge by, she was pissed. And thrilled to have an equal in live combat. Blood was running from one nostril and the corner of her mouth, and she was going to have a black eye by tomorrow, but for right now she was living in the moment. Her kick pushed it back, and her follow-up kicks caught it in the solar plexus and the face. It tried to grab her leg, but she was too good, and she had her leg properly snapped back out of reach when its massive hand swept by.




That steel pipe swung in again, catching it in the side of the neck. But the monster was faster than Grover, and it caught the end of the pipe, shoving it away. An invisible shape went crashing backward, and the end of the pipe stayed in the thing’s hand.




The thing swung the pipe in one hand while lashing out in a fast backfist with the other. The pipe caught Hanna across the ribs, driving her back against one wall, while the thing’s backhand came Riley’s way.




Riley blocked the swinging arm, but it was like blocking a falling tree. The force still knocked him backward, and he hit the ground pretty hard. He expertly turned it into a roll that put him near his M203. Now that he knew where Grover was, he was considering taking a shot at the thing’s upper chest from the prone position if it—




Suddenly the entire alleyway was lit up with a bolt of lightning that tagged the monster right in the head. It convulsed for a couple seconds and then slowly toppled over backward. It groaned, “Grrgh…”




Terawatt swooped down, her hands pointed at the monster in case it still wanted seconds.




And a blonde in a white dress came staggering down the alley. She was frantically swishing a white cane back and forth across the ground as she blindly made for the only noise in the alley.




“Uggh,” the monster groaned. “My head!”




The blind blonde girl tapped her cane against the monster’s side and then dropped to her knees to hug the thing. She burst into tears as she furiously yelled, “What the hell did you do to my boyfriend?!”




Three teenagers simultaneously muttered, “Uh-oh.”





77. …You’re Toxic



Alex stared down in shock. Wasn’t she supposed to stop the bad guys and protect the good guys? And she’d seen him knocking Hanna and Riley all over the place, and Jack was down… But she’d just about electrocuted some blind girl’s boyfriend.




She felt totally creepy. Mega-creepy.




The monster lying in the alley moaned, “Man, that really hurt!”




Jack groaned as he climbed to his feet. He said, “Then maybe you could stay down. You may be able to rip guys’ heads off, but I think the two young women here are going to kick your ass — again — if you give them any more trouble.”




Alex made sure she was using her Terawatt voice when she asked, “Colonel O’Neill, is everyone on your team all right?”




Jack brushed himself off. “Well, my dry cleaner may be pretty ticked off at me…”




The blind girl twisted her head around and finally looked straight up. “Is someone really up there?”




Alex kind of gawked a little, because for a blind girl, whoever she was, she sure used a lot of hair product. Even Libby didn’t do her hair up like that, and Libby could spend a lot of time and money on her hair. And how would you be able to do your hair like that if you couldn’t look in a mirror and check your work?




Jack said, “Yep.” He even popped his ‘p’ so Alex figured he really was okay. “That’s Terawatt. The West coast superheroine. She flew in to save the day.”




“And she’s the one who hurt Melvin?”




Jack smirked, “I think everyone hurt Melvin, except me. And those cops. But mostly Action Girl.”




The monster complained, “She looks small, but she’s more powerful than a… a locomotive or something!”




Hanna’s grin was somewhere between excited and feral. It was kind of intimidating. But Hanna had a bloody nose, and blood at the corner of her mouth, and a big scrape on one cheek, and she looked like she got punched in the eye too. And there was no telling how many bruises Hanna had that were hidden under her hair or her clothes. Okay, Hanna probably didn’t care how many bruises she had picked up. Even if Janet would probably have a cow when she saw Hanna tonight.




Hanna smiled, “I would like to spar some more with him. He is very strong, and has good reaction times. But he needs martial arts training. He is lacking in skill.”




Jack sternly said, “We’re not training anyone in martial arts until we’ve dealt with the legal issues. Like him killing over half a dozen people. Who my IT guys tell me mostly have arrest records longer than my arm. Longer than his arm.” He stopped and put a finger to his earjack. “Okay, Acid Burn says the old lady in the laundry was using an alias… and her fingerprints tell us her real name… flags as someone wanted in Florida… on thirty-two counts of kidnapping, attempted kidnapping, white slavery, violation of civil rights, and accessory to murder. But vigilante murder is still murder. So we need to do what we can to clear your name, and see what we can do about the charges a D.A. is probably gonna level against you — even if there’s no way in hell I’m letting any locals do that — and then see what we can do about fun stuff like probation or alternatives to jail time.”




The blind girl insisted, “He saved me! These guys charged into the restaurant with guns and stuff, and they robbed it, and they shot my seeing eye dog and tried to rape me, and he… rescued me.”




Grover announced from the head of the alley, where Alex didn’t even know he’d gone, “We’ve got trouble. One really fat mayor, one really ugly police chief, and four policemen with riot gear. I’m seeing two shotguns and two semi-automatics.”




Jack tersely said, “Go to comms.”




Alex touched her earpiece and asked, “What’s going on?”




Jack’s voice came over her earjack. “Evil mayor, corrupt cops. Expect badness. Mad Dog, move behind their rear force and find a blunt instrument. Mr. T, check the other end of the alley. If it’s clear, come up and play pompous superhero. If there’s a plug force, stun ’em, then assist up here. Face, cuff the cops who are down and then play wholesome Army officer. Amy, move up to the mouth of the alley and play injured victim until they pull something.”




“Amy to Hannibal. Do I have permission to remove rear positions?”




“Yeah, but nothing lethal.”




Alex didn’t ask why she had to be Mr. T instead of Amy, because Jack would probably like it if she didn’t want to be Mr. T. She really didn’t think she was the heavyweight fighter on the team. Even if she had dropped Monster Guy in one shot. And Terawatt did start with a ‘T.’ And Hanna probably wanted to be Mr. T, so Jack would naturally know that, and make her Amy, and kid her about it.




At least he hadn’t given Grover the codename ‘Amy.’ Yet. She knew better than to say that on the comms, because Jack would do it. It was probably only a matter of time before they had an op where she got the codename ‘Twilight Sparkle’ and Hanna got ‘Rainbow Dash.’ Okay, ‘Face’ was perfect for Riley Finn. Hey, Riley could be Applejack! Jack would probably want to be Applejack, but he was more of a Pinkie Pie.




She had already spun around and flown to the far end of the alley. Uh-oh. “Mr. T to Hannibal. Two squad cars, police with riot shotguns in position behind car doors, blocking the alley. They’re in riot gear so they could charge at us.”




“Hannibal here. Say ‘I pity the fool!’ and then blast ’em.”




There was no way she was saying ‘I pity the fool!’ no matter how much Jack wanted.




She flew down until she was about forty feet in front of the police cars and about twenty feet above the ground. She ran a big spark between her hands and said in her Terawatt voice, “Attention, officers! I am Terawatt. You have been misled. The monster has been dealt with. Your mayor and police chief are about to be arrested by the Department of Homeland Security. You should get back in your cars and return to your stationhouse. Now.”




One of them pointed his gun at her, while the other three kept aiming at the alley. Why could Jack get people to do what he wanted, and she couldn’t?




Another policeman stepped in front of the police cars. He was dressed like a regular police officer, and had his gun holstered. He said, “Listen to her!”




“O’Clancy, get the hell out of here!”




“We’ve got an assignment straight from the top!”




The O’Clancy guy walked right at the guns and said, “This is crazy. That monster’s the only law and order we’ve got in this town right now! What we need to do is listen to the superheroine, and go arrest the mayor and the police chief, and then call in the Justice Department!”




She said, “That has already been done.” Okay, she was guessing, because that was totally the kind of thing Jack would do. “What would benefit the upcoming Justice Department investigation the most would be you officers moving to arrest your fellow officers who you have grounds to believe are on the take.”




One of the policemen said, “Look, in a perfect world, we’d get to believe you. But we’ve got orders. And there’s not much we can do about ’em.”




Okay, she could take a hint. She landed so she had lots of telekinesis. The guys all followed her down with their eyes. She was pretty sure half of them were locked on her legs, and the other half were locked on her chest. Yuck.




She grabbed their guns and yanked them up into the air, then tossed all of them onto the closest roof. Then she pulled all their handguns out of their holsters and tossed them after the shotguns. She glared at them and said, “Now you have an excuse to return to your stationhouse. Go. Now.”




They actually left! Okay, she was going to have to give them back their guns, sooner or later. The other guy, Officer O’Clancy, said, “Thank you, ma’am. And thanks for not hurting any of them. They’re good officers.”




She said, “You may want to avoid this alley for another couple minutes.” And she leapt into the air so she was above the alley and moving toward the mayor’s people. She touched her earjack and spoke into her comm, “Mr. T to Hannibal. Rear force persuaded to leave. Officer O’Clancy helped me out, so assume he’s not a hostile.”




“Chopper to Hannibal. We’re now at two thousand feet, and there’s no threat in the area except the mayor’s force. Rooftops are clear. Streets are clear.”




Alex added, “Ditto on that assessment.” She dropped down toward Jack and the mayor, who really needed to hear about SlimFast. Alex could see the four policemen in riot gear, with Hanna standing behind them acting like she was some helpless, beaten-up teenager.




Just as she got there, Jack was saying, “…we already kicked one big fat blob’s ass this summer, and I have no trouble making you number two! And I have the authority of the Department of Homeland Security, so you’d better put your guns down before someone gets hurt!”




She dropped to about twenty feet above Jack and gave it her best Terawatt voice. “Mayor, I am Terawatt. I am here to help. You could help the most by following a direct order from the DHS.”




The mayor, who really was kind of a blobby guy, insisted, “It’s a monster! You have to shoot it before it does something else horrible!” And he yanked a pistol out of his waistband and tried to shoot Monster Guy, even if there were two soldiers and a blind girl in the way.




Alex used her telekinesis and shoved the gun down, and shoved the bullets down, so everything fired right into the street in front of Mayor Blobbo. Then she yanked the gun out of his hand and moved it over to where Riley could wrap a bandanna around it and put it somewhere safe.




Jack calmly said, “That was mighty obliging of you, committing attempted murder and all, right in front of two DHS witnesses and a superheroine. Consider yourself under arrest. I’d ask you to assume the position, but I don’t think I can find anyone who’d be willing to frisk you.”




The police chief pulled out his sidearm and yelled at his men, “Open fire!”




Alex yanked the gun out of his hand before he could even get it aimed.




Grover smacked one policeman across the back of the head with a brick.




And the poor, beaten-up, teary-eyed teenaged girl standing behind the officers abruptly changed into Action Girl and attacked. She kicked one officer in the back of the knee. She punched the second in the kidney. She punched the third in the back of the neck. She did a spinkick and caught the second one in the head as he started to react to her punch. And she chopped the first one on both sides of the neck as he fell to his knees. She was done before any of them had a chance to do anything. All three of them just keeled over.




“Hannibal to team. Well done. Let’s cuff these losers up and get them into a paddy wagon ASAP.”




Officer O’Clancy came up the alley and called in for two paddy wagons, because they had these six guys, plus the four guys already in the alley. And Monster Guy needed to go to the police station too and do all the ‘filing a report’ stuff and maybe even the ‘getting arrested’ stuff, because he had killed like six or eight people according to Officer O’Clancy. And someone needed to drive Sarah the blind girl home.




“Mr. T to Hannibal. What do you need me to do next?”




“Amy to Hannibal. Me as well. And why can I not be Mr. T?”




“Hannibal to Amy. You are now Mad Dog. The former Mad Dog is now codenamed Amy.”




“Aww, c’mon! Not Amy!”




“Mad Dog to Hannibal. I like that. I will be quite happy with Mad Dog.”




“Mr. T to Hannibal. You’re so mean!”




“I pity the fool!”




“That is like the worst B.A. Baracus impression ever, and I’m telling my mom you changed my codename to Amy.”




Jack grinned, “There is no way Deborah and Cindy won’t agree that Hanna should be Mad Dog.”







So it turned out that all Jack really needed from Alex and Hanna and Grover at that point was keeping an eye on ‘Mayor McCheese’ — okay, so she laughed out loud when she heard Jack say it, even if she really shouldn’t have, but it was just so totally on target — and the bad cops until they were all searched and processed and locked up. Then the police called in all the shifts to go arrest everyone they knew was a crook or a crooked policeman or a crooked city official, and lock them up too.




Alex didn’t even have her gymbag, since she’d left it in the SR-71, which was waiting for her not too far away, over at Fort Dix, so she couldn’t even fill in forms and write her after-action report. So Jack sent her off. Jack had the chopper pilot fly Grover and Hanna home, so Alex hardly got a chance to hug both of them before they were going too.




When she got to Fort Dix and got vectored to the Blackbird, it was undergoing refueling and maintenance checks, so she had time to sit in the second seat and eat her sandwiches and do her ‘auxiliary personnel’ documents, even if she had to change the GPS coordinates on both forms before she could email them to Jack, because the forms thought she wanted to start with the Fort Dix GPS coordinates instead of the downtown Tromaville coordinates. Then she got half her report written before the pilot climbed in and said they were ready to go.




Once again, it only took about an hour to cross the entire country in the SR-71. And the view was so spectacular she could have sat there and watched it all day. And she let the pilot go down to Mach 0.7 at thirty thousand feet before she morphed out through the portal with her gymbag, which she had never even used, except for her tablet and her lunch.







Alex flew through the runoff system, up the buried pipe, and into her garage. “Mom? Dad? I’m back!”




Her mom came rushing into the garage and hugged her. “Alex, how can you be back so fast? I thought you had to go to the East Coast!”




“Umm, yeah, it was this place in New Jersey. But the fight was already going when I got there, and then we just had to arrest the mayor and some evil cops and get everyone hauled off to jail. I was back at the Blackbird before they even had all the maintenance checks done. Oh, and I ate all your sandwiches. They were yummy.”




Her mom gave her a little smile and asked, “Does that mean you’d like lunch now? It is only one in the afternoon.”




She sort of blushed a little, but she said, “Umm, sure. What do we have to eat? Besides chocolate cake? Because I want a piece of that for dessert.”




Her mom said, “I’d better save a big piece of that second cake for your father, because you’re going through cake like Willow’s going to run out of zucchini today.”




Alex said, “Well, she did say she was trying not to plant too much…”




Her mom just rolled her eyes. “You do know I can get some zucchini and Willow’s recipe and make one of Willow’s cakes, right?” Alex nodded. “And so could you.”




Alex said, “Well, maybe I need to make sure I know all the secret Willow Rosenberg cake baking tips first.”




Her mom smiled, “Honey, there’s no reason you couldn’t drive up and visit whenever you wanted, or wait until it was dark and then fly up, which I bet would be a lot faster.”




So, while she had a late lunch, she worked on her report for Jack on her tablet, and she called her friends on her regular Alex phone. Over a big slice of cake, she asked, “So, did you talk to Willow?”




Her mom turned seriously red. Ooh, that meant major embarrassment. Her mom finally said, “It’s a shame Willow doesn’t really have a normal cohort, because most girls go through this in their senior high school year — not that I want you to! — or in college, and she would have had lots of people in her peer group to talk to about this. But she’s so happy. I just couldn’t make myself tell her not to describe inappropriate things to you. I couldn’t even get her not to tell me about it. And some of the questions she had! There are thing she found on the web that she wanted to ask me about and I didn’t even know people did.”




Alex timidly said, “I found someone Willow can talk to about this stuff.”




Her mom said, “Oh please don’t tell me it’s Louis.”




“Mom! I would never! That would be way too weird and creepy!”




Her mom gave her an eyebrow, and she admitted, “Well, maybe Terawatt flew over to Libby’s house and asked Libby to help one of Team Terawatt by just talking to her and being a good advisor on makeup and haircare… And sex and stuff.”




“Libby? The Libby? The bane of your existence? The girl who nearly got a supervillain burning down your school? That Libby?”




Alex defended herself, “It’s a good idea! Libby’s hiding at home still, and she’s lonely, and she likes Willow — okay we’ve only told her the codename Acid Burn so she can’t figure out it’s Willow Rosenberg — and Willow likes her, and they have great chats, and Willow says she’s been a huge help… and if Libby becomes good friends with a computer geek, she’s going to realize she’s been a real creep to people who are just like Willow but have a Y chromosome, and Libby might get nicer to people at school.”




Her mom stared at her for several seconds and finally said, “That’s a really good plan, honey. But don’t you think it’s a little… Machiavellian?”




Alex sort of pulled up her shoulders and said, “I was sort of hoping it was more like when Pollyanna gets people to do what she thinks would make them happier.”




Her mom patted her on the shoulder and said, “But you’re doing a good thing first, and pulling something sneaky second, right?” Alex nodded. “Then I think it’s okay. And if it really helps Willow and it makes Libby a better person… I don’t think that’s Machiavellian as much as being a good friend.”




Alex put her hand on her mom’s hand. “And mom? I really messed up.” Her mom just looked at her to go on. “We got called in because a mayor had a monster killing people and he wanted like an entire battalion of the National Guard with tanks and Bradley fighting vehicles and mortar platoons and stuff. And I flew in just in time to see the fight. Jack was down, and Riley and Hanna both got knocked through the air, and I couldn’t see Grover, and I hit the monster with a huge lightning bolt…” She tried not to sound pathetic as she said, “And we were wrong. The monster was the good guy, and the mayor is like a gangster crimelord guy, and he’s not a monster, he’s a guy who got dumped in toxic waste by badguys. And I could’ve killed him!”




Her mom guessed, “But he’s okay now?” Alex nodded. “And your team caught the real badguys?” Alex nodded. “And things are a lot better than if your team hadn’t gone in, right?” Alex sort of nodded. Her mom came around the table and hugged her. “Alex, it’s a hard lesson to learn, but we don’t always know what’s best. And we don’t always have the right information. This is what it’s like being a parent all the time. We all just try our best with what we’ve got, and when we make mistakes we try to fix them, and we try not to make that mistake again.”




Alex hugged her mom hard.







After managing not to cry too much on her mom’s nice blouse, Alex washed dishes in the kitchen and helped her mom get a new slow cooker recipe going. This one was a pork and lentil stew with lots of onions and carrots and other yummy stuff. She wasn’t too sure about the amounts on the seasonings, but she was willing to give it a shot. After all, if it was pretty decent but there wasn’t enough coriander, they could just add some more the next time. Her mom thought it didn’t have enough bayleaf. Her mom had a baggie of real bayleaf leaves from her major professor’s yard, so bayleaf could turn up pretty much anywhere. Well, not in things like jello, but in gravy or a stew or a casserole.




She Skyped Willow to talk about the Tromaville mess, and Willow was the one being all apologetic and unhappy about not finding out the right information fast enough. So Alex found she was telling Willow the same things her mom had just said to her like half an hour ago. How weird was it that Alex was the ‘mentor’ type in this relationship?




But Willow was all excited that Tromaville was done, so Jack would be able to fly out and spend Willow’s birthday with her on Friday. Jack wanted to drive up to San Francisco and do date things, and Willow wanted to not leave the bedroom for Jack’s entire visit. Alex had a feeling it would turn out sort of like in a romantic comedy. Jack would whisk Willow away to a romantic dinner, and then they’d stay in a hotel in San Francisco and Willow would try not to let Jack out of the bed until checkout time.




Alex said, “I bought you a present, but you’re not gonna want me hanging around doing birthday cake-y stuff while Jack’s there. So maybe I could fly up next week and give it to you and we could go do something fun?”




And Willow bubbled, “Ooh, I know! Comic Con in San Diego next week! I reserved a room just in case, but Jack can’t do it and isn’t interested in it, even if I showed him one of my cosplay costumes and he really liked it, so maybe you could go with me! Call it my other birthday present.”




Alex asked, “And you have cosplay costumes you want to wear? At the convention?”




Willow nodded, “Yeah! And I’ve got a great idea for one for you too!”




Alex frowned, “Umm, isn’t this gonna be expensive? And I’d need to pay for a room too. I mean, I’ve got money from my photography, but I’m not rich like you. And I don’t want a costume that’s super skanky, or makes me look too much like you-know-who, or is embarrassing, or is stuff I won’t even know about.”




Willow asked, “You know Kitty Pryde, don’t you?”




Alex nodded. “Sure. The X-Men. Ooh! That would work! But how are you gonna get a costume that fits me just right?”




Willow said, “It’s easy. I’ve got a lot of Terawatt footage, and I know how tall you are, and I scanned it into a 3-D modeler and subtracted on the falsies down to your cup size, and I can get a Shadowcat costume your size in no time!”




“No time?”




Willow explained, “Well, there’s this company I know that makes 3-D models and is working on a 3-D clothes-cutting and sewing system, and it’s years away from being usable, much less affordable, but there’s a Silicon Valley billionaire funding them so they’re solvent for the next five or ten years, and they need test runs, and I got them to do the cutting and sewing for one of my cosplay models because I could send them a completely constructed 3-D wireframe to work from and the materials to cut, and everything. I just had to do the accessories, which for you would be the boots and belt and wig and stuff.”




Alex said, “Flats. I want Alex Mack to be small, and Terawatt to be tall.”




Willow said, “Oh sure, we need Kitty Pryde to be shorter anyway, because she’s the teenager.”




“Oh, well… good.”




Willow said, “So I got a suite, because I was trying to talk Mindi and her husband into coming with me, but they had to say no because of his job, but all you have to do is ask your mom!”




Alex thought it over. She did want to spend more time hanging out with Willow, and this sounded totally fun, and she’d wanted to go see one of these, and Willow would probably know all the ins and outs… “Mom! Can you come up for a second? It’s Willow!”




And her mom thought it would be great, as long as Willow remembered Alex was under 21, so no alcohol, and no getting up to stuff with guys they didn’t know, and no drinking anything at a party if they had stopped looking at it for even a second after it got opened, and…




Well, her mom sort of talked at them like they were two really dumb eighteen-year-old girls off to their first frat party at a wild college. It was pretty embarrassing, since Willow was going to have her twenty-fifth birthday in like hours. And it wasn’t like her mom had never given her The Talk, or The Other Talk, and she’d been there when her mom gave Annie The Talk too. Boy, was she glad she wasn’t there when her mom sat Annie down for The Other Talk.





78. Comic Con



Everything went smooth for going to Comic Con, even if Willow finally decided they were going to have to drive from Alex’s house to San Diego in Alex’s mom’s SUV. Willow had too much stuff, and her little electric car wasn’t up for that long a trip without at least one, maybe two recharges. Fortunately, her mom was good with driving Alex’s car for a few days while Alex borrowed the SUV.




Willow and Jack were ‘out of touch’ from Friday afternoon until Sunday night, which was okay because Alex spent a lot of that time doing normal stuff. Talking with Ray and Robyn and Nicole and Louis, and Skyping with Hanna and Cindy and Grover and even Charlie, who was really nice, and probably looked a ton like Jack did when Jack was a hot, sexy teenager. It was no wonder Hanna liked him. Alex was going to be pretty surprised if Hanna wanted to come to Paradise Valley for a whole term and be away from Charlie. And Alex got in a ton of waitressing hours for Gloria. And a date with Ray Saturday night going to see a not-too-bad movie and then necking in Ray’s car before he took her home. And martial arts practice every morning plus a great Saturday morning with Sergeant Meadows, who said she was doing really well. And the first two units in the ‘learning programming using C’ course, even if C was still weird. And she got more reading done in her dad’s time management book, which was totally full of useful stuff, but was just incredibly long.




Tuesday, when she talked to Willow, Willow reminded her to have her gymbag along just in case, and a couple changes of clothes, but not much else because she was going to be in costume all day. “Oh! And be sure to bring your cameras and everything, because I’ve got a surprise for you!”




And Alex Skyped with Jack too. He didn’t want to talk about the trip to see Willow, except to say that it was great. But guys never wanted to talk about stuff if it was about feelings or romance or whatever. It was like they were still six and they were afraid they would get cooties.




No, Jack wanted to talk about the Tromaville thing. Alex immediately said, “Well, I know I really messed up…”




But Jack insisted, “No, I was the one who really messed up. We went in knowing something was weird, and I left the mayor’s office pretty sure he was a corrupt butterball. We set up a trap for the mayor’s men, and we weren’t ready for our monster to show up at the same time. Then I made a wisecrack about sicking Hanna on the monster if he didn’t put that cop down, and that was a good tactic but a bad strategy. I got the lieutenant, but I got knocked down, and Hanna took that as permission to engage. Finn couldn’t do much else, because a brick alleyway with five people down, one engaging the enemy, and one invisible? Finn was likely to hit one of us with a ricochet or a miss, and our monster was about as fast as Hanna. At least all we got were a few bruises here and there. After Hanna and Finn whomped up on him, that guy’s probably gonna be limping for a week.”




Jack added, “Now, when you messed up in the cavern and you didn’t tell me how big an object you could take in your morph, that was a problem. Or when you didn’t follow orders and nearly got yourself claymored to death. I yelled at you. When Hanna really screwed up, I yelled at her and gave her punishment detail. But I didn’t rat you out to my boss. Because I don’t do that. If you mess up, I protect you from the higher-ups, and I handle the punishment. Although it looks to me like you’re handling the self-punishing thing pretty well on your own, on this one.”




She told him, “But I really feel bad about beating him up when he’s not a badguy. I mean, is he? And now he’s probably never gonna want to join up with us.”




Jack said, “Oh, I think Melvin has some other issues to deal with long before we get to the ‘be all that you can be’ speech. And seriously, Melvin? Is this like Grover? Are parents all over the country going to start giving their sons beat-me-up names so they can get superpowers when they’re older?”




“Stop it, Jack.” He was not going to make her giggle when she was busy being upset.




Jack said, “Look, things would have been a lot worse without us. Without you. The National Guard would have turned the guy into Swiss cheese, and that mayor might have walked.”




Alex fussed, “But I’m not supposed to hurt other good guys! And now he hates me!”




Jack smirked, “Well, his girlfriend’s pretty pissed at you, but I don’t think he hates you.”




“Ooh!”




Jack sighed, “Look Alex, Ol’ Melvin there isn’t gonna make a good crimefighter for a while. We’ve got to get him through the court system and figure out what will happen. And he’s still pretty prone to handling crime by ripping guys apart instead of arresting them, which is a really massive problem.”




Alex said, “Well yeah, because dead guys in pieces!”




Jack said, “And it could have really bad implications for the whole superhero deal. I need superheroes I trust to do the right thing, not loose cannons who might go postal on some jaywalker. Hanna’s a big enough problem right now, and we still haven’t even dealt with all of her issues, even though she’s been seeing Janet’s friend a couple times a week since before she got out of the hospital. If Melvin was a little less resilient, by Finn’s count Hanna would have broken about two dozen bones in his body, wrecked his knee and elbow, given him about three concussions, crushed his testicles, ruptured a few internal organs, and maybe knocked out half his teeth. On the other hand, if Hanna was an ordinary girl, when Melvin threw her into that brick wall she would’ve been roadkill. All you did was hit him with one lightning bolt.”




“That could’ve killed him!” she insisted.




“So? Finn was about to have to open up on him at short range with an M4. That would’ve done a lot more than give him a nasty shock.”




Alex didn’t know what to say to that. “Well, I still feel bad.”




He told her, “Then just concentrate on taking care of Willow. And I want lots of pictures of her in those outfits! I’ve only seen one of them.”




Despite herself, he had her cheered up before he signed off. Stupid entertaining guy. It wasn’t fair. She’d really wanted to be upset. And he had her agreeing to put together two more complete Terawatt uniforms. He wanted her to have an emergency backup around Paradise Valley, and he wanted to have one on hand so she didn’t have to lug a ton of junk out to Camp Atron every time. But that meant she needed her dad to make duplicates of the plastic ‘makeup’ she used and the mask too. And she needed her mom to buy two more wigs, and two more pairs of those shoes, and two more pairs of those gloves. And two more sets of gel breast inserts. And she needed her mom to make two more of the white leotards. Oh crud.




At dinner, when she brought it up, her folks thought it was an awesome idea, and they both thought she needed backup uniforms already. Her mom pointed out a couple times she had needed to rush through washing a uniform or brushing out that wig. Her dad pointed out a couple times it would have been handy if she already had a costume tucked away somewhere else, like on that Cessna. Alex still thought it would be better if her mom got Jack’s people to buy the gloves and boots and wigs and gel pads and that kind of stuff, just so there wouldn’t be any traceable stuff.




Then Tuesday night at bedtime, Alex packed. She already had her gymbag ready to go, so she just packed a smaller tote bag that had a few changes of clothes and stuff for her. After all, she already had things like her undies and her jammies and her dopp kit and her computer stuff and her camera gear already in her gymbag. And it wasn’t like she needed a lot of clothes when she was going to be in a costume all day.




Every time she thought about walking around in a costume all day, she just kept reminding herself that she did that kind of thing for real on a pretty regular basis, so it was silly to be worrying about it. And this costume would have no high heels and no fake boobs and no mask. That had to be better.







Wednesday morning, Willow drove up in her cute little electric car a few minutes before nine. And she brought another chocolate zucchini cake! That was always good. Or ‘of the good,’ as some people said. Alex helped Willow plug the car into an outlet so it could sit in the driveway and recharge before Willow drove home Sunday night. Then they had to get all of Willow’s stuff out of the car and into the SUV. Willow had a huge folding suitcase that took up pretty much her whole back seat. Then she had six boxes in her trunk that pretty well filled the little trunk space. Then she had two rolling suitcases wedged together in the shotgun seat of the car. So there was about enough room left in that car for Willow and maybe a box of kleenex. It was a really good thing they were taking the mom car instead.




They piled their stuff into the SUV. Alex also had a small cooler of drinks and snacks, because she got hungry and Willow would probably get thirsty. It was pretty easy. It was just a five hour drive down I-5 (assuming nothing went wrong like an interstate-clogging car accident in the middle of Los Angeles), and then the hotel and convention center were right off the interstate.




Okay, five hours, plus time because of the L.A. traffic, plus time for the San Diego traffic, plus enough time to drive through a MacDonald’s while they were in L.A. and get Willow a medium vanilla milkshake she could drink while driving, and to get three Big Macs, two large fries, and a large chocolate milkshake for Alex.




In between Paradise Valley and Los Angeles, Alex did the driving. She let Willow talk about the romantic birthday weekend with Jack. It sounded pretty amazing, and Willow kept the sex talk down, so Alex really liked hearing her story. Jack had even taken Willow dancing in fancy clothes, and he did know how to waltz and stuff like that, and Willow said it was the most romantic thing ever.




Then after they talked about Jack for a while, and Ray too, Willow wanted to know how the second computer course was going. Alex admitted, “It’s going pretty okay so far, but C is weird, and it has some weird rules, and it has some weird keywords.”




So she got a lecture from Willow on why C was the way that it was, from ‘why computer scientists start counting at 0’ to ‘using pointers to find other stuff in other parts of the RAM’ and ‘using symbols and words from other popular languages back then.’ It really made a lot more sense when Willow explained it all in terms of computer science traditions and computer architecture and stuff. Boy, was Willow all kinds of smart!




And Willow had an Integrated Development Environment for her to use that Willow had downloaded to her tablet just the night before, so now Alex had C and C++ and Java and C Sharp and an IDE for all of them, all set up for Windows. When they switched drivers in Los Angeles, Willow had her pull out her tablet and try the new program out. It was pretty much just as awesome as she was expecting, with all kinds of context-sensitive help and programming forms and templates and other useful stuff.




While Alex worked on the next unit in the course and tried stuff out in her new IDE, Willow drove toward San Diego and told her all kinds of useful things about basic structured programming. It made way more sense when Willow said it than when Alex read it for the first time in the course materials.




Willow said, “Ooh, and I want you to convert your laptop to linux, but I want you do it with another online course, so you’ll get everything right, and you’ll also be able to get college credit for linux systems management. I found three potential online courses we could go with, and I’m just checking them out now to make sure none of them tell you something stupid that you shouldn’t really do, because there are some things in unix systems management that used to be really common but aren’t really the best thing you could do.”




Alex just sort of blinked as she thought that over. Because it would be freaky if she started college with like five or six computer science courses credited already. Holy crud, if she started college with six computer science courses, and a couple years of Spanish credits and a year of calc and a year of English and a year of AP science too, she’d be like… She’d be a college sophomore who was nearly a junior. That would be insane! Even Annie didn’t manage to do that!




Well, a college probably wouldn’t really let you do that, anyway. And a college major with a ton of special courses would still need you to take all the special courses. Still, it would be nice to get some of the yucky requirements out of the way so she could take the really awesome courses.




So Willow drove into the valet parking area of the San Diego Marriott Hotel. Alex thought that was a bit much, since there was also regular parking and stuff. So she was really surprised when Willow tipped the valet parking guy a fifty and asked him to take really good care of the car, and then let bellhops unload the car and all.




Willow led her into the lobby and over to the concierge’s desk instead of the regular check-in area. And then Willow calmly said, “Willow Rosenberg, CEO of Red Tree Software. I believe you have a suite for me, and you’re holding the keycards already?”




Alex sort of gulped, because she was totally not expecting to get the ‘rich people’ treatment, but it was pretty obvious Willow was not only used to it, she kind of insisted on it. This was so not like other-Willow. Or was it? Other-Willow had been kind of insistent on some things, and was one of the people who ran the Slayers. But Alex was already worrying about what if Willow was different away from her house.




The concierge looked at the bellhops with all the luggage and said, “We only need the information on your car in valet parking, if you have one.” But Alex had to fill that stuff out, since it was her mom’s car and she was the one who knew the make and model and license plate and all that.




So then Alex got her own keycard, and Willow took one, and Willow let the bellhops escort them up to a really nice suite that was just one floor below the penthouse suites, which would’ve been way too much.




Okay, this suite was already way too much.




One guy opened the door for them and let them walk in first, and then both guys wheeled in the luggage carts and asked Willow where to put stuff. So while Willow told them which things went where, Alex walked over to the window and gasped.




The main room was a big living room / den / dining room / kitchen thing with its own half-bath. There was a giant tv on each side wall, and the kitchen looked fancier than Willow’s. The sliding glass doors opened out onto a fancy patio and had a view of the marina and the convention center and a huge sweep of San Diego. And this wasn’t even all of the suite. There was a big bedroom on each side of this room.




Alex was sort of in shock as she walked into ‘her’ bedroom. There was a huge, king-sized bed and a massive bathroom with a big tub and a separate shower and a sink that looked like real marble. And the bedroom had a fancy view and a sliding glass door onto that same huge patio. She walked into Willow’s room, and it was even bigger, and it was a corner room so it had huge windows on two sides, and there was even a huge window in the bathroom, and the bathroom had a jacuzzi too, and there was even a hot tub right outside Willow’s room on the patio!




Willow gave the bellhops huge tips and closed the door. Then she flopped down on a couch and grinned, “When you’re CEO Rosenberg, you have to be different than when you’re just you.”




Alex checked, “So we’re getting special service because you’re a famous CEO?”




Willow said, “That, and most major hotel chains have special arrangements for big spenders who stay at their hotels on a regular basis and join the hotel’s special ‘rewards’ programs. I’m in the Elite Lifetime rewards program at the platinum level, so I could get this suite and get the perks. It also means they have all my info and they know my American Express card number and all that, so check-in and check-out’s a breeze. It’s really handy. Jack was kind of freaked when I got one of the penthouse suites at the Marriott for the two of us last week.”




Alex asked, “Doesn’t this cost like a mint?”




Willow shrugged. “I did tell you I have way too much money now, didn’t I? I had more than enough before Larry stole my company, and now I also have a totally ridiculous ‘golden parachute’ that Oracle has to pay for. So I never would have spent money like this before, but now every time I do, I just remind myself that it’s coming out of Larry Ellison’s wallet. Okay, that makes me want to do really stupid stuff like ask if they can fill the hot tub with really expensive champagne, but it’s not really his money now, so I don’t do crazy stuff. Even if I did buy a bunch more RAM for my Silicon Graphics workstation.”




Alex flopped down on the opposite couch. “I don’t think that’s what people mean about going crazy with money. You didn’t go out and buy twenty Lamborghinis, or a hundred foot yacht, or an island, right?”




Willow said, “Of course not. That would be stupid. Although I did spend a lot of money getting your costumes made, and I did invest in half a dozen companies that should be great in a couple years.”




Alex was pretty sure that investing in really good companies didn’t count as going crazy with money. Unless you invested in a loony company that wanted to build houses out of chocolate, or something just as goofy. Maybe those guys who wanted to sell socks over the internet as their whole business. How was that supposed to work, anyway? She pouted, “It’s just… All I bought you for your birthday was a book!”




Willow said, “But it was a really good book. And I love books.” She looked at Alex’s face. “Oh. Look, you’re not supposed to spend a zillion dollars on presents for me just because I have a lot of money. My mom and dad only bought me a DVD set.”




Alex asked, “What? The Simpsons?”




Willow blushed and said, “Umm, don’t laugh, but it’s this show I used to watch even if my mom said I was too old… You promise you won’t laugh?” Alex nodded. “The Fuzzy Family.”




“I love that show!” Alex squealed. “My dad and I have seen all the episodes, and we watch it on reruns too!”




“George likes it too? Wow, now I don’t feel so silly.”




So they ended up talking for maybe two hours about The Fuzzy Family while they put stuff away. And it took nearly two hours to put everything away, because they had to iron about half the costumes and then hang them up properly. But this was a really fancy hotel suite, so they had fancy padded hangers and stuff in the closets. And an iron and ironing board and clothes steamer, even though they also had a valet cleaning service and stuff like that.




Since there were six costumes, and every costume had a wig, they needed to get the wigs out of the boxes and fix them on the wigheads Willow also had, and get them brushed out and styled and stuff. And every costume had accessories, which Willow also had in the boxes. And some of them had to be ironed too. And some of the stuff Willow had couldn’t be ironed either, but had to be folded with special padding so it wouldn’t wrinkle. Alex was pretty sure the Psylocke costume was made of rubber. And all of Willow’s costumes had high-heeled boots. Alex was glad her costumes had low heels.




Alex asked, “Have you practiced in all these boots? Because when I started ‘taking pictures’ I had to practice for a long time to get the hang of five-inch heels.”




Willow nodded. “Oh, sure. But it would be a lot handier if I could fly around instead.”




Alex firmly said, “No one’s going to be flying around. I’m strictly Alex this week.”




Willow smiled, “Good. Because I want you to get your cameras out for when we go over to the registration desk.”




“Why?”




Willow smirked, “Because you’ll probably find a ton of cool things to photograph, and some of them might even make for stories your tv station or your newspaper might pay you for. And maybe something else…”




So Alex got out both cameras and her photography fannypack and made sure all the gear she’d brought except her wheel steadicam was in it, before they walked down to the convention center. The Marriott had a level that led right into an elegant restaurant area and that led to a fancy area with really high vaulted ceilings that were mostly glass, and that led into the convention areas.




They had no problem finding the registration area for Comic Con, because there was a ginormous crowd of people waiting to get their passes. Willow led Alex off to the side, where there was a separate desk for picking up special badges. Willow led Alex up to the desk and said, “I think you have a press pass for A.L. Mack? Alex? Show her your ID.”




Alex managed not to gulp or freak, but she was totally not expecting Willow to pull this out of her hat.




The lady looked at Alex’s ID and said, “We do have a late press pass for you, but you look rather young.”




Alex said, “I am rather young. I’m seventeen. But I’m still a working photographer.”




The lady looked at a post-it note on the form and said, “Ooh! You’re the photographer who got Terawatt! You’re perfect for Comic Con!”




Alex pointed out, “Terawatt’s not in a comic or an anime or anything.”




But the lady eagerly insisted, “Yet! She would be awesome in a comic book! Marvel’s had real people in comic books before. I have every issue of ‘The Human Fly.’ I’m volunteering today and tomorrow, but I made a Terawatt costume and I’m going to the Terawatt get-together on Saturday!”




Willow asked, “The Terawatt get-together?” Alex was glad she did, because Alex really wanted to ask but she thought she’d look stupid if she did.




The lady smiled, “Sure! We have get-togethers all through Comic Con. It’s in your program.”




Willow said, “Yeah, I’m going to the Marvel one. I just didn’t know there was a Terawatt one.”




The lady said, “Well, obviously there never has been before, but there’s probably gonna be a lot of Terawatts here this week. Every convention this summer’s had a huge turnout of Terawatt cosplayers.” She turned to Alex. “And you’re like our convention’s Terawatt expert! Maybe when you see my Terawatt costume you could give me some tips on making it more realistic.”




“Umm, yeah. Sure. I guess.” Alex was a little freaked by the whole ‘Terawatt craze’ thing, even if she was trying not to show it. It wasn’t like she hadn’t seen YouTube and Instagram pictures of Terawatt cosplayers, but this seemed like a whole other level to it.




But Willow was already pulling her computer tablet out of her purse and working away on it. “Ooh! Here we go. See Alex? Videos of cosplay Terawatts at four different cons in the last two months.”




And there were way more pictures and videos of girls and young women dressing up as Terawatt than Alex had thought there were. Which just made Alex feel kind of… uncomfortable. Proud that so many people liked her, but still, this was kind of embarrassing. Okay, the two big, fat, hairy guys dressing up as Terawatt were just ooky. And the lady dressed as Steampunk Terawatt with a little skirt and bustle and goggles was really kind of funny.




The lady said, “I’m Andi.”




“Alex.”




“Willow.”




They shook hands and chatted until someone else came over and needed assistance from the ‘special badges’ desk. It was some distributor who wanted badges for his two booth babes. And he even called them ‘booth babes.’ Alex thought the whole idea of booth babes was yucky, and Nicole would have called it ‘degrading to young women,’ but Comic Con was more for young guys who read comic books and watched sci-fi and played video games than it was for her, even if she played video games and she liked sci-fi some of the time, so booth babes probably sold more merchandise than anything other than having Stan Lee personally autographing stuff for you.




So Alex took her press badge and her press packet and press giftbag back to their room to look through stuff. Willow was spreading her own stuff on the dining table and checking through it, since she already had her badge and everything mailed to her weeks ago.




Alex pulled out of the giftbag a couple cool t-shirts, and some fancy stuff like an infrared USB connector to hook up a high-end camera to a laptop.




Wow. A real Optimus Prime collectible in a sealed case. Ray and his dad would go gaga for that.




A set of six mini-bottles of liquor, ranging from a fancy scotch to a fancy vodka. Alex gave those to Willow right away.




She said, “Willow, I need to know how much that press pass and the convention badge and all that cost you, so I can pay you back.”




“Nuh-uh,” Willow grinned. “It’s a birthday present for you. Your mom said I can’t buy you a new car.”




Alex paled. “A new car? You can’t buy me a new car! That’s way too much money to spend on me!”




Willow just smiled excitedly. “Sooner or later I’m going to buy you something like a car. Terawatt needs a car that’s extra burglarproof and has a secret compartment in it for the uniform. And a secret tunnel from the driver’s seat out to under the car, for fast Terawatt escapes. And if you won’t let me buy you one, I’ll bug Jack until he gets the SRI to get one for you.”




Alex smiled a little then. “If the SRI gets me something, I guess that’s okay. Maybe a hybrid with a special battery I can charge from the driver’s seat?”




Willow gaped. “Can you charge batteries without, like, blowing them up?”




Alex admitted, “Well, I did wreck a bunch of rechargeable AA batteries before I figured out how to charge ’em. But now I never need new batteries for my cameras and stuff.”




Willow said, “Wow, when we get home, you have to come up and let me run some tests so I can figure out a Terawatt-to-home-current transformer so I can build a step-down transformer you can use to recharge all your electronics stuff.”




Was that even possible? Well, she had to figure that if Willow thought she could build one herself, then it was extremely possible.




But Willow had an entire schedule already mapped out. Wow. When Willow wasn’t going to panels or meetings or get-togethers, she had scheduled herself in for playing video games and looking through the distributor and retailer areas and ‘artists alley’ on the convention floor. Alex had to read through all the stuff, including the extra stuff for the press, like the ‘press lunches’ and special press access for some of the things like actors hyping new movies and tv shows and comics, or guest speakers.




Holy crud, she could abuse her press pass and go meet Hollywood superstars! Yeah, like she could do that and act professional and not squeal like a twelve-year-old. Not!




She looked over everything Willow marked, and everything she wanted to do… Ooh, she absolutely had to try out some of the new video games, and there was even a pressroom where most of them would be available! And she totally had to go to the Terawatt get-together and talk to some of these women. Oh, and there was a panel on Terawatt and superhero concepts. She had to go to that!




It took her almost an hour to work out what she was going to do when, even with Willow’s help. And Willow had gotten both of them Wednesday night preview passes, which Willow said maybe a few thousand people were going to, so it wasn’t like it was exclusive or anything.




There was a ton of ‘preview’ stuff happening starting at six, including some screenings of some fall tv shows she really wanted to get sneak peeks at, and a chance to run amok in the dealer areas. So she and Willow ate a quick dinner at a really nice Mexican restaurant just down the street that Willow had the hotel shuttle drive them to and pick them up after. Man, Willow was really milking those CEO perks.




Then ‘Preview Night’ was insane. When Alex wasn’t squeezing into a super-crowded, too-small room to watch a special preview of a tv show that wouldn’t be out for a couple months, she was running around on the floor seeing if there were cool things she could look at or cool games she could play or cool merch she could still snag. It wasn’t until about eight or so that she spotted a familiar name on a big banner. Someone had a ‘Terawatt’ booth. She stomped right over there. And there was a booth babe, but at least she wasn’t dressed like Terawatt. In fact, she was a brunette who wasn’t massively endowed and wasn’t wearing a superheroine suit.




In fact, it was Marsha. And Louis was in the booth too. Driscoll Enterprises was selling Terawatt merchandise at Comic Con! Alex ran over and held up her videocamera. “I’m the press, and I’d like to know why you didn’t tell us you were going to be here.”




Louis laughed and asked, “What are you doing here? I thought you were working for Gloria this summer waitressing.”




Since Marsha was right there, Alex explained, “Well, my friend Willow really wanted someone to go with her, and she swung me a press pass, because I am a photographer and everything.”




Marsha said, “At least you get to go see everything. I can’t leave unless it’s one of my breaks, and Louis doesn’t have anyone else here besides me and him, and he wants both of us here most of the time, just in case.”




Louis insisted, “It’s just way too easy to shoplift stuff like shirts if there’s only one person running the booth and you get at least two people asking questions or wanting to look at stuff.”




Marsha smiled, “Louis’s dad has him going all up and down the coast checking on Terawatt merch pirates, and doing a couple cons and things too. So Louis talked him into hiring me as a booth babe for the cons. And Louis said I didn’t have to dress up like Terawatt. Isn’t he great? After all, it’s not like I’ve got the chest for it. She’s got like casaba melons, and I’m like a couple pears.”




Really, Marsha was about the same cup size as Alex. And she was dressed sexier than Alex had ever seen her, in a low-cut sexy dress with a ruched waist and a big slit up one thigh. And she looked pretty good in it.




Louis explained, “So I was patrolling a couple state parks and stuff down here. I picked Marsha up at the airport late last night and got her to her room, and we did the set-up this morning.”




Alex told him, “They think there’s gonna be a lot of Terawatt cosplayers here, so I’ll tell people about your booth. And there’s a Terawatt get-together Saturday one of you should go to, with a bunch of merch to sell.”




Marsha said, “And Louis took me out to a fancy brunch this morning, and it was the best date we’ve had yet.”




Alex checked, “No hornets? No flat tires? Nothing?”




Louis said, “Well, a guy did spill his orange juice in my lap when we were ready to leave, so I had to walk out looking like I peed my pants.”




Marsha gave him a one-armed hug and said, “But he was really funny about it.”




Louis said, “I think maybe just being here in the booth tonight is our best date so far.”




Marsha said, “You have to wear one of our shirts.”




Louis said, “Yeah! As advertising! So we won’t charge you, we’ll just bill it under marketing.”




Alex was wearing a nice t-shirt already, but it was nothing special. So she pulled on a really cute Terawatt t-shirt in teal that had a Terawatt mask above the breasts, and below that it said ‘TERAWATT.’ Then Willow came over, and Louis introduced her to Marsha, and Willow bought a t-shirt that had what looked like a big rip, a letter ‘A’ and a glowing lightbulb, so it spelled out ‘tear-A-watt’ like a rebus puzzle. She pulled it on over her sweater top. There were a bunch of other shirts, none of them naughty, although she thought the ‘What Would Terawatt Do?’ one would get a lot of Christians mad.




Since Willow bought stuff, Louis made her put a card in their fishbowl for the drawing they were having Sunday afternoon for everyone who bought something during the conference. Then Alex and Willow walked around, showing off their shirts to everyone.




By the time they got back to the hotel suite, it was time to make sure that their costumes and makeup and accessories were ready for the next morning. And call her folks and let them know everything was going great. Then she thanked Willow again, and went to bed.




79. Comic



Alex got up when her alarm clock went off, and she grabbed a fast breakfast. Willow had gotten the hotel to stock a whole bunch of food in the kitchen already, so Alex had three pastries, four microwave waffles with syrup, and a bowl of instant oatmeal. And two glasses of milk and a glass of orange juice. Then she showered and got ready. It seemed weird putting on a costume that didn’t have big falsies and skyscraper heels and a mask. No, the trick she had to achieve this time was making herself look younger. That meant a very sheer foundation with a dusting of a shimmering face powder, and a pinker lipstick than she usually went for, and a very soft look with her eye makeup, although she went heavy on the brown mascara and some brown eyepencil at the outer corners of her eyes, to make Kitty look pretty from a distance. She also went a little darker on the eyebrow pencil to match Kitty’s coloring.




Then she slipped on the bodysuit. It was the classic X-Men look. It looked like a solid black lycra bodysuit under a bright yellow swimsuit that had no sides at all but oversized cap shoulders. But the yellow was sewn together with the black so it was all skin-tight. All she had to do was put on a thong and a lace bra that wouldn’t show, step into it, and zip it up the back. It was pretty stretchy, but tight through the crotch and across the chest. Even with the darts sewn in to emphasize the bustline. Then she slipped on the yellow belt with the big ‘X in a circle’ logo, a wigcap and the shoulder-length brown wig, the calf-height yellow buccaneer boots, and the big forearm-length yellow gloves.




Wow, she looked pretty good in that. Definitely Kitty Pryde. She had a messenger bag she was going to carry around for her makeup and camera gear and stuff, but her wallet and phone went into little pockets that some really smart computer genius had arranged to have in the tops of the boots.




She used her telekinesis to pop out her GoPro and get film of her in her costume. Ray would really like it. It was maybe even tighter than her Terawatt costume.




She slid her GoPro back in her bag and walked out. Willow was just coming out of her room. Or rather, Jean Grey was emerging. Because that was totally Phoenix standing there. It was one of the best Phoenix costumes too, because Alex hadn’t really liked the one with that weird head-thing that left her face exposed but covered her forehead and ears.




No, this was a totally awesome Phoenix in that skintight metallic green bodysuit that looked like Willow was suddenly a DD-cup, along with the metallic gold shoulder-length gloves and the metallic gold thigh-high boots and that gold phoenix emblem between her breasts. It had a gold sash with a phoenix pin holding it in place on Willow’s hips. And Willow was wearing a really sexy, long red wig. Plus, Willow was wearing a lot more makeup than she usually did, including long black false eyelashes and black eyecrayon and gray and red eyeshadows, along with a bright red lipstick color in a shade that actually looked good with the coppery red hair color and the metallic green bodysuit. Plus, Willow had been getting in shape for Jack or something, because she could totally wear that suit.




Then Willow looked at her and burst out, “Oh my God, Alex! When did you get so buff?”




Alex had to stop and think, but yeah, she had been working out for months, doing the martial arts thing, with all the pushups and leglifts and stretches and sit-ups and crunches. She just said, “Look who’s talking. I’ve got to get photos of you like this, because Jack will love it.”




Willow grinned, “Jack’s easy.”




But Alex got out the video camera again and took a video as she flew around Willow and Willow camped it up, doing the superhero poses and stuff. Then Alex asked, “Do you want to do the real superheroine thing?”




Willow thought for a second and then nodded excitedly. Alex stood on the carpet and lifted Willow up into the air. Then Willow got into some ‘Phoenix’ fighting poses in mid-air.




Afterward, Alex showed Willow what she looked like flying through the air, and Willow just smiled smugly. Alex figured Willow was going to be teasing Jack with the images. Just in case someone looked at Alex’s GoPro later, they downloaded the files to Willow’s computer so they were off the GoPro’s memory before they went downstairs.




Willow clipped her pass to her sash, hid her phone and her driver’s license and a credit card inside a couple secret pockets inside the sash, and beamed, “I’m ready to go, Kitty!”




Alex grinned, “Me too, Jean.”




Willow smiled excitedly, “Come on, I bet we’re the sexiest X-Men in the whole con today.”




Personally, Alex figured there were going to be booth babes and professional cosplayers who would look way sexier than her, or at least skankier than she did. But maybe not as sexy as Willow, who really looked movie starlet gorgeous. Alex checked, “Don’t you need your schedule? And your map?”




Willow smiled, “I memorized all of it… And if I forget, I’ll use my Phoenix powers to telepathically pull it out of someone’s head.”




Alex made sure she had her camera gear and her convention stuff and half a dozen energy bars in her messenger bag, along with a notepad and pen in case she got a chance to play reporter too. And she double-checked that she had her makeup for touch-ups during the day. She had her convention pass and press pass clipped to her belt right next to her ‘X’ belt buckle. They rode down the elevator and walked across to the convention center. Alex noticed that Willow really had been practicing in those four-inch heels. And the boots and gloves looked like they were glued to the bodysuit. There didn’t seem to be much slack anywhere on that thing. In fact, it couldn’t have been much tighter without being painted on. It even curved around the ‘breasts’ like a bra, instead of like a sweater.




Jack was going to pass out when he saw those pictures.




Alex was really glad she was going with Willow to the con, because she knew Willow wouldn’t have dressed like this if she was all by herself. And Willow really needed the chance to feel incredibly beautiful and desirable, because she was so pretty and she was only just starting to believe it. Sometimes Alex thought Cordelia Chase deserved a lot worse than four hundred traffic tickets.




And it happened just like Alex had imagined. As soon as they walked into the massive atrium area to go into the con as soon as it opened, people wanted to talk to them and take photos of them. And because Willow had Alex with her, Willow wasn’t all shy and nervous. She was Phoenix. Alex was kind of embarrassed, but they ended up posing for like fifty or sixty people with cameras. Alex found a Ms. Marvel and a Storm and a Rogue and pulled them in too, even if their costumes were pretty much all from different eras of X-Men comics. And they all introduced themselves and Willow got all their names and email addys. And they all had cellphones so Willow got them all to type her and Alex’s names and email addresses into their notepad apps.




Willow couldn’t stop smiling. And maybe that was the best present Alex could have gotten her. The only thing that would have made it better was if Jack was here to drool over Willow, but that would lead to ickiness later on, when Alex would want to go to sleep and there would be horribly loud sex noises coming from the other bedroom. Jack was pretty good-looking for an old guy, but he was too old to be having sex with Willow. Willow should be dating a twenty-five year old movie star. But movie stars seemed to try to boink everything that moved, even when they were married, which would be totally unfair to Willow, and Alex was pretty sure Jack would never cheat on Willow.




They split up. Alex went off to the pressroom and checked in. Wow, they had snacks and drinks on tables along one wall, and video games to try out on another, and computers to check email or submit stories on a third. And there were round tables in the middle to just sit or write stories or edit material or read newspapers or whatever. She was kind of shocked to see three guys in suits sitting at one table and they were all drinking alcohol, and it was hardly past breakfast time. And not just a little wine. They had the miniature liquor bottles off the drinks table and they were having stuff like a rum and coke, or a vodka tonic.




She got a diet coke and sat down and started playing the new Tomb Raider that wasn’t out yet. She really liked Lara Croft, even if Lara was built like… well, like Terawatt if you wanted to be mean about it.




“Honey, you’re not supposed to be in here. This is for press only.”




Oh, great. That was one of the suits, being a condescending — SAT words strike again! — jerk. And he was standing right behind her, looming like a big vulture or something. She paused the game, stood up, pulled out her GoPro, and started filming him. She said, “Would you mind saying that again? I think I might start a series on not-nice people in the industry, and see if Rolling Stone would use it.”




He looked at her costume and finally noticed her press pass. “How the heck did you get a press pass, kid?”




She thought about saying she found it in a box of Crackerjacks, but she figured that would be too ‘Jack O’Neill’ and would get her in trouble. So she told the truth. “I’m A.L. Mack, the photographer.”




One of the other suits said, “Crap! You’re A.L. Mack? Really? Hey Kyle, stop being a dickhead.”




‘Kyle’ thought out loud, “Hang on a sec, Mack… Mack… You’re the ’tog who got the first pics of Terawatt, right?”




“Right.”




“And what are you doing at Comic Con?”




She fibbed, “Blending in, so I can talk to cosplayers and get them to talk to me about things they really care about.”




Kyle looked over her costume, even if he was obviously looking over her breasts way too much. She just made sure she filmed him doing it. And she was using her telekinesis to hold the camera steady, so she wasn’t worried about any jitter. He finally muttered, “Damn, you look like you’re about fifteen or sixteen. Except the knockers make you look more nineteen.”




One of the other suits snapped, “Hey Kyle, do you have to be a complete dick to every woman you meet?”




Suit number two groused, “It’s no wonder you get slapped about twenty times as often as you get laid.”




He leered right at Alex. “Sometimes both, if I’ve been a bad boy.”




Alex just said, “I am filming you while you say this stuff.”




He asked, “Who are you supposed to be?”




She tried not to sound exasperated, but she frowned, “Why are you here if you don’t even know about comic book characters?”




Suit number three said, “She’s Kitty Pryde, round about costume number three, not that any of the Shadowcat costumes were ever that sexy.”




Kyle leered, “Speak for yourself, Ed. Miss Mack is making that suit look ‘marvelous.’ Heh-heh.”




He even laughed at his own lame joke! What a jerkhead!




Alex put her camera away and walked over to the table. She shook hands with the other two guys. “Alex Mack. Nice to meet you two, anyway.”




“I’m Ed Oliver, NBC News, and this is Chuck Winston from the local NBC affiliate. The asshole staring at your ass right now is Kyle Andreas, from CBS. We’re all here to cover the panel on Terawatt and superheroing.”




Chuck said, “It ought to be pretty interesting, what with them getting Dwight Perelman at the last minute.”




She managed not to flinch. Much. “He’s the guy CBS This Morning got to come on and publicly slander Terawatt, isn’t he? Mister ‘Terawatt is a deranged vigilante’?”




In an over-pompous voice, Chuck mimicked, “That’s Professor ‘Terawatt is a deranged vigilante’ to you!” Alex figured Chuck didn’t like the guy either. And Chuck was kind of funny.




Ed grinned at her, “I take it you’re his biggest fan.”




Kyle muttered, “Yeah, Dwight’s been getting shitloads of traction out of his position.”




“Who is he really?” she asked.




Kyle smirked, “He’s a professor at USC. He teaches social policy.”




Chuck said, “I take it you’re going to the panel too. Are you doing a Terawatt series here too?”




She sort-of-fibbed, “I was planning on it. There’s been an explosion of Terawatt cosplay, and there’s expected to be enough to have a Terawatt get-together on Saturday. I want to talk to these women about why they’re dressing up as Terawatt, instead of, say, Spiderwoman or Phoenix, and I want to hear what Terawatt means to them as a role model. I guess now I’ll also be asking them what they think about Professor Perelman.”




Chuck grinned evilly, “Hey, why not use one of the net-connected computers to research ol’ Dwight and torpedo him at the panel? Kyle will hate it, because CBS squeezed him into the panel at the last minute for more airplay.”




She looked over her shoulder, where Kyle was still staring at her butt. She glared, “Kyle? Before you get too carried away, let me offer you two syllables. Jail. Time. I’m seventeen.”




Kyle just smirked, “Honey, just let me know the second you’re legal. I will give you a night you will never forget.”




Chuck added, “Along with a case of herpes you will never be rid of.”




Ed laughed out loud while Kyle flipped him the bird. Alex made a mental note to have Riley research Kyle for his next time playing ‘Rich Frank, sleazy reporter’.




Kyle said, “Anyway, I know about superhero shit. There was a Jean Grey out there who is definitely going to be my next conquest.”




Alex managed not to cringe too much.




Chuck asked, “Which Jean Grey? Blue-and-yellow unitard Jean? Green minidress Jean? Green-and-gold bodysuit Jean? Re—”




“That one. She was one fine redhead. And I cannot wait to get my hands on those cans, and that ass.”




Alex really glared at him then. What a jerkhead! “I dare you to walk up to her and say that, because if it’s who I think it is, she’s the most dangerous woman on the planet.”




Ed asked with a chuckle, “What? Danielle Atron’s come to Comic Con?”




Alex said, “No, she’s one of the top programmers and computer security gurus in the world.” She stared at Kyle. “If you piss her off, expect to get audited by the IRS, then have the FBI find child pornography on your computer, then have someone in Nigeria run up massive bills on all your credit cards, and then have your life come apart even more with security camera footage of every misstep you make from here on out.”




Kyle rolled his eyes. “Like anyone can really do all that.”




She glared, “Remember. I warned you.” She turned her back on him and walked over to the net-connected computers, where she logged in using her press pass and did five minutes of research on Professor Dwight Perelman.




And that was all she needed. He had his own website where he patted himself on the back a lot and hyped his books on what police forces were doing wrong, and on proper ways to rehabilitate criminals. Then the Wikipedia entry on him was completely different and was locked because someone — someone whose initials were probably D.P. — kept changing stuff. But their entry on him was… informative.




She went back and helped Lara Croft get through one level and get killed in the second level before it was time to go to the Terawatt panel. She was definitely buying that game. And she was definitely buying Ray a copy. Maybe even Louis too. And she was definitely going to beat that second level the next time, and not let Lara die like that.




The room for the panel was packed. No, it was packed. And it seemed like there were thirty or forty Terawatts sitting in the crowd, which was kind of eerie. But a miracle occurred, and Ed stood up in the front row and waved her up, and there was a seat for her between Ed and Chuck so she didn’t have to sit next to Kyle. Ed and Chuck kept accusing Kyle of having ‘wandering hands,’ which was really bugging him, so Alex figured Kyle wouldn’t grope a woman here but still had some story about being grope-y that Ed and Chuck knew and liked to torture him about.




She really thought Kyle needed lots of verbal torturing.




So the panel moderator was Chris Hardwick, the webcast guy. He introduced a guy who had produced and written for a couple tv superhero shows, both of them kind of okay, and a guy who had written a couple comics that Louis liked even if Alex hadn’t read them, and a guy who had done a screenplay for one of the Marvel movies that Alex had thought was barely okay for Marvel when she saw it and now in retrospect she didn’t like it… and Professor Perelman. Then Chris said that since they only had 45 minutes from right then, they should just open the floor to the audience and give the panel the chance to put forth their thoughts at the same time as the audience got to ask questions.




So she immediately put up her hand. There were five people running around with wireless mikes so the questioners could be heard. The first person had a question for Jerry, the movie screenplay writer. The second person had a question for Anthony, the tv producer. Chris pointed at her as the third questioner.




She waited until the person with the wireless mike trotted over to her, and she took the mike. “My question is for Professor Perelman.” He preened and smirked. Chuck started snickering, like he knew just what was coming, so maybe she was pretty obvious. “Have you ever done anything brave in your entire life? Because it seems like you have spent your entire life hiding in a little closet, attacking the people who put their lives on the line to keep you safe. You started out attacking policemen, then you moved to attacking prison wardens and guards and probation officers, and now you’re whoring yourself out to tv shows that will let you go on and badmouth a woman who puts her life on the line stopping supervillains and unstoppable monsters.”




Professor Perelman wanted to say something, but the whole place just kept applauding, which Alex should have guessed because there were like forty Terawatts in there so there were probably a lot of other Terawatt fans in the room.




Finally, when the noise died down enough, he pointed at her. “Little girl, who the hell do you think you are to talk to someone like me that way?”




And, while people booed him for being rude and the moderator tried to ask him to remember the panel rules, even if she had been really rude to him first, she hung onto the mike and answered him. “As it happens, I am A.L. Mack, the professional photographer, and I’m not a ‘little girl.’ I’m the news photographer who got the first photos of Terawatt…” She had to stop talking while the whole room applauded. “…and I saw a woman risk her life to save a policeman from being crushed by four hundred pounds of concrete and wood. I saw a woman try to stop three superpowered psychopaths who were armed like it was a warzone, and still manage to protect everyone around, even when the supervillains were firing rocket-propelled grenades, and she didn’t kill or injure anyone, and then she brought a nearly-dead policeman back to life. The city of Paradise Valley has been trying to deputize her for maybe a couple months now, and the Department of Homeland Security wants to deputize her. So how can you say she’s disrespectful to authority, or a vigilante, or sociopathic? Or are you just too afraid to stick to insulting policemen?”




Most of the room was applauding and cheering, and when the wireless mike volunteer came over to take the mike back, Chris Hardwick told the volunteer to leave her alone.




So, while Perelman tried to say bad stuff about Terawatt and kept getting booed tremendously, Chris Hardwick waved her over. When Perelman finally realized no one was going to let him get away with saying Terawatt was a freak for wanting to help people, he shut up. And Chris pointed at her. “Two things. First, that is possibly one of the best Kitty Pryde cosplays I have ever seen. And two, why aren’t you on this panel?”




She said, “Thanks, my friend made the costume, and no one asked me or even contacted me about the panel.”




He asked, “So what do you think about Terawatt and real superheroing, as opposed to comic book supers?”




She said, “First, crazed vigilantes are a bad thing, and crazed superpowered vigilantes are worse. There has been a superpowered vigilante running loose in Tromaville, New Jersey, and he just got captured. He was handling the city’s massive crime problems by tearing criminals apart. Literally, tearing off an arm, or tearing off a head, or worse. He caught the head of a white slavery ring and stuffed her into a dry cleaner’s washing machine and killed her by running it with her in it. This guy needed to be stopped, even if the town had a crooked mayor and a crooked police chief who are now in prison and being investigated by the FBI and the New Jersey state attorney general. And if it hadn’t been for the DHS and Terawatt, it would have been a bloodbath, because we’re talking a superpowered monster-man against an entire National Guard battalion with tanks and mortars and Bradleys, in the middle of a heavily-populated city.




“But Terawatt is cooperating with the police. We managed to get a parabolic mike on her when she flew in to stop two superpowered bank robbers, and she was respectful, she asked if they required any help from her, and then when she was asked to go into what we figured was a huge trap, she let the police deputize her and she did it. If you remember that case, she talked both robbers into surrendering. And what sort of police would be able to stop a two hundred foot tarantula? According to the DHS, an Air Force helicopter used a high-speed machine gun to put about a thousand rounds of heavy ammunition into the thing, and it just got mad. Even worse, it was a pregnant female tarantula. If it hadn’t been for Terawatt, the entire southwestern United States might be overrun right now with hundreds of giant tarantulas. Then, if it hadn’t been for Terawatt and the DHS and some courageous citizens, all of Philadelphia might be overrun now by a giant red blob monster. Obviously, we need someone like Terawatt. We’re just darn lucky we have someone like Terawatt now.”




It was kind of embarrassing, because it felt like every time she wanted to go sit down, someone would ask her another question about Terawatt, like was she nice, or what kinds of powers does she have, or was that her natural hair color, or how many tons could Terawatt lift. And Chris Hardwick kept encouraging people to ask her stuff too. And no one wanted to listen to Professor Perelman, who kept getting grouchier and grouchier.




After the panel ended, she still wasn’t done. People, including half the Terawatts in the room, wanted to congratulate her, mainly for being mean to Professor Perelman, which had really felt great at the time, but now she was having second thoughts about. Ed and Chuck were busy writing their stories, and Kyle was hitting on one Terawatt who was showing way too much cleavage. A Terawatt leotard did not dive down to below your breasts in a huge ‘V’! Ick.




Dwight Perelman came right over, too. He wasn’t exactly imposing, even if he tried to be. But he was about 5’8” and kind of chubby, so he wouldn’t have looked intimidating even if Alex didn’t have powers. “Young lady, I am a tenured professor with an impressive academic reputation, and I—”




Chuck interrupted, “That’s a lie, by the way.”




Ed added, “He’s not tenured. And he won’t be, because he’s making his entire department look bad with this shit. And his reputation isn’t good in his field, either. Most of his submitted papers get rejected by the good journals in his area.”




Alex chipped in, “I noticed that none of his books were published by real publishers, just USC’s in-house press and one was self-published.”




Kyle leaned into the conversation and smirked, “Well, that would be because they suck.”




Perelman wagged his finger at her and fussed, “You are just lucky you’re a female! Or else!”




Chuck snarked, “Yeah, so you don’t have to worry about him hitting on you.” Perelman really got red in the face at that crack.




One of the Terawatts said, “He’s a sucky teacher, too. He’s got like the worst ratings in the department. The only stuff we got out of his class, another professor told us we needed to unlearn it.”




Perelman snapped, “I don’t have to stand here and listen to this kind of abuse!” He wheeled about and stormed out.




Chuck said to Perelman’s departing back, “Yeah, because the people who recorded your performance for YouTube are going to have titles like ‘Perelman stomped in debate by teenager’.”




Kyle groaned, “And now I’ve got to go call my boss and tell him nice work on forcing Dwight into this venue, and he totally tanked. Somehow, it’ll be all my fault.”




After Kyle walked out, Ed said, “Kyle may be a huge lech, but he’s a good reporter, and his boss really is a douchebag.”




Alex took the opportunity to take all the Terawatts who wanted to talk to her out into the sunny hallway and ask them questions about Terawatt, and why they liked Terawatt, and why they decided to cosplay Terawatt instead of a fictional character, and what they thought about Professor Perelman. She was secretly using her telekinesis while she ‘held’ the GoPro in her hands and filmed everyone, so it was really steady.




By the time she finished doing all the interviews, she had totally missed the other morning panel she wanted to see, so she went off to the ‘press lunch’ even though she was dressed like Kitty Pryde. She was pretty much expecting to see twenty more guys in suits who would all glare at her. Instead, there were like a hundred fifty or two hundred people in the room, and it was like a sit-down lunch in a nice restaurant. There were guys dressed pretty sloppy, and guys dressed preppy, and guys in really expensive suits. There were some women dressed really super-nice and some in expensive business suits. But there were no other cosplayers. Great.




She went and sat at a table that had four other women, with two guys. “Is this seat available?”




They all glanced at her press pass before nodding, or waving her into the seat, or saying ‘sure.’ But they were looking at her, so she sort-of-fibbed, “I’m Alex. I’m surprised more people aren’t doing the cosplay thing to get attendees to talk to them.”




One of the women scowled, “You get to do that? I’m stuck trying to get interviews with everyone in a movie on my boss’s list, when no one has any free time.”




Another woman complained, “I wanted to interview Felicia Day about running her own production for web release and trying to fit that into a normal Hollywood schedule. But she’s booked solid, and her interview slot’s going to be cramped. I’ll be lucky if I get one question in and get a fifteen second sound bite.”




One of the guys scowled, “Hey, at least she talks. James Cameron’s here, and he pretty much hates reporters. Trying to get a decent interview out of him is like trying to squeeze blood out of a turnip.”




“Ooh, yeah, I heard Winters’ new editor stuck him with that ‘cushy’ assignment.”




“The guy must really hate Winters.”




Alex had no idea who they were talking about, so she just poured salad dressing over her salad and cut it up and wolfed it down.




One of the women finally asked, “So… Alex?” Alex nodded. “I take it you’re not in the entertainment news field. What do you do?”




She went through her fake story. “I got my big break when I ran into a warzone to capture Terawatt fighting three heavily-armed supervillains. Since then, besides Terawatt, I’ve been doing things like sneaking into a meatpacking plant to document code violations. I thought it would be a fun break to talk to the Terawatt cosplayers and see why they like Terawatt so much.”




“And you’re going in disguise?”




She admitted, “Well, really my friend who I came down with came up with the costumes, and I’m wearing this one so she’d have the nerve to wear hers.”




“What’s she?”




“Who are you supposed to be?”




Alex tried not to groan. Weren’t these people supposed to know stuff about comics if they were working at Comic Con? “I’m Kitty Pryde, aka Shadowcat of the X-Men.”




“Oh right, Ellen Page. Not her best performance.”




Alex added, “And my friend is Phoenix, aka Jean Grey, also of the X-Men.”




One of the guys leaned forward, “Is she the one in the green and gold costume with the gold sash?” Alex nodded. “Would you introduce me?”




Alex winced a tiny bit. “She has a boyfriend.”




One of the women said, “I think I saw her. She’s not a model doing a bit for Stan Lee?”




Alex told her, “This is the first costume she brought. She has three others.”




The other guy asked, “So she’s trying to break into show biz? I could introduce her to a couple people…”




One of the women cut him down, “You don’t know anyone worth introducing.”




Alex insisted, “She’s a computer programmer. A very successful computer programmer. She’s just doing this for fun.”




One of the women asked, “How successful? Microsoft intro programmer successful, Microsoft programmer with stocks successful, or Microsoft upper management successful?”




Alex smiled, “The last one. But you don’t need to know more, unless you’re going to go interview her.”




One of the guys lustfully said, “Oh I could interview her all day long. I mean, did you see her h—”




“Jim!” snapped one of the women. “Try to reel it in.”




The other guy frowned, “For God’s sake, you’re at the only table with a decent number of women in the biz, and you’re making an idiot of yourself.”




Jim the Horny Guy smiled, “You mean I’m making a bigger idiot of myself than usual? Wow, that’s a pretty high bar to jump over.”




Alex just ate her lunch — sliced beef with a wine sauce, mixed vegetables, and rice pilaf, according to the waiter — and her dessert, while the other people at the table talked ‘entertainment news,’ like who was a good interview, and who would hit on you unless you were ugly, and who would hit on you regardless of your gender unless you were ugly, and who would hit on you if you had really big boobs and a lot of cleavage even if you were ugly, and who was being suspiciously cozy with who at the con even though they were both married to other people. And all the women at the table were watching their weight, so none of them ate their dessert or the rolls, and two of them were on low-carb diets so they wouldn’t touch the rice pilaf, and one was vegetarian and wouldn’t eat her beef. Alex really wished she knew all of them well enough to get those servings of beef and rice, but there was no way she was going to try and snitch them after the people had eaten off their plates. Yuck! Still, she managed to eat four rolls with lots of butter, which no one appeared to notice because only the two guys even looked at the basket of rolls, and only one of them even had a roll. Oh well, she had half a dozen energy bars in her bag. And she could always go over to the pressroom and get snacks and a diet coke. Or she could walk back to her hotel room and raid Willow’s kitchen.




The afternoon was a lot calmer. She slipped into an interview session with the guys who were starring in ‘Thor’ and ‘Captain America’ and just pretended to be taking notes while she was really just sort of drooling over them, because they were totally hot. As other-Willow said about other-Selina, ‘hello salty goodness!’ which apparently she got from the Cordelia Chase of the other universe. Alex went to a couple awesome panels and played two more videogames. The new Mass Effect game looked mega-amazing, and she could play Shepard as female if she wanted, and female Shepard could even ‘romance’ some of the crew of the Normandy! There was even a whole customizing thing she didn’t have time for, so she could maybe make Shepard look like Terawatt. Or ‘green Phoenix’ Willow. From the neck up, anyway.




She had no trouble finding Willow when it was time to meet up in the atrium. Every guy there wanted a picture of Phoenix. Every guy cosplaying as an X-Man wanted his picture taken with Phoenix. And there was a pretty buff guy cosplaying Cyclops in a decent costume, and it was pretty obvious to Alex that guy was willing to do pretty much anything if ‘Jean Grey’ would go back to his room for the night. Not that Willow would ever do a thing like that.




Okay, Willow’s Phoenix was definitely the hottest Marvel cosplay Alex had seen all day, even including the Marvel Comics booth babes, a couple of whom Alex thought were kind of skanky. And even including that Black Widow who had her leather catsuit unzipped down to her navel all day long.




Willow ran over and gave Alex a hug. “Oh my God isn’t this the most awesome thing ever, I can’t imagine why I didn’t go to this before and I had so much fun, and even the booth babes at the Marvel Comics and the Marvel Entertainment booths thought my costume was great, even if they mainly wanted to know where I had my boobs done and who did my nose and it’s my real nose thank you very much and how much I paid a pro costumer to make my costume and who I was working for at the con, and everybody wants a picture of me, and like forty guys asked for my phone number or asked me to go to parties with ’em and okay some of ’em were grotty but some of ’em were totally of the hotness even if none of ’em are like Jack, and I got a picture taken of me with Stan Lee, and he said Dave Cockrum must have had a picture of me in mind when he drew Jean Grey, isn’t he sweet, and I just had the best time ever!”




Alex waited, and Willow finally took a breath. Willow smiled, “So how was your day?”




So Alex told her about the pressroom and the jerky reporter, and the panel and the jerky professor, and all the interviews with Terawatt cosplayers, and the lunch with the jerky reporters, and getting to drool over Thor and Cap, and awesome videogames.




They went back to their room for dinner, because they were in costume and they weren’t changing out of the costumes because of the evening stuff they were going to go to. But Willow could get any one of the hotel restaurants to deliver, because of the whole ‘super duper rewards level’ thing. So they ordered three dinners, one small one for Willow and two large ones for Alex, and talked about how much fun they had, and argued over which party they were going to go to, because between the official Comic Con thing, and the extra things going on in nearby hotels, there were like seven wild-and-crazy things to go to. They decided on the big BioWare party in the hotel across the street. Alex spent the whole time telling Willow about the Mass Effect version she’d gotten to play in the pressroom, and how she was going to customize her Shepard to look just like Willow, and she was going to name her Willow Shepard.




Willow was really cute when she got all embarrassed.




And the BioWare party was amazing. Mega-amazing. There were waitresses and bartenders made up to look like Asari. There was a team with a black-haired female Shepard in black N7 armor and a Tali and a real Grunt that moved its eyes and opened its mouth and everything! Ooh, and there was a male Renegade Shepard cosplayer walking around with a Tali and a baby carriage, and their baby was the cutest little girl ever, and the baby carriage was customized to look like the Normandy! Alex had to get pictures of that.




Over in one side room there were some of the game designers having a talk with interested fans, and Willow got into a detailed discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of UnrealScript and the Unreal Engine with a bunch of them. And there was no way a programmer guy was not going to want to chat with the smartest programmer in the world, who also looked like the hottest Jean Grey in existence. And it turned out that half the programmers in the room were already huge Red Tree Software fans, so Willow walked out of the party with free copies of everything they had on hand, including a couple t-shirts and a female Shepard action figure, and URLs so she could get all the software and downloadable content for free. And she had business cards from all the programmers so she could send them Red Tree merch too.




Willow never got out of the programmers’ chat until she was ready to go back to the hotel, but Alex got really bored because she hardly knew anything about C yet, and they were discussing really complicated things like designing a programming language that used ‘objects’ but wasn’t officially an OOP language because it deliberately avoided things like multiple inheritance. So she went and played Mass Effect with some of the other people who had press passes, all of them game reviewers. And they wanted to chat with another press person who also happened to be female and pretty and interested in things they loved, like video games and cosplay. Having all these guys acting like she was totally hot was… embarrassing. Okay, it was also totally seductive, and surprisingly nerve-wracking, and it really made her feel good about herself. She totally got why women were walking around the con floor dressed like Lady Death or Slave Leia and showing off about ninety percent of their skin in a really air-conditioned building.




Alex also ate a ton of the free snacks and had three cans of diet Coke. And she danced with a couple guys who weren’t old and weren’t creepy and weren’t stinky. By the time she and Willow got back to the hotel room, she really needed to sit down for a while. She showered and slipped on her pajamas and then called her mom to tell her she was having a great time. And she sent people some pictures of her as Shadowcat and Willow as Phoenix. Jack got the full video of Willow as Phoenix, including the flying in the hotel room part.




Alex figured it was going to take Cindy over three hours to explain Comic Con to Hanna, because first she was going to have to explain about comic books and anime and manga and any other stuff Hanna hadn’t gotten to yet, and then she was going to have to explain about fandoms, and then she was going to have to explain about conventions and cosplay and stuff. Alex just figured Hanna was going to have a lot of trouble understanding about books and movies about comic book superheroes and people dressing up like their favorite fake superhero when there were now real superpowered people.







When Alex got up in the morning and wolfed down breakfast, she was ready to get going. But Willow was kind of, well… Alex had to search her brain for a good word, but she finally came up with ‘languid.’ Maybe languorous. Some SAT word, anyway. Willow was just all relaxed and smiling and peaceful and not in a hurry to get going.




It turned out Willow had waited until Alex went to shower and go to sleep last night, and then she Skyped Jack and peeled herself really slowly out of her Phoenix costume and then had Skype-sex with Jack. At least Willow didn’t go into the mega-TMI parts, even if as far as Alex was concerned, the whole ‘phone sex over Skype’ thing was TMI as soon as you said ‘Skype’ and ‘sex’ in the same sentence.




Alex’s costume for the day was still Kitty Pryde, but this time it was Kitty Pryde, Agent of SHIELD. She had a skintight black lycra bodysuit that had a narrow vee of light blue from the neck down through the crotch and back up. And it had gel padding in the boob area so Alex looked like about a C cup in that outfit. To go with that, she had a ton of accessories. There were calf-height low-heeled boots, forearm-length gloves, a utility belt, a weird shoulder holster and a holster that strapped to her thigh, kneepads, a headband, a neck mike, and two straps that went around her left bicep, all of them the same light blue color. And the wig was brown, but a bob with one tress that Alex had to put a little hair gel on to get it to lay the way she wanted across her forehead. The utility belt was muy convenient, because she could put her money in one pocket and her ID and a credit card in another, and her phone in a third, and her lipstick and powder compact in two others. And there were a couple wide pockets on the back of the utility belt that were big enough to squeeze an energy bar in sideways. The boots fit too well around her ankles and calves to have much room for the wallet and phone in there today, and they didn’t have any cool pockets in them, so the utility belt was way better. She also had a huge fake gun to go into the shoulder holster, and she used the thigh holster for her GoPro. And a pocket-sized notepad with a Comic Con pen from her press kit.




She had to wait a few minutes for Willow, so she had another bowl of instant oatmeal, which wasn’t bad, but wasn’t anywhere near as good as her mom’s homemade oatmeal.




And Willow finally came out of her room. Or rather, Rogue came out. It was the X-Men movies Rogue, in tight black leather, with high-heeled black leather boots and black leather gloves. And the red wig with the white streaks in her hair. And enough makeup to look really pretty but not so much she’d look slutty.




Okay, that leather outfit was way tighter than the movie outfits. And Willow had more padding in the boob area than Anna Paquin wore.




Willow turned in a circle so Alex could get the full effect, and smiled, “I tried it in heavy leather like in the movie, and you know what? That’s stupid. You can’t move in those outfits. I don’t know how they did it in the movie, because I couldn’t sit or jump or raise my arms up or lift my legs or pretty much anything except stand around and walk in little tiny steps. And when I walked, the leather squeaked and groaned like constantly! And don’t get me started about sitting in that on a leather couch, because every time I moved it sounded like I was cutting the cheese. So this is glove leather. Way softer, and easier to move in, but definitely sluttier.”




Alex told her, “You look great in it. And you didn’t need to get it for a bigger cup size, because you’d look great in it just the way you are.”




Willow insisted, “We’re Marvel superheroines. We have to have a D cup. Or bigger. Did you see the one Black Cat cosplayer yesterday with the huge… kitties? I think she was about a triple D for real. Maybe bigger. How would you do stuff like tie your shoes and shave your legs with those things?”




Alex smarted off, “I think if you have boobs that big, you just point them at the nearest guys and say ‘tie my shoes’ and ‘shave my legs’ and ‘buy me dinner’.”




Willow giggled, “Ooh, very catty. Get those claws out for the Black Cat cosplayer.”




They walked down to the con, with Willow doing a not-very-good Southern accent for Rogue. Alex had to show her ‘weapons’ to the guy at the entrance, because you couldn’t bring real weapons or even super-realistic weapons in, for whatever reasons. Probably safety and security and rules the convention center insisted on before they’d let Comic Con have the convention.




And everyone wanted to take their picture again. A couple Gambits got pictures of Rogue hugging them. One Wolverine said, “Wow, you’re almost as hot as the green Phoenix who was here yesterday.” Willow and Alex giggled about that all the way to the convention floor. They looked around, and Willow shopped for stuff while Alex took some video footage of some of the cooler stuff. They even dropped in on Louis and Marsha, who were busy showing Terawatt merch to a couple people. It looked like the ‘What Would Terawatt Do’ t-shirts were doing a big business.




As they walked over to the videogaming area, Willow asked, “You see how touchy-feely Marsha was?”




Alex nodded. “Yeah, way more than usual. And Louis was way more smiley than he usually is. And Marsha too. You think?”




Willow nodded back, “Totally. They so did the horizontal tango last night.”




They played a couple games together, and in the player-vs.-player games, Willow just crushed her like a bug. Then Willow crushed some gamer guys too. The only thing Willow didn’t totally rule on was Rock Band, because she hadn’t ever learned the fingering for the guitar. And when one really dorky guy made fun of his friend for losing to a girl, Willow pulled off her glove and in that Southern accent threatened to touch him and suck his life-force out of his body. His friend said, “It’s the only way he can get girls to touch him anyway.” The two guys walked off, flipping the bird at each other and insulting each other. Alex totally did not get what made guys tick. They were so weird sometimes.




Then she went and used her press pass to get to the head of a line to play the new Mortal Kombat. And really, she was just abusing her press pass. Again. Press pass power corrupts, and absolute press pass power corrupts absolutely. Okay, she was sure Lord Acton hadn’t said it about people with press passes at comic conventions.




She wondered if people were saying it about Terawatt. That could be bad.




Then after the press lunch, where once again she was the only person cosplaying and she felt stupid, she headed back up toward the room to get some more to eat, because that lunch was maybe fine for a newswoman watching her weight, or a guy who had just had several drinks, but it wasn’t enough for her.




As she walked into the Marriott to go take one of the express elevators, she thought she heard gunshots. But there weren’t any real weapons at the con. She looked out toward the marina, and didn’t see anything. She checked the street side.




Oh holy crud. There were three security guards at an armored truck in front of the convention center, and one was already laid out on the street, while the other two were panicking and firing at… nothing. More than one nothing, since they were pointing their guns in different directions.




Why did it have to be invisible badguys? She ducked into a corner and went silvery. Then she flew along the ceiling to the elevators so she could dodge the security cams, and she oozed through the gap between the elevator doors to fly straight up the elevator shaft to her floor.




She popped her phone out of her morph and called Willow. “Please pick up please pick up please pick up!”




“Marie here, honeychile.”




“Oh crud Willow, call 911, we have invisible crooks robbing the armored car right out in front of the con! I’m on my way to the room.”




The Southern accent vanished. “On it.”




Alex oozed back out of the elevator shaft when she got to her floor. She flew along the ceiling to her suite before diving under the door and heading for her gymbag in her closet. She dove into it and changed out of one uniform into another. How weird.




She headed for the kitchen. She used her telekinesis to grab four two-liter bottles of soda, and then she flew over to the sliding glass door and opened it a foot so she could fly out. She went up, past the penthouse suite, and across the roof to divebomb the badguys, even if she couldn’t see them. Well, once she splattered them with foaming soda, they’d be visible enough.




She swept down toward the armored car. Two guards were down now, and the third one was cowering against a wheel of the armored car, yelling ‘please don’t hurt me!’




And then she saw what she was actually facing. It wasn’t a couple invisible teenagers. It was something impossible. Something impossible, and way more deadly than a couple invisible teens. She was so shocked she accidentally dropped all the soda.




Magneto, Juggernaut, and Mystique were robbing the armored car. And it wasn’t three crazy cosplayers.
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Alex gasped in horror at the scene. It wasn’t three goofy people in costumes. Not when Magneto was hovering thirty feet in the air, and Juggernaut was lifting a parked car over his head, and Mystique was beating the crud out of the lone conscious guard. How was this even possible?




She tapped her earjack to dial, so it redialed the last number. She threw a lightning burst at Mystique, who dodged it like Alex had just thrown a nerfball at her. “I got a 911! It’s Magneto and Juggernaut and Mystique!”




She tried a lightning bolt at Magneto, who shrugged it off and laughed at her. “That’s impossible,” said Willow.




So she tried one at the Juggernaut, who just looked up at her like she threw a paper clip at him. “Look out a window! Oh crud!” The massive guy threw the car at her one-handed.




Jo Baker had been able to flip a car five feet. This guy threw a Buick at her like it was a baseball. He was over a hundred feet away and fifty feet below her, and the car came right at her with hardly any curve. She went silvery and just managed to dodge it. But it was still sailing upward as it went past her, which meant it was either going to crash on the roof of the convention center, or else it was going to splash down way out in the marina.




It was a good thing she hadn’t turned to look at the car as it flew through the air. It was a really good thing she had already gone silvery. Because Magneto followed up Juggernaut’s move by ripping half a dozen parking meters out of the street and firing them at her like guided missiles. She dodged the first three. The fourth one ripped right through her.




She screamed in pain and nearly lost her concentration. She must have dropped sixty feet before she stopped her fall. If she hadn’t started out above the hotel roof before she flew down, she probably would have hit the street with a splat.




And all six parking meters were swinging around for another pass and tracking her relentlessly, like missiles homing in on her.




Her powers were useless against Magneto and Juggernaut. She wasn’t fast enough to hit Mystique. And she was already losing this battle. She was so in trouble.




She flew right at Mystique, the six parking meters chasing after her like a metal wolfpack. A silent metal wolfpack that couldn’t be hurt. And had forty bucks in change in their heads.




That metaphor sounded a lot better before she kept using it.




Mystique easily dodged out of her way with a really fast backflip. Alex curved around behind her, and Mystique stopped to see what she was up to.




The parking meters slammed into Mystique’s back, knocking her head over heels.




Unfortunately, that really cheesed Magneto off, because he flew down towards Alex, and the parking meters shredded into jagged chunks of metal the size of a hand.




Oh crud. She was about to get torn apart by a thousand jagged metal fragments.




And all of a sudden, Rogue sprinted out of the convention center right at her, with twenty or thirty Terawatts behind her.




Alex suddenly felt a real burst of panic. Willow was going to get herself killed! Willow was going to get thirty Terawatt cosplayers killed!




She had never turned off her phone. Willow’s voice buzzed in her ear, “It’s an illusion. It’s not there.”




She insisted, “It’s not an illusion! I felt that parking meter rip through me!”




Willow asked, “What parking meter?” She was still running down the steps, and the Terawatts were still charging behind her.




And three unstoppable Marvel comics villains were just standing around, and the jagged chunks of steel were just hovering in mid-air. Huh?




And Alex couldn’t see any holes in the street where the parking meters could have been ripped out of.




The armored car guards had been staring up at stuff that wasn’t there. And then there hadn’t been any Marvel supervillains for her to see, until Terawatt got close enough to be noticed. She was such a dummy! “Oh crud, you’re right, but it’s not just what you see. You feel it when you get attacked!”




“Uh-oh,” Willow groaned. “I didn’t think about that. And… Oh my god!”




Willow suddenly ducked down, covering her head like someone was throwing something deadly at her.




Two Terawatts behind her shrieked and ran to the sides. Two more turned and tried to run back into the convention building, even though there were a couple dozen young women charging toward them.




The jagged chunks of steel began fading away, even as they darted toward the cosplayers. Oh crud, that was bad. If those things hurt as much as the parking meter had hurt her, those Terawatts could get hurt bad.




Alex looked around. Mystique was gone. Magneto was looking sort of see-through. Juggernaut was wavering like she was looking at a mirage.




Okay, what was she not supposed to see? The Buick that Juggernaut had thrown at her was still parked on the street. The parking meters that Magneto had ripped out of the sidewalk were still in place.




What else? She looked around frantically.




There was a guy she hadn’t noticed before, who was just on the other side of the street past the streetcar tracks, trying to pull a really huge rolling suitcase up over the curb.




She should have seen him when she was diving toward the armored car. He should have been pretty much next to the armored car not twenty or thirty seconds ago, if he was just now getting to the far side of the street, past the streetcar tracks.




He was what she wasn’t supposed to see. He was the illusion-maker. And he was still only the width of a couple streets away from her. She hit him in the chest with a lightning bolt, and he dropped.




All the Terawatts who had been seeing deadly things winging their way just stopped and looked around in confusion. The other Terawatts couldn’t figure out what was the problem for the first ones. Willow jumped back to her feet and tried to make the save, “Come on! This way!”




Alex flew up so she was hovering ten feet above the armored car. “Attention all my fellow Terawatts! There is a man down across the street with stolen money in his rolling suitcase! I need…” She figured the guy had only been able to maintain the illusion on about half a dozen people at a time, because as soon as he had to handle Willow and four or five Terawatts, he had lost the ability to make his illusions real enough for Alex. “…ten of you to stand guard on him until the police arrive. I need anyone who has first aid training to help the security guards. I need the rest of you to stand around the armored car to keep it safe. And you, in the Rogue costume, I need you to get every one of these brave young women’s name and email address so I can do something for them.”




“Yes ma’am!” Willow shouted, like she had no idea who Alex was. Good acting job there, Willow.




It was another minute before two police cars came roaring in, sirens blaring and lights flashing. They pulled up to the armored car, which still had its rear doors wide open. A burly guy jumped out of the shotgun seat of the first car and said, “What the fuck? Is this some kind of joke?”




She swept down until she hovered twenty feet in front of him and four feet off the ground. “No officer, this is very definitely not a joke. We need EMTs for all three guards. My fans across the street there are guarding a supervillain who has the contents of the armored car hidden in that rolling suitcase. You’ll need to turn him over to the SRI or keep him sedated permanently, because his power is the power to make you see and hear and feel whatever he wants. Like that he has already vanished. Or that your partner just shot you in the stomach. And believe me, the pain is extremely realistic.”




“You’re shittin’ me.”




She said, “Why don’t you ask the guards when they regain consciousness? I’m not certain, but from what I experienced, they may be certain they were brutally beaten unconscious by a comic book character.”




Willow’s voice buzzed in her ear. “I already called the SRI. They’ll have a small team from Roswell out here in a couple hours. I hope it’s soon enough, what with the whole Jason Wyngarde deal.”




“What?”




Willow stressed, “Jason Wyngarde! Mastermind. X-Men comics!”




“Oh. That guy.”




Willow fussed, “You need to do more supervillain research.”




Alex quietly insisted, “Reading X-Men comics doesn’t count as supervillain research. It only counts as ‘getting Willow and Jack refs’ research.”




She flew over to her fans who were still around the downed supercriminal. At least, she hoped he was really downed, and not already escaping. She subtly used her telekinesis to pick up a couple pieces of gravel and drop them on the guy, just to make sure he was really there. The gravel just sat on his body or rolled off like it was supposed to. Alex just hoped he didn’t have so much control over his illusions that he could thwart anything she thought of without seeing it coming.




She said to the group, “Thanks for helping me out. I’d like each of you to go over to that Rogue cosplayer and give her your name and email address. And be sure to tell her you were one of the women on supervillain guard. And really, thank you. I’m not sure I could have fought this guy without all of your help.”




Boy, she really needed to think of something great to do for each of them. She figured posting their names on the main Terawatt website would not be a great thing, because then they might end up being targets one day. But it wasn’t like she could buy each of them a pony.




Okay, getting a real, live pony as a gift was a really cruddy present, because then you had to pay for a place to keep your pony, and you had to take care of your pony a couple times a day, and you had to pay for pony food and vet bills and all that jazz, and your family would probably be really mad at you that you got a pony without asking first.




Maybe she’d thought too much about ponies when she was younger.




She flew over the crowd, waving goodbye as she went, and then she swept up over the convention center to vanish off toward the marina. Then she went silvery, made herself as thin as possible, and went to the far side of the Marriott where no one on the street could see her. She shot straight to the top of the Marriott. She puddled down past the penthouse level to her suite, slid in through the partially open door, and dove into the gymbag to change back into Kitty Pryde. She made sure she had her GoPro, picked up four energy bars, and flew back out the sliding glass door.




She closed and locked the sliding door behind her and puddled down the outside of the hotel on the marina side so no one could see her, unless maybe they were out in the bay on a boat, trying to peep in hotel windows with a telescope. She got down to the roof level for the convention center, flew across to a big intake for the HVAC system, and flew in. She only had to scoot one big filter to the side and then scoot it back in place, and then she was flying through the ductwork inside the convention center. It took her a couple seconds of peeking through grates to find the perfect place to reappear as Alex Mack: a women’s restroom.




She looked for any other bathroom users, and the place was empty, which was really perfect. She flew into the room, went normal, pulled out her GoPro, and shoved her energy bars into her thigh holster. As she went past the mirror, she finally remembered to check her makeup, so she touched up her lipstick, which really needed it. Then she scrambled toward the front of the convention center.




She started taking pictures as soon as she had a good view through the clear glass wall of the center. And she hurried out to get good shots, using her telekinesis to stabilize the camera the entire time. Not that anyone could tell, unless they tried to tear the camera out of her hands. But the pictures would look great.




She got really good footage of the policemen handcuffing the still-unconscious supercrook to a gurney and looking through the loot stuffed into the rolling suitcase. If the guy hadn’t been greedy, he could have been gone before Terawatt showed up. And if he hadn’t been really greedy, he wouldn’t have loaded the suitcase down so much that he couldn’t lift it up over a concrete curb onto a sidewalk. She got the police taking statements from a bunch of Terawatt cosplayers, all of whom had slightly different versions of what happened, because what they had seen was mostly illusionary. She showed her press pass to one of the officers and asked, “A.L. Mack, KPVC from Paradise Valley. Can you tell me anything about this robbery?”




“Well, I think you’ll have to wait until the press officer makes an official statement.”




She tried again. “Well okay, but are the security guards okay?”




“Two of them are still out cold, and the other one’s in pretty bad shape. I can’t say more than that.”




She checked, “But they’re not dead?”




“No, they’re all alive.”




She asked, “And was it really Terawatt who stopped the crook?”




“I have no idea. That’s what it looked like, but there’s three dozen Terawatt impersonators running around here, so who knows? You’ll need to ask the press officer.”




She finished, “Thank you, sir.”




Then she walked over to one of the Terawatts who had just been interviewed by a police officer. “Hi there. I’m A.L. Mack, KPVC news. Can you tell me in your own words what happened?”




The young woman grinned, “It was wild! I was sitting watching this panel on the new Spidey movie, and isn’t that guy a hottie, when a speaker blared in the room and yelled that Terawatt was outside fighting a supervillain and all Terawatt cosplayers should rush right out there. And boy, did I run. And when I got out in the lobby, there were like forty of us! And we ran out, and she was really there! But it looked like she was fighting an invisible monster. And when we ran down the stairs, suddenly everything changed, and it was like she was fighting Marvel Comics supervillains. I mean, that was Magneto and Juggernaut and Mystique out there for real! And Magneto sent a wave of metal shards right at us! I just about peed myself. And then the real Terawatt shot this amazingly awesome lightning bolt across the street, and suddenly there was a guy there who must’ve been invisible, and the supervillains vanished and the metal pieces vanished, and Terawatt thanked all of us! It was so cool! And I have some CPR and Red Cross training, so I was one of the Terawatts who checked the security guards. They were breathing and their hearts were beating properly and they weren’t bleeding tons, and they weren’t in any danger, so we just monitored them until the EMTs got here.”




Alex asked, “So, how does it feel to be a real hero?”




“Terrifying. When I saw what Terawatt was facing, I was never so scared in my life! I could never do what she does.”




Alex said, “Well, I think you already are a hero. Are you in college?”




“Yeah. I’m pre-med. And you know what? After today, maybe I’m going to think about being an ER doctor.”




Alex thanked her and got her name and phone number, and got her to sign a little release form that Alex wrote up in her notebook that basically said Alex and KPVC and the network had permission to use any part of her interview however they saw fit, or not use it at all. Then Alex went back to her room, copied the video file to her tablet, and emailed it to Laura Marsters, along with a note about the release form. She called Laura on her phone at the same time.




“Alex? Aren’t you on vacation or something?”




Alex said, “Yeah. You’re not going to believe this, but a supervillain tried to rob the armored car picking up the day’s receipts at the convention center. And Terawatt swooped in from who knows where to save the day. And three dozen Terawatt cosplayers ran out from the Comic Con to help her. I only got footage of the aftermath, but I got the police handcuffing the supervillain and recovering the loot, and EMTs working on the three security guards, and a policeman not telling me much, and a first-person account from one of the Terawatt cosplayers.”




“Not the real Terawatt?”




Alex said, “Not even close. But I got the cosplayer’s real name and number, and I got a release form so you can use whatever you want from the interview.”




Laura told her, “That sounds excellent. When can you get all this to us?”




Alex smiled to herself. “I already emailed it to you. You should have it in your inbox right now. I’ll come in and sign the usual forms when I get back home, so probably Monday.”




Laura said, “Oh, it’s here now! I need to go look at this.”




Alex ate all four energy bars with three glasses of milk before she left the hotel room, because all that effort had made her really ravenous, and she had been starving before. And there was a text back from Laura Marsters before she was done eating. ‘great footage good steadicam work nice interview but yr technique needs work we cant use the cop footage and we need copy of release form’




Oh duh. Alex took a careful picture of the release form with her still camera, checked that the image was clear enough to read every word, and sent that off to Laura too. She made a mental note to get copies of a decent legal release form written up on something small enough to tote around with her, maybe something the size of an index card, so she could deal with this like a pro photographer.




Then she had a small brainstorm, so she called up the number in the press kit for talking directly to the higher-level Comic Con staffers.




“This is the con office, Brenda speaking, how may I help you?”




She made sure her voice was right, and she said, “This is Terawatt. I just thwarted a robbery outside your convention.”




“Is this really the real Terawatt? Really?”




Alex said, “Yes. I understand you have a Terawatt get-together tomorrow with a ‘best Terawatt’ contest, according to your website?”




“Well, yes, but it’s not to be mean to you or cause you any trouble.”




Alex said, “I’m not complaining. I’m offering to do the judging for you.”




“What?!? OhMiGod!” Brenda started screeching for some people named Jeff or Brian, and it took like two minutes to calm her down enough to have a normal conversation with her. But Alex finally managed to get them to agree to Terawatt flying in for the judging, and not to tell anyone in advance, not even the other people in their office.




And her makeup was totally smeared from wolfing down four energy bars and drinking all that milk. She had to touch up her foundation around her mouth, and then completely re-do her lipstick. She really needed to not eat like a pig just because she was starving.




When she got back to the convention, she wasn’t too surprised to see about thirty press people interviewing a bunch of the Terawatts. One of the newswomen she had eaten lunch with the day before strolled over and smirked, “I’m surprised you aren’t over there fighting for a story. Terawatt’s your thing, right?”




Alex told her, “I got outside while the police were hauling the supervillain away, and I already got my story and the news footage. I’m back from getting all of it and a photocopy of the release form off to KPVC.”




“How’d you manage that?”




Alex said, “A room in the Marriott right over there, and telecommunications. I didn’t have to write a story. I just sent them my video footage.”




The woman smiled smugly, “Most of those guys over there would carve up their own mother for a chance at a major exclusive that’s real news, so they can move up from ‘entertainment news’ to the big time. And you’ve already scooped them.”




Alex decided it was time to throw in a little misdirection. “I’d just like to know why Terawatt was in the area. Was she tracking this guy down? If so, he’s probably done some other major crimes in the area. There’s probably a big story in that.”




The woman snidely asked, “What, you don’t have a pipeline to the lady herself, so you can get photo ops at every big superfight?”




Alex said, “I wish. I spent over half a year listening to police bands for hours a day to catch her the first time. Since then, she’s been spotted in Bakersfield, Arizona, Illinois, New Jersey, Finland, Germany, and maybe a bunch of other places. And those are just the ones I know about. I could be buying a house on what I haven’t gotten a chance to photograph.”




The woman checked, “Over half a year?” Alex nodded. “That’s why I like entertainment news. It’s simple. It’s popular. I don’t have to scratch people’s eyes out to get stories. And I’m not locking myself into a lifetime of working my ass off to get the top stories. All I have to do is not be a bitch to my interviewees. So now I can go talk to Joss Whedon’s wife anytime we’re at the gym together, or a few other nice contacts I’ve made, and life is easy. Starting all over in hard news at my age? Not a chance. The networks don’t want old hags doing the hard news, unless you’ve got a world-class rep. You? You’re set. You’re maybe twenty-two, you look even younger, and you’re pretty. A little Botox and you’ll be an attractive network news anchor for the next two decades.”




Alex said, “I’d rather take photos and skip the news desk.”




The woman looked at Alex like Alex had just shown she was crazy. Well, if your idea of life was getting a cushy job that paid a lot, then skipping being an anchorwoman to go take risky photos did sound wacky. But Alex had learned better from her parents.




Willow slipped up behind Alex and asked, “Did you get a good story?”




Alex watched the newswoman saunter off before she whispered, “How’d you get Terawatt all that help?”




Willow quietly admitted, “Well, I ran out of the panel and looked out a window and I saw you swooping around like you were fighting an invisible flying monster, and you said you were seeing three Marvel supervillains, and that was when I realized you were being attacked psychically, or maybe you got hit with a psychotropic superdrug. So yesterday someone might have hacked into the convention center’s computer system through their wifi access to see if they could adjust the room temperature electronically, and so I already had that hack accessible if I just called into my computer, so I used it to put a broadcast over the con’s PA system, and a ton of Terawatts ran to the rescue. My idea was I’d get you to hide in the middle of the fake Terawatts and our psychic badguy wouldn’t be able to stop you anymore because he’d lose you in the middle of our flood of Terawatts. But I totally wasn’t expecting to run outside and have a real Magneto try to kill me with a zillion razor-sharp shards of steel. Man, that was scary. I don’t know how you do it. I think we’re lucky half our Terawatts didn’t piddle their panties.”




Alex glanced around and then murmured, “I think he could only hit maybe the front five or six of you, and the rest of the group had no idea what you nuts in the front were doing.”




Willow whispered, “I must be nuts. Jack will have a fit when he finds out.” She looked at Alex’s expression and said, “Oh, he’ll find out. He pretends he’s dumb, but he’s really sharp. He’s figured out I’ve got a secret source for sexy tips, and he knows you wouldn’t tell me about stuff like crotchless panties, but I’m trying not to let him find out about Libby.”




Alex finally asked, “Aren’t they like really uncomfortable? I mean, the whole point of panties is to cover your crotch and do padding there and stuff…”




Willow said, “They’re worse than not wearing anything at all, and the pair I had looked really sexy, but they were itchy.”




“Eww!”




Willow smiled wickedly, “But it was totally worth it for the reaction I got. And the sexing I got. Because guys totally go wild for sleazy stuff like that. When you marry Ray, I’ll give you like two dozen tips for the honeymoon. You’ll be about ready for ’em by then.”




“Umm, yeah, I’m not ready now.” That was for sure.




Willow just gave her the smile of the cat that ate the canary. Or maybe the woman who got humped within an inch of her life and was busy still being smug about it.




By the time Alex got going on Comic Con stuff again, she’d missed the panel she really wanted to see and was too late to go see the first half of the movie preview she’d planned on attending. So she went to the pressroom and played a couple video games, and then hit the dealer floor again.




It turned out that Terawatt showing up outside had really upped the demand for Terawatt merch, and Louis and Marsha were swamped. Alex helped them out by working the booth with Marsha while Louis ran out and got four more big boxes of t-shirts and posters and sweatshirts and stuff, which was all he had left. And he called his dad to ask for more stuff to get shipped overnight. Although a bunch of guys wanted to know why a Marvel character was working the Terawatt booth, and if Marvel was going to do a Terawatt movie or a Terawatt comic or maybe a Terawatt animated tv show. Then Alex went and walked around some more. There were some really amazing things, most of which Alex would never be interested in buying for herself. Although Hanna would probably love some of the handmade fantasy swords. Even if the real ones cost a totally ridiculous amount of money, and Hanna wouldn’t want the plastic ones that would probably break the first time she tried anything serious with them.




But what Alex mainly did was make notes on her phone of stuff she wanted to look at later, like anime and manga she’d never heard of but looked pretty awesome, like ‘Grenadier,’ or in a couple cases, stuff she had heard of and discounted, but now was re-thinking the awesomeness level. Like maybe ‘One Piece’ and ‘Trigun’ and ‘Magical Girl Lyrical Nanoha.’ Especially the Nanoha thing, because Alex had heard about it and assumed it was just one more Sailor Moon rip-off for eight year old girls, but the thing playing on the screen at the anime booth made Nanoha look more like one of the cool ‘giant robot wars’ anime but with girls in place of the giant robots. And Alex was doing the same thing over in the bookseller areas, because there were some pretty amazing books and manga and comics and graphic novels and stuff she had never even heard of before. She needed to look in Willow’s library room to see if Willow owned any of these, because a bunch of them would make great presents.




The photography booths were junk, at least for her. There were plenty of cosplayers who wanted to get themselves photographed by an ‘expert’ who could make them look really good, but Alex wasn’t interested in having people take her picture. And the one guy Alex watched carefully wasn’t any better than Alex was, and didn’t really have any better equipment except for one high-end Nikon 85mm lens and some cool filters Alex would look into, and the guy was loading the pictures into image editing software anyway and digitally improving the pictures to make the images look better. Alex sort of felt like that was cheating, even if the cosplayers loved it.




There was a ton of movie stuff and toy stuff and action figure stuff and tv stuff and everything you could imagine. There were booths for Marvel and Archie Comics and Dark Horse and Image and Wildstorm and everything. There was even a Lady Lightning and Justicar manning one booth. There were all kinds of plushies and costume things and posters and pictures and gizmos and souvenirs too, but Alex pretty much felt like she didn’t need any of them. She’d gotten a great couple days hanging with Willow and meeting people who loved Terawatt. That was the best present she could have asked for. Well, that, and getting to tell Dwight Perelman to his face that he was a huge jerkhead.




Okay, so she bought this one Pikachu plushie that was the cutest thing ever.




But after she bought her cute Pikachu plushie and was walking around with it, she came across this dealer booth in Artists Alley with this blonde with really big boobs who was dressed as Pikachu. And not like Alex would have done a Pikachu costume, but like a Playboy Playmate version of Pikachu with more material on the upright zigzag tail than on the teeny yellow miniskirt or the super-ultra-lowcut yellow top. Alex felt sort of stupid carrying around her Pikachu after that, so she took it back to her room. And put it on her bed.




She and Willow met up and she snuck Willow in with her to see a press showing of an upcoming movie, which was pretty okay, even if the superhero fight scenes looked stupid to her expert eyes. And how weird was that? Alex Mack now had ‘expert eyes’ when it came to superhero fights.




When they finally went back to their room, Willow had dinner delivered again, and then they went to the big Universal Studios party for the movies and tv shows the studio was hyping for the next six months of movie releases and the fall tv season. And tons of guys wanted to dance with her and Willow, even if a lot of the guys who wanted to dance with them wanted to do a lot more than dance with them. And Louis and Marsha were there dancing so close together you couldn’t get a postcard in between them. Alex knew what was going to happen as soon as they left the party. Considering how hard Louis had tried to get Marsha to go out with him, and how things had gone so wrong so many times, but he’d kept trying, it was really kind of sweet.




Although sometimes she wondered how she had ended up like the main character in a series of superhero movies, but Louis had ended up like the main character in a wacky sitcom. And…




Oh crud, someone swung their dance partner around and accidentally knocked Louis into the fish pond. And… oh crud, there went Marsha when she tried to pull Louis out.




Why did stuff like this always happen to Louis?




Okay, now Louis and Marsha were just standing in the fish pond and kissing, so maybe this worked for Louis. Somehow.







“Telekinetic” (to the tune of ‘Radioactive’ by Imagine Dragons)





I’m flying off… for Acid Burn

I work with Jack… and I take my turn

I got dosed with… the chemicals 





My forcefields strong as I can get,

then flying off in a Cessna jet,

Gotta stop… an apocalypse

Whoa-oh





I lift stuff up, I feel it in my head,

I need someone to get me fed,

Gotta stop the bad guys, stop the bad guys

Gotta stop the bad guys, stop the bad guys

Whoa-oa-a-oh-oh, whoa-oa-a-oh I’m… telekinetic, telekinetic

Whoa-oa-a-oh-oh, whoa-oa-a-oh I’m… telekinetic, telekinetic





I grab my wig, don my clothes

I’m a superhero, I suppose

I’m wearing white to show I’m right

Whoa-oh





I block a blow, and counter back, 

then pushing down on a bullet track,

Gotta stop… an apocalypse

Whoa-oh





I’m flying up, I move into the sky

I’ve got to help the SRI

Gotta fight the monsters, fight the monsters

Gotta fight the monsters, fight the monsters

Whoa-oa-a-oh-oh, whoa-oa-a-oh I’m… telekinetic, telekinetic

Whoa-oa-a-oh-oh, whoa-oa-a-oh I’m… telekinetic, telekinetic





Still on the go, we still haven’t lost

Do what I must, what will it cost





I’m flying up, I move into the sky

I’ve got to help the SRI

Gonna stop the bad guys, stop the bad guys

Gonna fight the monsters, fight the monsters

Whoa-oa-a-oh-oh, whoa-oa-a-oh I’m… telekinetic, telekinetic

Whoa-oa-a-oh-oh, whoa-oa-a-oh I’m… telekinetic, telekinetic!








81. Comic Con II



When Alex woke up Saturday morning, she put down her cuddly Pikachu plushie and went straight for the kitchen. She already knew just how long it would take to get into her costume, because she was wearing the Kitty Pryde costume from Thursday. And Willow had already sent it down to the hotel cleaners so it was all clean and fresh-smelling and ironed. Willow had read that some cosplayers wore the same costume for like the entire con, pretty much only taking it off to sleep, and so by the second day, if not by late in the first day, plenty of people were not exactly springtime fresh, especially if they were walking a long way in the costume out in the hot outdoors to get to and from the con. Sweaty, stinky guys who had a smelly costume and just kept wearing it. Eww. If Alex went to a con again, she was carrying a big spray bottle of Febreze and squirting guys who needed some de-stinky-ing.




She was pretty much expecting to see languid, smiling Willow. But she got pouty, miserable Willow who wanted a big cup of coffee with a ton of sugar in it.




She cautiously asked, “What’s wrong?”




Willow pouted, “I called Jack last night, and I really wanted some more Skype-sex, but his people had already gotten the police reports and his IT guys had pulled the traffic cams and some convention center security cams, and so he knew I ran out into a battlezone with thirty civilians who didn’t know any better. And he yelled at me for over twenty minutes. He was really mad at me for risking innocent civilians, and he was really super mad at me for risking me. Even if he called it ‘risking that cute, sexy little butt of yours’ while he was being mad at me. So no sex for bad Willow, and Jack’s really mad at me, so I may not get any tonight either. And Jack thought of stuff I should’ve thought about, like how incredibly dangerous it could’ve been if you were seeing illusions or were affected by some drug, because that guy could have tricked you into attacking me and all the Terawatts just by making us look like angry robots or armed minions or something, and you could’ve killed all of us in about a second.”




Eww. Alex hadn’t even thought about that. But Mister Illusion could have handled that crime a lot better. If he had made the security guards look like crooks, Alex would have blasted them.




Oh crud, if he had made Willow look like a giant spider, Alex might have blasted her hard enough to kill her and everyone within twenty feet of her.




Hadn’t Buffy and Willow and Sam talked about how much better it was to deal with an incompetent, overly-smug supervillain? Because really, the main reason Terawatt had beaten Danielle Atron was that whole arrogant ‘I’m a jillion times smarter than you’ deal. Well, that, and other-Sam and other-Willow and other-Hermione being way smarter than Danielle was. They were even smarter than Danielle thought she was.




But Sad Willow had really big, sad puppy dog eyes that made Alex feel bad too. So Alex gave Pouting Willow a hug and told her, “Jack worries about everybody. Even superpowered people who were genetically engineered to be super-soldiers and also have incredibly great Nordic blonde hair and cheekbones that I am totally jealous of.”




Willow giggled and stopped pouting. Alex went on, “And I know he worries a ton about you. In Arizona, I made a joke about him taking you on a sunny vacation down there, and he said there was no way he was letting you within a hundred miles of anything dangerous. I think he’s afraid of losing you the way he lost his wife. And I just about panicked when I saw you running out those doors with all those women, so I know just how Jack had to feel when he found out what you did. I mean, I am totally glad you found a way to save my butt. I just wish you hadn’t put your life on the line to do it.”




Willow fussed, “But you put your life on the line like once a week! And Jack wouldn’t tell me what you did that got you all beat up in Arizona, so I sort of crawled through his firewall and read Riley and Jo and Graham and Hanna’s after-action reports, and… Jesus Christ! I just about peed myself just reading reports! You, in that cave, and the claymores, and the roof caving in, and the giant spiders, and the leaking napalm-y stuff, and the spider swarm, and… and… My God, that was scarier than the last couple Aliens movies!”




Alex insisted, “It’s different. It’s like the deal with Jack. It’s a lot easier for me to risk me than it is for me to risk someone else. I’m pretty sure Jack knew he was gonna die in a really, really horrible way when he ran back to help Hanna, but he couldn’t make himself leave her there.”




Willow sat and drank coffee while Alex stuffed her face with a couple bowls of granola. With half and half, and a whole lot of brown sugar sprinkled on top, which she would totally not recommend to anyone on a diet, but it tasted great.




Willow finally said, “I get it. I mean, it would kill me if Jack got hurt bad on one of your ops. Or if you did. I was worried enough yesterday to run right out and do something stupid to help you. But I guess I need to worry more about me, because I don’t have any superpowers. Even if I’m in way better shape than all those Terawatts, because I outran all of them pretty easily, and I was in really high heels.”




Alex told her, “We have to look out for each other. But I really need you to not try to be Catwoman, because I need you to be okay, and I need you to be Acid Burn, and I love you and I don’t want you to get hurt.”




And then Willow hugged her, and she hugged Willow back, and Willow cried on the shoulder of Alex’s peejays.




It took Willow a little bit to get ready, since this was yet another sexy costume. This was Psylocke. And Psylocke’s costume showed more skin than those full-body catsuits Willow wore before. Okay, Willow was in great shape, and she totally had the abs and the butt and the legs for that outfit. And with that gel boob padding Willow was using, Psylocke was a very busty lady.




Psylocke strode out of Willow’s room looking like her entire outfit was made of shimmering bluish-purple latex, starting with the high-collared, legless, armless bodysuit that didn’t show any boob but might as well have been painted on. And the legs were so high cut that on the sides the outfit came up to just above her hipbones. The high-heeled purple boots came up above the knees and then had two purple bands around each thigh. The fingerless gloves came up above the elbow and had two purple bands around each bicep. And there was a sexy red sash that wrapped tightly around her waist, to dangle down her right side. Plus a really sexy purple wig that curled and flowed halfway down her back. Psylocke was wearing dramatic red lipstick, long black false eyelashes, dark purple eyeliner, and purple and gray eyeshadows, so she looked pretty spectacular.




Alex asked, “Holy crud, where are you gonna hide your ID and your phone in that outfit?”




Willow gave her a sneaky smile and then reached behind her neck, under the long hair. She pulled out her phone and waved it around. “Secret pocket stuck on the suit where it doesn’t show.” She turned around to show she had her Comic Con ID badge clipped to the back of her sash but on a little reel so she could pull it out and show guards and stuff, and then let it reel itself back in so it was out of sight from the front.




Alex said, “There’s a Psylocke booth babe in the Marvel comics area, but you’re way hotter than her.”




Willow asked, “Do you think Jack would think so?”




“Oh, without a doubt.” So Alex got pictures of Psylocke posing and acting sexy, and they emailed them off to Jack, who was going to get a totally not safe for work present appearing on his work computer.




Willow gave Alex a grin as Alex tucked away her camera in her bag. “Come on Kitty, we have games to play and guys to slay.”




Alex smiled, “Lead on, Betsy.”




And it was pretty much like the other days, with Willow unable to go more than about twenty feet without someone else asking to take her picture, or asking to have a picture taken with her. Okay, Willow looked mega-awesome in that outfit, but Alex kind of wondered how she was going to get anywhere if she had to stop for a couple minutes every twenty feet.




When Alex got down to the pressroom, she found a dozen newspapers out on tables. Well duh, naturally the serious press people read the news and did their homework. And most of the local papers had the Terawatt battle on the front page, even if the picture most of them were using was of Graham Miller in his fanciest tons-of-medals uniform, talking at a press conference.




Ooh, Jack was so smart. Graham, as ‘a spokesman for the Department of Homeland security’ announced that Terawatt had, ‘as a duly authorized agent of the DHS’ been working for two days with a DHS team and local police looking for William Roger Hastings, aka Will Hastie, aka Willy Hart, aka Billy R, aka the supervillain Psych, who had committed five robberies in five days using his psychic illusion powers. Okay, that got Alex Mack off the hook for any connection with Terawatt, unless someone wanted to speculate that maybe Terawatt gave her favorite shutterbug A.L. Mack a heads-up to come down to San Diego on any excuse she could.




Alex had an easy morning, for a change. She played video games, even if Willow totally crushed her in the new Marvel vs. Capcom. Okay, Willow crushed everyone. And people kept taking pictures of her while she played, so there was photographic evidence that she crushed everyone. And if any guy even started to look like he might be a serious challenge, Willow distracted him by jiggling her chest or showing off her butt. Alex really didn’t think that was playing fair. But pretty much any gamer guy there would just look over at Willow and would instantly lose his focus and get combo’ed to death. Willow was just really quick, and she knew everyone’s moves, and she knew how to beat every strategy anyone tried on her.




The funniest part was when the Capcom guys tried to talk Willow into being one of their booth babes at upcoming conferences. And they were only offering scale for models to someone who could maybe buy out Capcom if she really wanted to. Alex thought Willow could do the booth babe thing, because she was hotter than the two booth babes they did have, but Alex thought Willow would be bored out of her mind in four hours. Maybe an hour and a half, if she couldn’t fight people in the video game all the time. And how many times could she put up with the same creepy pickup lines and stares, before she started getting guys’ names just so she could go wreck their Facebook pages or something?




Instead, they went off to the big Marvel get-together and had fun talking to other Marvel cosplayers. There was even a paraplegic guy in a wheelchair who put on a suit and shaved his head, and presto, instant Charles Xavier, with the woman pushing him around dressed as Moira MacTaggert. Alex did a bunch of headcounts, too. There were maybe fifteen Spiderman cosplayers, and maybe a couple more Deadpools — and two of the Deadpool guys were just hilarious — and almost twenty different Wolverines of different eras. Willow was one of six Psylocke cosplayers, and would have been one of seven Jean Greys, or one of the half dozen Rogues. Alex was one of only five Kitty Prydes. It looked like there were more Terawatts than anything else at the whole con by a pretty huge margin, which made her feel really good inside.




Okay, she did feel sort of uncomfortable seeing the Juggernaut guy and the three Magnetos and the two Mystiques. This Juggernaut was a bodybuilder with a decent costume, but he wasn’t nearly as huge as the illusion she had seen. Still, it was a little freaky.




The Marvel PR guy wanted to talk to Willow about cosplay photos, and he also wanted to find out who was the Jean Grey from Thursday, but Willow wasn’t interested in ending up posted on teenaged boys’ walls. And Willow had really important stuff to do with her time, like programming and saving the world.




Alex skipped the press lunch and went with Willow and a couple female X-Men they’d met during the week. Willow bought Italian for everyone, and Alex got almost enough to eat.




‘Storm’ watched Alex eat and said, “My God, that girl’s got a hollow leg or something.”




Willow said, “Nah, she just phases through the food.”




Well, maybe you had to be there, because it was really totally funny then.




And then it was time for the Terawatt get-together. Willow and Alex went up to the room, so they could get ready. Alex set her GoPro in the fancy ‘steering wheel’ steadicam, so Willow could use it. Willow thought it was pretty awesome. Alex was glad, because Willow was going to be operating it.




Willow admitted, “I borrowed a GoPro like yours and practiced with it for maybe five hours, just so I could do a decent job with it, but this’ll be a lot easier with this system. Your dad should totally market this.”




While Alex was getting the camera equipment ready, Willow was changing into normal clothes and putting on one of Alex’s Kitty Pryde wigs and doing her makeup differently, so she looked more like Alex as Kitty Pryde, and less like Psylocke. Willow muttered, “I really should’ve made a Terawatt costume too, just for this.”




Alex grinned and said, “It’s great. You look like I switched in mid-stream from that Kitty Pryde costume to something more normal, but I didn’t manage to take care of the makeup and the wig and stuff.”




Willow pursed her lips, “Well, I can’t really wear your real Kitty Pryde costume, because it’s made for your exact measurements, and you’re like three inches taller than me, and your butt isn’t as huge as mine.”




“Your butt is just fine, and I bet Jack thinks it’s perfect!” That was when Alex realized Willow was wearing three-inch chunky heels so she’d be the right height too. As soon as she held the camera and the whole steadicam rig up in front of her face, no one would know it wasn’t Alex taking the pictures.




Alex switched into her Terawatt costume, made sure she had her phone and earjack just in case, and even dialed Willow once so she’d be ready in case things went seriously wrong. She went silvery, puddled up past the penthouse suites to the roof, and waited until Willow called her and told her she was up. Then she flew down to the outside area facing the marina where the get-together was going on.




“…and now ladies, let me introduce to you our very special judge, you know her, you love her, it’s Terawatt!”




The sound of the applause and cheering was kind of overwhelming. Alex was blushing as she flew into the courtyard.




Oh holy crud. There had to be at least eighty or ninety cheering people dressed as Terawatt!




And she meant ‘people,’ not ‘women,’ because there was a mother-and-daughter Terawatt team with the daughter about eight years old, and a couple Terawatts who were definitely guys, and a couple Terawatts that Alex really wasn’t sure which sex they were. And there were maybe forty or fifty other people there too, some of them in ‘goes with Terawatt’ costumes. There was a big red blob, a big hairy (well, really, it was furry, because it looked like it was made out of shag carpeting) spider, and even a guy dressed as Danielle Atron. A big, heavy-set guy with a mustache, dressed as Danielle Atron, right down to the earth-tone pants suit and the scarf and that hairdo. Alex had a really hard time not laughing. She was so hoping Willow got that on video so Alex could show her parents. And Ray. And Annie. And Jack. Jack would totally think that was hysterical. Louis was already there, with a cart full of Terawatt merchandise, so Alex was sure he’d seen ‘moustache Danielle.’ There were also people not in costume at all, and people in costumes that had nothing to do with Terawatt, like the Wolverine who was with the mom-and-daughter Terawatts, and the women in the nun outfits that Alex had no idea what fiction they were supposed to be from.




She got a couple pictures from high in the air with her tPhone, just using her telekinesis to snap shots of the courtyard and the crowd so it wasn’t really noticeable. She’d send them to Willow later for the ‘social media presence’ thing. She slipped the phone back into her glove and drifted in until she was thirty feet in the air and fifty feet back from where the crowd of Terawatts was on the steps and the patio.




“Thanks for coming today, and thanks for cosplaying as me!” she called out. “Now I understand there’s a ‘best Terawatt’ contest going on and you need a judge?”




She was sort of surprised that only thirty-five of the Terawatts had put their names into the contest. But the Comic Con organizers had already weeded them down to twelve, based on who had an authentic looking costume. And Alex could see that there were maybe four women who were pretty much dead ringers for Terawatt. She wouldn’t have wanted to go up against them in a Terawatt look-alike contest. And there were a couple women who had really good costumes but just didn’t look like Terawatt.




She flew in to where the guy with the mike was standing, and she said into the mike, “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to give each of you a notecard and a pen. You have to write down your name and a question for me.” It was a good thing Willow had this idea, and already had a stack of notecards and a bunch of Comic Con pens. She flew down the line of women, handing out pens and cards.




Then she looked over the results. Okay, she was absolutely not interested in the woman who asked where she got her breasts done, or the woman who wanted to know where she got her shoes, or the woman who wanted to know if she had her lips plumped. Her lips were not all fatty!




She hovered near the mike and said, “Thank you ladies… and gentleman.” Because one of the best Terawatt costumes was on a guy named Lawrence who had written down, “Is it okay to be Terawatt and be different?” And it was kind of eerie what a pretty girl he made, other than the thing that he had huge hands and feet, and a big adam’s apple.




She announced, “First, I am awarding two prizes: a ‘most realistic Terawatt’ award and a ‘best Terawatt’ award. The most realistic Terawatt is… Debbie Willis!” A twenty-something woman who could have been her identical twin, down to the shiny leathery look on the leotard, leapt up and down and squealed like she was twelve.




“And the ‘best’ Terawatt is the woman who asked, ‘How can I be a hero too, when I’m just working my way through a nursing degree?’ And…” The somewhat plump Terawatt on the stage burst into tears. “…the best Terawatt is Janet Harville!”




She flew down and gave both Debbie and Janet hugs, and handed them the little trophies that were there, and let people take pictures of her with them. She made sure she was flying a couple inches about the ground so it would be obvious she was really Terawatt when they showed the pictures to their friends back home.




She flew back to the mike and said, “I think everyone is a hero if they want to help people, or keep people safe, or find ways to make people’s lives better. You don’t need to fly and throw lightning bolts to be a hero. You just have to look around you and find opportunities to make other people’s lives better. Even if it’s reading to kids at the library or helping once a week in a soup kitchen or mowing your elderly neighbor’s yard for them, you can make the world a better place. Thank you!” And she flew off over the convention center so she was out of sight.




Once she was on top of the convention center, she went silvery and moved to a flat area covered with HVAC equipment and stuff like that. Then she jetted across the roof, flew around the Marriott to a far corner, and zipped up to the roof. From there she made it across the Marriott roof and down to her suite. She dove into the gymbag, changed into Kitty Pryde again, went silvery once more, and flew back to the HVAC intake she had used yesterday. It only took her a few seconds to zip through the ductwork and find that same women’s room. It was busy this time, so she had to wait a minute or two. Then she dropped into a stall, went normal, and stepped out like she was just doing the same thing as other women using the room. Willow was waiting for her with the steering wheel cam, but with the wig tucked away.




Alex touched up her lipstick and makeup, checked her wig, and took the steering wheel cam. Then she walked out to ‘return’ to the Terawatt get-together.




Terawatts were still walking around and chatting with each other and getting photographed, so Alex just walked around and took more pictures. One person asked her why she changed back into her cosplay costume, and Alex fibbed that she was trying to look more professional most of the time she was working as A.L. Mack, since the thing yesterday with the police was so awkward.




When the get-together wrapped up, Alex spotted a black guy over by the door back into the convention center. He had his hair styled so it went up and back, and he had a van dyke beard-and-mustache thing, and dark-rimmed glasses. He was wearing jeans and a red scarf and a navy peacoat and a light gray t-shirt with darker vertical stripes so close together the shirt looked like a sweater. And he had a gray messenger bag over one shoulder.




And it was Ray!




She was so excited and happy she just wanted to squeal.




Willow was back in her Psylocke costume and looking ravishing. And she was pointing Ray toward Alex. Willow looked so smug that Alex knew how Ray got down here, and how Ray knew where to find her, and probably even how Ray got a pass into the con. Alex made sure the GoPro was off, and she ran over to where Ray was watching her.




Ray hugged her tight and whispered, “Terawatt was awesome with those contestants. Just totally awesome.”




She kissed him, which felt weird with the fake van dyke. “Are you supposed to be someone?”




He grinned, “Yeah. I’m Postman of the Chicago Morlocks.”




She smiled, “Let me guess. Willow found the character, and got you the coat and shirt and beard, and told you how to do your hair, and bought the con pass, and got you the round trip air ticket, and found you a room too.”




He laughed, “Pretty much. She got me the outfit and the fake beard and the glue and stuff, but I had to figure out how to do the ‘do from the pictures she sent me. And it’s a one-way air fare, because I’ll ride back with you guys tomorrow. And she said you two had a suite, so I could crash there.”




“Do you have a suitcase?”




He patted the messenger bag and said, “You’re looking at it. I’ve got another shirt just like this for tomorrow, and another pair of shorts and another pair of socks, and a toothbrush and a hairbrush and a hairpick and a can of styling wax. I figure you two have everything else I need, which is like toothpaste and a hairdryer.”




She hugged him hard. “I’m so glad to see you.”




He smiled, “If I’d known I was gonna have Kitty Pryde hanging all over me, I’d have gotten here sooner.”




She grinned, “If you’d gotten here yesterday, you could’ve had Terawatt hanging all over you.”




He teased, “I just saw like a hundred of ’em, so I’m not really impressed.”




Willow rounded up Louis and Marsha, and the five of them had dinner up in the suite. Marsha could just not get over it, even after Louis told her Willow had the money to spend on it. Then they went together to the big Comic Con Masquerade event, which was where people with great costumes did skits and things, like a really cool Mass Effect skit, and an amazing ‘Avengers vs. Ultron’ skit and a totally hilarious ‘Project Runway: Star Wars Edition’ skit that won first prize. But one of the skits was ‘Terawatt vs. the giant tarantula’ which was kind of creepy to watch, since it was one Terawatt, a black background, four guys in all black to lift her in the air and hurl ‘lightning bolts,’ and four people inside the tarantula so it was pretty huge, maybe twenty feet across.




After that, they went to the huge Marvel Entertainment event in the three biggest ballrooms of the con, and Alex danced with Ray until they were both exhausted.




When they went back to the suite with Willow, Willow said, “Psylocke Tip #17. Don’t really wear rubber, even if it looks sexy. It’s not warm at all in a cold room, and it’s really miserably sweaty in a warm room. And it’s murder to peel off after lots of sticky sweat. And then you smell like a condom.”




“What’s Psylocke tip #1?” Alex asked impishly.




“Don’t let crazy Japanese weirdoes cram you into the body of a Japanese assassin chick.”




Ray said, “This is great, Willow. I can’t thank you enough.”




Willow just said, “Ray, you can camp out here on one of the couches tonight. Meanwhile, I need Alex to help me get this stupid costume off. Give us about ten minutes, okay?”




“Oh, sure.”




Willow grabbed a remote control and clicked on one of the tv sets. ESPN came on, so Ray just sat down to watch.




Then Willow led Alex into her bedroom and plopped her down on the couch. “Okay, you don’t have to make Ray sleep on the couch. But leave the tv on for noise masking.” Alex started blushing bright red. “And you don’t have to go all the way. But just in case, here.” And Willow pulled out a white plastic shopping bag and dumped the contents into Alex’s lap. Alex turned beet red. “A whole box of condoms, because sometimes they break. This stuff is the best lube, because you may need a lot of lube your first times, or just if you’re not really in the mood and he is, or if you want to do it in the shower. Analube, in case you get really adventurous, because you so need more lube back there than you’d think, and definitely go with a condom if you try the buttsex. This is a ‘chocolate pop’ in case you want to try the blowjob but you’re not quite sure how to do it. Wetwipes, because Miss Hymen makes a mess when she goes bye-bye, and not even counting that, you’ll want clean-up afterward…”




Alex was so embarrassed she was surprised she wasn’t glowing bright yellow. Or just melting into a humiliated silver blob on the floor. It was so obvious that Willow was giving Alex a chance to have a very special night with Ray, and Willow wanted it to go perfectly. But Alex was sure she wasn’t ready to go all the way. Not yet, anyway. And hearing Willow talk about this stuff just made Alex feel less like having sex than she could ever remember.




Willow gave her a hug and said, “And I really don’t need help peeling this off.”




Alex walked back into the main room holding the plastic bag behind her back and feeling totally humiliated. Ray had peeled off his van dyke, ditched the fake glasses, combed out his hair, hung up the peacoat, and taken off his shoes. And he’d probably brushed his teeth, too.




She managed, “Umm, hi. Ray.”




“What’s wrong?”




She got up the courage to hold up the bag. “Willow thinks we’re gonna go have wild monkey sex in my room all night and she gave me a bunch of stuff so it would go better, and now I’m so embarrassed I just want to go hide in the bathroom for the rest of the night.”




He got up and hugged her and said, “Hey, it’s okay. I really can sleep on the couch here. It’s huge, and there’s blankets and pillows in the top of the closet over there.”




She hugged him tight and buried her face in his shirt. “You’re such a great boyfriend! I’m sorry, I just… It was like getting a mom lecture on birth control. And the stuff in the bag…”




Ray held her and peeked in the bag. “Holy crap! Who packed this? Porn starlets? ’Cause this is something I totally did not need to know about Willow.”




She managed, “Willow was totally a virgin until she found Mister Right like a couple months ago. Now she’s… pretty exuberant about it.”




Ray shook his head slowly. “That is… just… freak.”




She kept hugging him and timidly asked, “If I asked you for just hugs, would that be okay?”




“Sure. That’s what we’re doing.” He looked down at her and asked, “You mean…?”




“Umm, yeah, in my bed. But just hugging. I’m totally un-sexy after Willow’s whole ‘get down and dirty’ talk.”




Ray admitted, “Umm, I’m pretty un-sexy just from looking in that bag. I don’t think I could’ve handled the talk too. So look, let’s just go to sleep and hug. You just go as far as you want to go, and then tell me to stop. Okay?”




Ray was such a sweetie. He totally deserved a better girlfriend who wasn’t all freaked out just from seeing a tube of lubricant. And other really icky stuff. And some mega-icky stuff.




So Ray turned off the tv, and they got in her bed, and they just cuddled until she fell asleep in Ray’s arms. Which was really nicer than it sounded.







Alex woke up in the morning feeling warm and cuddly and happy. And she was half on top of Ray. And they were both in pajamas. Well, Ray was in a t-shirt and boxers, and she was in her second favorite flannel long pajamas.




Then the whole embarrassing sex lecture from Willow came rushing back, and she had to make an effort not to cringe. She nudged Ray. “Do you wanna shower first, or second?”




He gave her a light kiss and teased her, “I guess showering at the same time is out?”




“Definitely.”




He said, “You go get started on filling that tummy of yours, and I’ll take a fast shower. I can’t wash my hair and keep it like this, anyway.”




So Alex headed for the kitchen and started making a pot of oatmeal, and heating up slices of pre-cooked Canadian bacon in the microwave, and using up the eggs in the fridge and the English muffins in the breadbox. The halved muffins went in the toaster, the eggs got fried hard, and the cheese slices went on the just-heated-up Canadian bacon. So she ate three egg-and-Canadian-bacon-and-cheese sandwiches while she put five more together. And she ate two bowls of the oatmeal before Ray came out. Then she skittered into the shower and did a fast shower before toweling off. She didn’t have to style her hair because it was going under a wigcap, and her costume was already ready to go, since she was wearing the same outfit as on Friday.




By the time she got the wig and makeup done, and all the accessories on, Ray was done eating. And he was most of the way done getting into costume. He had already slipped on the scarf and coat and glasses, so he just had to stick on that van dyke and go fix his hair with more hair product.




Alex walked out into the main room to find Dazzler eating breakfast. And it was definitely the modern Dazzler, in that black and light gray and dark gray skin-tight bodysuit with the red circle thing between her breasts. Lots of long blonde hair, and lots of makeup. With the boob padding, she didn’t look like Willow, she looked like a Marvel superheroine.




Alex grabbed the last two egg sandwiches and said, “You look awesome, but that Phoenix costume is still my fave.”




Willow said, “I should get a red and gold Dark Phoenix one made up to go with it. I’d need a wig with a lot more teasing and hairgel, and maybe some way of making it look like I was glowing.” She leaned forward. “So you and Ray… didn’t?”




Alex blushed and shook her head. “No, we just cuddled and went to sleep. I totally wasn’t ready.”




Willow glanced toward the door and then whispered, “So how far have you two gotten?”




Alex admitted, “Second base. A couple times. Well, a few times. But I’m…”




Willow said, “You don’t have to justify yourself. Especially to me. I mean, I didn’t let a boy get even to first base with me except maybe half a dozen times before I was out of college, and I was still a virgin at age twenty-four.”




Alex blushed, “Thanks for the whole… talk and stuff last night, but that’s way past where I am.”




Willow blushed too. “Sorry. I mean, I think I’m just sort of… over-enthusiastic. Jack’s still trying to be a good dad and a nice guy and a responsible boyfriend, and I’m all ‘hey sailor, new in town’ and I try not to be too much, but sometimes I feel like my body’s trying to make up for five or ten years of no sex. I mean, I had to go buy a couple vibrators. I was so embarrassed going and buying them, but I’m just… I miss Jack. In a lot of ways all at the same time.” She ducked her head and asked, “Would you mind if I moved to West Virginia?”




Alex checked, “To Jack’s base?” Willow nodded sheepishly. “Well, no, as long as I got to Skype with you and visit you sometimes and do stuff like this. I mean, it’s not like I fly up and visit you a couple times a week as it is. And I really should fly up and visit you more. I’m not a good friend.”




Willow hugged her. “You’re a great friend! My best friend. And I don’t know if I should do it. I mean, what if Charlie doesn’t like me hanging around all the time? What if he just doesn’t like the idea of me as a stupidly young dad-girlfriend? What if I do something dopey and ruin it with Jack?”




Alex said, “If you’re that worried, keep your house. You can afford it. All you’d need would be a yard maintenance guy once or twice a month, and I could fly up once every month to check things over.”




Willow said, “I need to put together a moving plan, because I’ve got a lot of computing power and stuff I need to have with me if I’m going to be out there permanently. So I’ve got to put together a graduated approach, with all my stuff running here and me connecting to it remotely for a while, and I’d need to work out what I need to take with me and what I can leave here for now, but I don’t want to leave my house! It’s… a part of me.”




Ray came back to the kitchen in his ‘Postman’ outfit. “What checkout time do we have to be back here by and have all our stuff out of here?”




Willow said, “We don’t. I’ve got the suite held until tomorrow morning. We just come back at five, when the con is over, and we pack up then, and we drive home. It’s only five hours if traffic’s okay, and six or seven if L.A.’s a problem, and it’s Sunday evening, not Friday rush hour.”




“Man, how can you afford to do that?” he asked.




Willow shrugged. “The way things are right now, I can do stuff like this every week for the rest of my life and still have tons of money left over. Doing it once isn’t exactly a life-threatening proposition.”




Alex and Ray just looked at each other. Alex wasn’t poor. She lived in a nice house in a nice part of a nice town. Her dad had a big job and could afford to put his wife and both his daughters through college. But Willow was way past that. It was just hard to remember most of the time when she was hanging with Willow and Willow was just one of the girls. Or the smart kid.




Alex decided she was scrapping her plans for the day, and just tagging along with Ray instead. He hadn’t gotten to see much of anything yesterday, except the night-time party stuff. So she took him around on the con floor to stuff she thought he’d like to see, and she let him pick the panels to go to, and she let him decide on where to eat lunch. She just packed enough energy bars in her costume to hold her until they got back to the room, just in case.




And they had a great time. She used a move Willow had showed her and beat Ray in Marvel vs. CapCom, even if he beat her in some of the other games they played. She showed him some of the cool stuff people had for sale. They went to an awesome panel that was voice actors for cartoons. Ray bought her lunch, even if the convention center food was way too expensive. And maybe they just walked around holding hands a lot of the time, which was silly when Alex was wearing heavy gloves.




When the con closed, they met up with Willow at the hotel room. Willow and Alex changed clothes, while Ray just dumped the coat and scarf and glasses, peeled off the beard, washed his face, and combed his hair.




Okay, Alex would have been done before Ray if she hadn’t needed time to do something with her hair after having it under a wigcap all day.




All the costumes went on hangers in Willow’s big folding suitcase, but this time Willow wasn’t using tons of foam sheets and wrapping paper to keep everything unwrinkled, so there was a lot more room in the bag. All the accessories and most of Willow’s regular stuff went around the costumes and at the bottom of the bag. All the boots went into the shoe compartments on the outside. All the wigs and wigheads fit into Willow’s two rolling suitcases, along with Willow’s other stuff that hadn’t gone in the big suitcase. So Willow left all the cardboard boxes for the hotel staff to recycle.




Ray had all his stuff in his messenger bag. Alex had her gymbag and her totebag ready to go. She remembered to get her cooler and put ice in it and pack some drinks and snacks. Willow called the valet parking and the bell station. Then she let some hotel guys put the stuff on luggage carts and take everything downstairs and load it all in the SUV. Willow tipped everybody, handed their keycards to one of the bellmen, and that was it.




They drove home up I-5, except for the part where Willow checked her tablet and had Alex take another highway to avoid a traffic snarl. And they changed drivers when they stopped for a big fast food dinner that they ate in the car, even if Ray said Alex inhaled hers instead of just eating it. It wasn’t her fault she was really hungry. And they had to drop Ray off too, once they got back to Paradise Valley.




So it was after eleven when they got to Alex’s house. But Alex’s mom and dad insisted Willow spend the night and drive the rest of the way tomorrow. Alex thought it was a great idea. Even if there was no chocolate cake left at all, because some pigs who would not be named, even if they lived in her house, ate it all while she was at San Diego Comic Con.




Willow just brought in one little rolling bag so she could wash her face and put on an oversized t-shirt to sleep in. Alex thought the shirt was really funny. It had a picture of a half-full glass, and underneath the glass it said ‘the glass is completely full,’ and to the right of the glass were brackets marking the top half and bottom half of the glass, and by the bottom bracket it said ‘half water’ and by the top bracket it said ‘half air’.




Willow went to bed in Annie’s bed, and thanked Alex for such a great week. It was kind of sad that Willow was surprised at all that Alex’s folks would want Willow to stay the night. Willow just seemed so surprised and excited that Alex’s folks liked her that much.




Some day, Alex was going to meet up with Cordelia Chase and tell her what a jerkhead she was.





82. Interlude XII



The researcher adjusted his labcoat and walked over to his boss.




The seated man looked up and said, “The cell cultures are prepared, we’re ready to begin.”




“What about Rome, New York, and Tokyo? Are we going ahead without hearing from them?”




“Yes, I mailed them full reports this morning. They’ll start as soon as they get them.” He gestured for his underlings to get to work. “The potential across the cell membrane must be maintained during the irradiation of the nucleus…”





83. And Back



Monday morning, Alex had a great time getting Willow fed and taken care of and off to her home. It was almost like having Annie back. She hadn’t thought a lot about how much she missed Annie, what with Annie doing a big, important internship at a chemical research lab for the summer instead of coming home.




But it would be great to get to spend some time with Annie. Even if Annie was probably working sixty hours a week and having her nose buried in a chemistry textbook the rest of the time, like things were way too often when Annie was still in high school. Even if Alex was having to drop everything and fly off to who knew where to try and stop awful stuff. Even if there was stuff Alex couldn’t tell Annie about because it was a DHS secret, and there was stuff Annie couldn’t tell Alex about because it was a business secret, and there was stuff Annie wouldn’t tell Alex about because Alex wouldn’t understand the science. But she still missed Annie.




Alex showered and washed her hair extra well, because wearing a wigcap all day was just bleah. Still, it probably beat those booth babes who had hair down to their shoulderblades, and five pounds of hairgel holding it in a perfect superheroine coif. Ick. She’d have to shower for twenty minutes to get her hair clean, and then she’d need over half an hour the next morning to get her hair ready again. No, having gorgeous Terawatt hair was way easier when it was a wig.




She got back to her usual routine. She put her phone on speakerphone and went through her martial arts routines while she chatted with Robyn and Nicole. When she started telling them about Comic Con, she sent them pictures of her and Willow and Ray and some of the really mega-cool costumes she’d seen.




“What’s this one?”




She said, “It’s a girl crossplaying as Data in ‘First Contact’ where the Borg graft human parts on him.”




“Ooh! Now I get it!”




“Oh my God, is this a guy as Danielle Atron? That’s hysterical!”




She agreed, “Totally. And he did it at the Terawatt get-together in front of like eighty or ninety Terawatts, so it was even funnier.” And then she had even more photos of ‘mustache Danielle.’ Robyn and Nicole thought it was hilarious.




Working on her martial arts with distractions was pretty cool, and maybe the kind of practice she needed. And then she had a long talk with them about Ray and Saturday night and why Willow’s help was… not. Robyn thought it was awesome Willow was trying so hard to be there for Alex, and totally wished someone had been that helpful the night she lost her cherry. Then Nicole told them all about how she had her first time after the big party they had about the meatpacking plant victory.




Alex worked for a while on her on-line programming course, and then chatted with Ray for over half an hour while he was at work. Then she worked some more and then checked in with Louis, who was driving up to check on a couple more theme parks in L.A., and then meeting up with Marsha for another convention.




She worked some more on the course, and then Skyped Hanna. And sure enough, Hanna was still kind of confused about Comic Con and conventions and dressing up as a character. It took Alex maybe half an hour to convince her that cosplay was not some kind of covert maneuver for espionage or stuff.




Then she called Jack, who was probably the reason Hanna was all confused about cosplay. Maybe that wasn’t fair, but her experience of the group at the West Virginia base was that only Jack and Charlie were naughty enough to confuse someone like that, and Charlie would never do something like that to Hanna.




Walter transferred the phone right to Jack. “Hey Peter! Having fun running around photographing Spiderman? And running around in Halloween costumes?”




“I didn’t take a photo of Terawatt. And cosplay isn’t Halloween,” she complained. “Did you tell Hanna that cosplay was covert ops?”




“Me?” he said in that ‘who could possibly suspect me’ tone he did. “Nah, it was Deborah. She has no idea what cosplay is, but that didn’t stop her from giving Hanna and Cindy a big explanation. It’s just that Cindy knows enough to ignore her. Me? All I know about it is my Willow is the most gorgeous Jean Grey ever. Famke Janssen? Pfaugh. By the way, how many times does Jean Grey have to die before people stop caring anymore? ‘Oh, she’s dead, that’s what, fifth time this year?’ Dead once? Major tear jerker. Dead twice? Oh didn’t we see this before? Dead more than that? Reruns.”




Jack was really good at derailing people. She managed not to lose the thread this time. She insisted, “Well, you need to get Willow or someone else with a clue to explain stuff to Hanna, because she’s totally confused. And don’t tell her it’s like flying monkeys.”




Jack complained, “Why’s everyone so down on flying monkeys?”




She went to something else. “I sent you a tiny bit of video from Saturday.”




He started laughing. “Oh, the Danielle Atron with a mustache? Oh crap, was that hilarious. Even Mister Iowa cracked up. I am so looking forward to showing that to Atron when we catch her next time. She’ll glow so purple she’ll go ultra-violet.”




He managed to stop snickering, and he added, “Oh, and the Teramom went crazy with the craft projects while you were gone.”




“She’s not the Teramom, okay?”




She could practically hear the huge smile on his end of the line. “Well, she cranked out two identical leotards that we picked up, along with two of the plastic makeup things the Teradad made—”




“Jack!”




But he just kept going. “And the Teramom gave Walter all the details on the wig and boots and bra and gel padding and everything else too. So, from now on, the SRI is always going to have a uniform gymbag ready for you.”




Alex gave up. She just said, “Well, make sure you’ve got two boxes of energy bars in there too. Plus all the other stuff I need.”




“Oh, we got that too. The Teramom sent us two matching sets, so we’ve got undies and jammies covered, and dopp kits, and an emergency change of regular clothes. She even sent Walter the specs on what to have loaded in the dopp kit too. I’m hoping this’ll make things easier the next time you need to rush off on SRI business.”




She said, “Well, I’ll still need phones, and the tablet, and maybe my camera gear, and all that.”




He said, “We should definitely have copies of all your camera gear too. Send me an email with the details on the camera bodies and the lenses and the filters and the memory cards and anything else you need. And maybe Acid Burn can supply us with a duplicate phone and tablet that she can backload, or synch up with your base systems. We’ll get back to you on that, so assume you need to bring the camera gear and the connectivity gear until I say so.”




Not for the first time, it occurred to her that Jack knew way more about computers than he let on.




Jack said, “Oh, wait, I need to peek at this email… Yes! My girl rocks! Acid Burn cracked that drive before the whole NSA!”




Alex gasped, “Wow, that’s awesome! Because she told me they have like hundreds of times her CPU cycles, so they could crack it way faster.”




Jack stopped sounding excited. “And if it took her a couple weeks, they should have had it done… in a couple hours…” He proceeded to say a whole string of words she was pretty sure he didn’t say in front of Charlie. “T, I need you and Burn tomorrow morning. I’ll set it up with her. Be at the Camp Atron tarmac at 0600. Come as Terawatt, just in case. It’ll just be a couple hours here, and then a flight home, so don’t bother with anything except the phone and tablet.”




“Jack?”




“See you tomorrow,” he said firmly. “Over and out.”




The more she thought about that, the worse it sounded.




She did some more of the computer course, and had lunch with her mom. She just sort of dropped it in casually, “Oh, can I have a slice of the chocolate cake for dessert?”




Her mom sort of blushed, “About that… We sort of had a slice after dinner. Every night. And your dad had a couple slices that went into work with him for lunch. And maybe we split a slice as a late-night snack a couple times. I cut it into twelve pieces, but…”




Alex said, “Well, maybe Willow will have another cake when I see her tomorrow.”




“Alex! You just got home last night! You have to leave tomorrow?”




Alex told her, “It’s just for a meeting. I’ll be home tomorrow night.”




“Just a meeting?”




She nodded. “SRI stuff.”




Her mom looked miserable. “It’s not right that all this is on your shoulders. You’re only seventeen!”




“I’m almost eighteen.”




Her mom glared at her. “That’s not the point.”




She held her mom’s hand and said, “I know. But if I don’t do this, who will? Jack doesn’t like pulling me into these things, but he’s trying to save the whole world. Oh, and he called you the Teramom.”




“What?” Her mom looked shocked, and then she broke out in giggles. “That is kind of funny.”




She complained, “Mom! This’ll never stop! If you’re the Teramom and dad’s the Teradad, then he’ll call everything the Tera-something! The Teraphone and the Terasuit and the Terajet. He’ll call Ray the Teradate. If I get a dog, it’ll be the Terapooch! You need to put your foot down!”




Her mom gave her a sly smile and said, “I’ll check with the Teradad and see.”




“Mom!”




“Hmm, what kind of breed should we get for the Teradog?”




“Mom!”




“Maybe a fox tera-er?”




“Mom!!!”




After lunch, she drove over to KPVC to sign forms for Laura Marsters and turn over the original of the permission form. That went fine, but Laura was really grumpy. Alex finally asked what was the matter.




Laura asked, “Do you really want to know?” Alex nodded. “You’re not just being polite?” Alex shook her head no. “You’re really a nice kid. I probably shouldn’t dump this on you. But it’s Glenn Howard. The talk radio jerk? Mister ‘Truther’ himself?”




Alex said, “Oh, that guy. My mom hates him. She almost called him up the other week to tell him he’s an idiot.”




Laura groaned, “Well, he’s pestering the crap out of the station. Specifically, me, Brad, our news anchors, and the station manager. He’s claiming we’re a part of some great conspiracy to make people believe in Terawatt so the government can strip away our inalienable rights.”




Alex told her, “That guy’s a complete jerkhead. Why don’t you just sue him for… whatever?”




Laura scowled, “I wish. Defamation of character and slander, at a minimum. But the station owner said no way. We’re not giving that piece of garbage any free publicity, and the only way we could guarantee we’d win that trial would be if we could get the real Terawatt to show up, and then Howard’s attorney could ask her whatever he wanted, like what her real name is. She’d never play along on something like that. We can’t even get her to show up for an interview.”




Alex said, “I bet Terawatt really hates that guy.”




Laura growled, “Well, the next time you see her, ask her to fly out to Omaha, where he’s based, and give him a superpowered wedgie for me.”




Alex smiled, “I kind of doubt she takes suggestions from people making a living off her.”




Alex got home and at least found some good news. Her mom was standing there holding an envelope and just about hopping up and down with excitement. “Honey! Your SAT scores came!”




Well, her mom hadn’t opened the envelope, since it was addressed to Alex, but she was still totally wired about it. Alex was a little nervous. But she opened it up and read the scores.




Okay, she’d thought she did pretty well on them, but this was nuts. “Mom? Do you think they gave me someone else’s scores?”




Her mom said, “Don’t be silly. You told me how much better you did than the first time you took them.”




But her scores said 750 math, 730 verbal, and 730 written. That was a 2210 total. Annie only got a 2180, and she was a genius! Alex suddenly wondered if Jack could have gotten his IT guys to mess with her scores.




Her mom hugged her and squealed, “I knew you could do it!”




And when her dad came home and saw her scores, he hugged her and told her he knew she could do it, and took everyone out to dinner at Alex’s favorite all-you-can-eat buffet.




When she complained that there had to be a mistake because her score was higher than Annie’s her dad insisted, “Honey, Annie’s only better than you at science. And her math score was higher than yours, but an 800 is only fifty points higher than what you got. Her verbal and written scores were both lower.”




Alex pointed out, “Yeah, but she didn’t re-take it, and she didn’t get super-genius advice on studying for it.”




Her mom frowned at her and said, “That doesn’t change the fact that you took the test and you got the grade. Annie took lots of pre-tests and example tests before she did her SAT, you know. And she took the PSAT and the JSAT as preparation.”




Alex admitted, “Umm, I didn’t know that.”




Her dad reminded her, “She was nervous, and you know how Annie handles being nervous.”




Right. Alex knew exactly how Annie handled being nervous about stuff like tests. By burying herself in more work and more preparation and more studying.




So when they got home, they called Annie, who wasn’t at her apartment anyway, but was still in the lab even though it was like ten o’clock at night there. And Annie was really pleased about her score! Alex had sort of figured Annie would be kind of jealous, since braininess was the Annie thing.




Alex just said, “Thanks. I… You know, I miss you. I wish you were here this summer.”




Annie said, “Yeah, me too. Even if it sounds like you’re as busy as I am. But right now I think I’ll have two weeks at the end of the summer to come home before school starts back up, so I can even be there for your birthday.”




“That would be so great!” Alex grinned, “And I expect really awesome presents!”




“Alex, you’re not six anymore,” her mom fussed.




Her dad said, “Annie, it would be great if you could get home for a while so we could talk about… important family things.”




“Oh?”




Her mom said, “Yes. I think that’s enough about that, however.”




Annie gushed, “Okay, that’ll be great. And I need a photo together with you. The guys at the lab really don’t believe famous photographer A.L. Mack is my little sister.”




Alex blushed for like five minutes.







The next morning, she showered and ate a big breakfast. Then she changed into her Terawatt uniform and grabbed her padded case for her tablet and stuff. She didn’t bother to pack her regular phone or the chargers. She put on her earjack and tucked her tPhone into its little pocket in her glove. That gave her enough room to shove a few energy bars in the outer pockets of the case. She grabbed the case and went silvery so she could fly down to the garage and out through the stormwater runoff system.




She was at the Camp Atron tarmac with fifteen minutes to spare, and the Cessna was just landing. She watched from a couple hundred feet in the air as a refueling truck hurried over and started pumping jet fuel into the Cessna.




There was a familiar little electric car driving up to a parking space not too far from the Cessna. A mysterious redhead in dark glasses and a trench coat climbed out and pulled a valise out of the car, before walking up the steps into the Cessna. Alex hurried after her.




Alex flew into the Cessna in time to see Willow take off her dark glasses and say hi to Graham and Jo. Alex hugged Willow, then flew over and hugged Jo too. She only shook Graham’s hand.




Jo asked, “Isn’t this going to be traceable? Your car’s license plate and your name and address on the Camp Atron log-in sheets?”




Willow grinned, “Not with Jack pulling strings!” She showed Jo her fake ID.




“Oh, come on, don’t tell me they fell for that,” groused Jo.




Alex took a peek and giggled. The fake ID Jack had gotten her said her name was Jean Grey and she lived in Salem Center, New York. And Alex wasn’t sure, but she thought the address Jack put down for her on Graymalkin Lane was where the X-Men’s mansion was supposed to be.




Willow bubbled, “And Jack had a set of fake license plates for me, too! They’re magnetic so they stick to my real ones, and they’re New York plates.”




Alex said, “Maybe you should show Jo some of the photos of you at Comic Con.”




Willow grinned excitedly, “I had no idea so many people took pictures of me!” She pulled out her tablet computer, synched it somehow with the satellite phone in the Cessna, and started pulling up pictures and videos as the jet took off. There were already about thirty cosplay sites that had pictures of ‘Phoenix’ from the San Diego Comic Con, and a couple video sites had short clips that included her. Alex was just glad that not a ton of them had ‘Kitty Pryde’ in there too.




Alex said, “I got video of her as Phoenix, and Rogue, and Psylocke, and Dazzler. She was awesome.”




Graham asked, “So how was it being a real superhero and cosplaying as a fake superhero?”




“Weird,” Alex admitted. “And then I needed to run up to the room and change from a superheroine costume into a different superheroine costume to stop another supercrook, and that was just freaky.”




But after they looked at pictures and videos for a while, Jo finally asked, “Do you know why the colonel’s summoning us without a full explanation?”




Alex looked at Willow, and Willow just looked at her. Alex finally said, “Umm, maybe? But if I’m right, I shouldn’t talk about it until we get there.”




Willow cautiously said, “It’s not good news, I mean, it’s not drastically super-bad news, but it’s not of the good, and I’m pretty sure I know, but if I was wrong and I said all this stuff, it would be a problem, and Jack would give me that look, and it’s already hard enough to get him to—”




Alex used a little telekinesis to hold Willow’s lips together, because she had a really good idea what Willow was going to say next, and it was not really okay to say in front of Jack’s staff.




Willow glared at her, and when Alex let go, Willow said, “Okay, that was freaksome. And maybe I was about to say something totally not safe for work that Jack would not want me to say in front of his people.”




Jo asked, “Because…?”




Alex said, “They’re dating, and sometimes Willow gives TMI.”




Graham groaned, “I absolutely do not want to hear that about the colonel, okay?”




But Jo didn’t have a ‘oh no’ expression. Alex thought that if Graham and the pilots weren’t around, Jo might have asked for lots of juicy details.




Jo and Graham had paperwork to do, and Willow had a programming problem she was working on, and so Alex ended up pulling out her tablet and doing a bunch more of the on-line C course. Which got Willow talking to her about C and structured programming and elements of C, and that was a lot more interesting than you’d think, because Willow knew just a ton of cool stuff about the history of programming, and why some of the C stuff was the way it was. And every time Willow talked about what ‘structured programming’ meant to her, it really made a ton of sense. With a couple hints from Willow, Alex made a huge amount of progress on her computer course lessons.




Also, Willow showed Alex what she had cooked up for the thirty-four Terawatt cosplayers who had run to Alex’s rescue in San Diego, and then had given Willow their name and email address. Willow had set up a dummy account so each of the Terawatts got two hundred bucks of PayPal funds to do whatever they liked on the internet. The only problem was that Willow did it by really putting $6800 in an account, and she wouldn’t let Alex pay her back for any of it.




When they got to the base in West Virginia, Alex watched out the window. She hadn’t paid much attention the last time she flew in, because she was focusing on Hanna’s injuries at the time. There were two huge runways crossing each other in a tall, thin ‘X’ with huge hangars off to the left side of each end of the ‘X’, but a little river ran between the airfield and the base. And going up on the ridge behind the base was just a ton of housing: apartment blocks and rows of zero-lot-line houses and all kinds of stuff, all the way up to some nice houses with yards that were up toward the top of the ridge. But between the housing and the river were a couple dozen military-looking buildings, some of them newer than the others. And there was a mess hall and a bunch of stuff Alex could pick out just by looking. She wondered where the kids went to school, and that kind of stuff. Maybe there was a nearby town with the school and stuff.




The plane landed and taxied to one hangar, where a Humvee was waiting for them with Sergeant Scott standing beside it. Willow put her sunglasses and trenchcoat back on, so she looked very spy-ish. Graham had a long trenchcoat and huge black sunglasses and a big fedora for Alex too, maybe so she wouldn’t be obviously Terawatt. The sergeant saluted stiffly for Jo and Graham, and rushed them into the Humvee.




Once they were in the Humvee and the sergeant was driving them across one of the bridges into the main base area, he said, “We need to not talk about any of this outside the conference room. Not even in the jet on the way home, or on base. Colonel’s orders.”




Alex figured that meant Jack was really, really concerned about stuff.




They disembarked at a two-story building that out front said ‘DHS’ and underneath that, ‘HWAAA.’ On the entry door, it said, ‘Headquarters, Department of Homeland Security, Hazardous Waste Assessment Amelioration and Abatement.’ Wow, that sounded extremely boring. She wondered how many people on the base knew what Jack’s group really did. But there was an armed patrol just inside the door. And the guards checked each of them for electronic bugs and stuff.




She and Willow hung up their trenchcoats inside the front door, and the sergeant led all four of them to a nice little conference room with a conference table in the middle, and chairs around it, and then more chairs around the wall, and a table over to the side that had a ton of food and drinks, where the drinks were a big thing of hot coffee, a smaller thing of hot water with teabags in front of it, and a small cooler full of ice and soda. The food was stacks of sandwiches. Alex grabbed a paper plate and two napkins, used her telekinesis to grab a diet coke and six sandwiches, and took a seat at the table.




Jack and Riley and Walter were already there, so she said hi. A few minutes later, Bill Lee came in with the two scientists who had been playing ‘parapsychologist’ when the invisible jock beat them up with a steel pipe. She was really glad they were okay, because getting hit in the head with a steel pipe by a psycho would not be fun. And then two ordinary-looking guys came in wearing really geeky shirts, and Willow gave them happy waves. So Alex went over and introduced herself. It was captainmal and jackryanrules, who were really excited to meet Terawatt for real. That was kind of embarrassing. And Grover and Hanna came in with two military guys Alex didn’t know. And finally, General Hammond came in too.




Jack did all the introductions, so she knew the two scientists were actually Dr. Kiel and Dr. Schwartz, and the two new military guys were Captain Fisher and Lieutenant Marshall. From the way Lieutenant Marshall was talking with Dr. Schwartz about some biophysics research, Alex figured the lieutenant was another science guy.




Then Jack got down to business. He frowned, “I’m not happy, but it’s not anyone in this room. You need to know that up front. I’m really happy with the work of everyone in here, even if there have been one or two slip-ups over the course of the year. The problem is external, and it’s serious enough that we’re going to pretend this meeting didn’t take place, and we’re not recording it, and you’re not going to have any notes in any kind of format that might get walked off with later.”




Boy, that did not sound good.




Jack said, “Everyone in here knows about Finn and Klar’s expedition to Downingtown this summer. The town was under the assumption that the EPA was letting them off the hook in exchange for a secret little wastewater treatment plant experiment and a whole heap of under-the-table cooperation, and also that the Department of Health and Human Services was helping out with a nice, big grant they really needed. Both of those assumptions were wrong, as it turns out. But things are worse than that. Klar rescued an encrypted hard drive. We gave Acid Burn a copy and sent the physical drive to the NSA. It took Acid Burn ten days on a massive parallel processing structure to crack the encryption. That means the NSA should have cracked it in…”




He looked at captainmal, who guessed, “Probably six hours, on average. Twelve hours tops, even if they chose a really unlucky starting point.”




Jack went on, “They never cracked it. We got a note that they’re having to step up refinements on their decryption efforts, because it may not be a standard single-encryption process.” He gave Willow a raised eyebrow.




She bubbled, “Well, it is a tricky encryption system, but it’s not like we haven’t seen stuff like this before. It’s a lot like some of the special encryption-decryption techniques P$ychon4ut used when he was sneaking ‘line noise’ past firewalls to put files in places where they’d decrypt and do bad stuff later, so it’s not as sophisticated and hard to crack as, say, the very best trapdoor functions. It still took me a couple days to get stuff worked out, and there’s maybe a quarter of the data I’m still working on. But there’s no way the NSA couldn’t crack this like an egg.”




“And, Miss… Burn, what did you learn?” asked the general.




She grinned, “Oh! Well, there’s not as much information as you’d really want on the stuff we’re interested in, but he was writing up reports on all the projects and the scientists for his bosses, so we got names. He really did not trust Maggie Walsh. He said she was a great biochemist and geneticist, but was not the kind of person he would recommend to get to move up in their secret organization. Which they call The Collective. In all his stuff, he was ‘Mister Jones’ and his boss was ‘Mister Johnstone’ so not a lot of information from that. And from what he wrote, it’s all split up in cells, all over the world. And he thought that stupid blob monster was a really good approach for what he called Plan A.”




“More like ‘Plan 9 from Outer Space’ if you ask me,” Jack snarked.




Willow complained, “But some of the other projects had names that sounded just as freaky, and if a man-eating giant blob is a good approach for what they want to do, that’s a pretty scary concept. I mean, what are they up to? Figuring out something that can eat the entire Middle East? And that still makes no sense, because one of them let some of their pet blob monster loose on the town. Oh, and Maggie Walsh was definitely at that lab, because she shopped a couple times a week at that grocery store you got me the security footage from. She likes strawberries a lot.”




Jack frowned, “So now we may have someone in the EPA working for The Collective, and maybe someone in the DH&HS, and probably an NSA agent who was close enough to the decryption process of our drive to make it look like the analysis just failed. Or we may have lots of someones all over the place. And if Walsh is connected, then maybe someone like Marissa Weigler of the CIA was connected to this. And we have those fake companies being run and paid off using every international bank that won’t play nice with our State Department. So we have a possible international conspiracy that I really don’t want to know we’re onto them until we have at least a few names and some idea of their scope.”




General Hammond glared, “And I will be keeping this quiet except for a briefing to the President and the Joint Chiefs, and not even discussing it with my adjutant until you have more intel on this Collective for me.”




Riley carefully said, “Thank you sir, because an organization ruthless enough to deliberately develop something like that blob will probably not worry too much about direct assassinations.”




Jo added, “And even with Agent Weigler and her ‘auxiliary assets’ now out of the picture, it’s pretty unlikely they don’t have as many wetwork personnel as they need.”




Alex had no idea what that meant, but before she could say something stupid, Grover put his hand up and asked, “What’s wetwork?”




Jack grimaced, “It’s a classic CIA slang term for killing people.”




Eww.




Jack continued, “So that’s why we don’t discuss this outside this room or my office, and we definitely don’t bring it up with anyone like our moms or girlfriends who aren’t particularly security-oriented. There could be moles in any part of this base outside the SRI. So we just go on about our jobs until we have more intel about who and what we’re facing.”




Hanna asked, “And there are no moles in the SRI?”




Jack replied, “If someone in this room is one of the moles, then we’re already…” He glanced at the general and changed the word he’d almost said. “…hosed. So we assume otherwise. But we don’t broadcast it, even among our coworkers, since we like them and we don’t want them to be horribly tortured for information and then killed.”




Jack then continued, “Next piece of the puzzle. Homer and Jethro, you’re up.”




The two IT guys stood up. Captainmal started talking. “We knew which NSA group got the disk drive to decrypt, so we went through the NSA personnel database and their org charts and talked over beer and D & D with a couple guys we know, and we came up with a total of only eight NSA guys who could have tampered with the decryption process, even if there’s a couple dozen ways to keep it from finding the right results.”




Jackryanrules turned on a computer projector and put up pictures on the whiteboard next to Jack. Alex blinked, because seven of the guys looked like typical programmer guys, a couple of them nerdier than others, but one guy looked like a movie star pretending to be a programmer.




Jack started singing the Sesame Street jingle, “One of these things is not like the others, one of these things just doesn’t belong…”




Jo stated, “Sir, I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but what is a guy who looks like that doing in the NSA nerd bullpens?”




Captainmal said, “Oh yeah. Twenty-nine year old up-and-comer Gerard Roger Newsom, already promoted to assistant team leader because he’s also good at the organizational and bureaucratic and management parts. The guys we know all hate him. He’s the super-aggressive, stomp-on-your-face-on-his-way-to-the-top kind of guy. His boss, Dr. Pat Morrison, loves him, because Gerard crushes all problems first so Pat doesn’t have to be the badguy and can spend more time working with the number theory behind general trapdoor algorithms. Our contacts may have given us a biased view of things. We figure they would all pretty much prefer that if there’s a mole it’s Newsom, and not one of their friends, because their friends hate the guy.”




Jack said, “So we start with Gerard. Find out everything you possibly can about that guy. I wanna know who he’s dating, who his friends are, what type of toothpaste he buys, whether he likes Kirk or Picard, who he picked on in junior high, you name it.”




Riley asked, “Are we looking at Bond Syndrome, colonel?”




Jack shrugged, “Maybe. He might’ve gotten the promotion partly because of the whole ‘I’m too cool for school’ factor.”




Captainmal said, “His file says he was a huge sports star in high school, played college football until a knee injury, double major in computer science and political science, completed an M.B.A. since he went to work for the NSA, and he’s currently working on a Ph.D. in computer science. He’s pretty much got ‘future director of the NSA’ stamped on his forehead in Unicode.”




Jack nodded, “Got that. So we look into this guy as our prime suspect, but we don’t drop the seven other guys just because the programmer types there hate him. And seriously, Gerard? He played football, and his name’s Gerard?”




Since that was the end of the conversation on the NSA, Jack had Willow do her bit. She stood up and started, “Okay, I did some checking the way I’m not supposed to, and I found a bunch of stuff. The EPA files on Downingtown were changed. It could’ve been from the inside, but someone else cracked their firewall years ago — it looks like a typical P$ychon4ut attack and according to the dates on the files it was done before he went away — and left a cuckoo’s egg in with the system executables, and it’s been touched since then, but not since the Downingtown files were touched. So maybe someone external used that hole and got inside and fiddled with the Downingtown computer files. I left it there and just put a tripwire on it, so if whoever comes back to do something similar and uses the same approach, we ought to get a heads-up.




“But the EPA didn’t just drop the case. Their files told them the problem was addressed, so it got shunted off into the not-so-important stuff. So then I checked the firewall at the Department of Health and Human Services, and it doesn’t show any signs like that, so maybe the same attacker didn’t go there, or maybe a different cracker did that job, or maybe they didn’t have to enter their systems at all. The DH&HS records say they issued the grant money to Downingtown on direct authorization from the White House. But the White House database says they didn’t issue that authorization. So either a really great cracker or team of crackers is at work here, or someone way inside the system is using it expertly and covering his tracks.”




Jack glumly said, “Or both.”




General Hammond sternly asked, “Young lady, how is it that you were able to get into secure EPA and DH&HS and White House files like this? Because I didn’t issue Colonel O’Neill any such authorization, and I didn’t have my people get him any privileges on any of those systems.”




Willow sort of cringed, “Well, you see, Jack didn’t ask me to do any of this, I just knew it needed to be checked on, and I knew I couldn’t ask the SRI to crack these systems, but they’re not a hundred percent secure, and I know a lot about systems like this, so it wasn’t that awful getting in, and I even put a couple patches on the White House system while I was inside because you really should have better security on the President’s stuff, and let me tell you, they really need to upgrade their website software too before someone hacks it and does something evil or at least really embarrassing, and I didn’t hurt anything, and it really needs to be done to protect people.”




Jack smiled smugly, “Did I tell you that she backhacked the Brits, the French, the Spanish, and the Germans all at the same time during the Berlin thing?”




General Hammond looked grouchier. “Colonel O’Neill, when I gave you carte blanche to acquire top personnel, I did not mean for you to acquire the most dangerous cracker on the planet! Who is she, really? S4l1x680? P$ychon4ut? ShadowCrew? Dark Dante?”




“I’m Willow Rosenberg, the CEO of Red Tree Software.”




Jack added, “She’s one of the group who tracked down P$ychon4ut and put him away on unrelated charges.”




Willow smiled maliciously, “Felony charges. In Texas. He’s a real creepazoid.”




Jack said, “Terawatt brought her to the mix. There’s a story about how they met, but it’s not my secret to tell, and anyway, you’d think I was clinically insane if I told you.”




Alex confessed, “It involves a trip I took to an alternate dimension.”




General Hammond carefully asked, “Does it involve anything directly related to our national security?”




Alex said, “No sir, I don’t think so.”




He cautiously told her, “Well then, maybe I don’t need to know that part of things.”




Jack went on, “Sir, we have gotten several points of verification off her story about that trip, including finding out about Maggie Walsh before she got loose in our program, and finding out about the new hotshot data analyst the SIS just acquired. That makes me inclined to believe pretty much everything else she tells me about that event.”




General Hammond started to reply, and then he stopped and stared at Willow. His jaw dropped open, and he muttered, “Good God almighty. Salix. How did we never figure that out?”




Jack pretended he had no idea what the general was talking about. “Umm, sir? Salix?”




General Hammond glared, “Don’t play dumb with me, colonel. You know exactly what I’m talking about. Salix is the genus for willows. It was my late wife’s favorite tree. I have four pussy willows in my back yard that I planted for her by myself. Salix discolor. You’re S4l1x680. So what’s the 680 part? A rose varietal?”




Willow blushed, “Good guess. It’s umm, 680 nanometers, in the red portion of the visible light spectrum.”




He asked, “But you’re really Willow Rosenberg, the CEO of Red Tree Software that had the financial battle with Oracle?”




Willow nodded unhappily, “Yeah.”




Captainmal slapped his forehead. “Doh! No wonder she can walk through our firewall whenever she wants to! I’m so stupid!”




General Hammond glared at him, and he quickly wilted. “Son, would you like to explain that remark?”




Captainmal winced, “There are three really popular programs that different unix firewalls use for packet filtering. The second most popular one is a lovely bit of open source C code… that she wrote.”




Jack said, “And she wrote it when she was… what? Sixteen?”




Willow smiled merrily. “Thirteen! I wrote it when I was teaching myself about network security, and I thought the packet filtering stuff on my box needed work.”




General Hammond flinched, but still asked her, “And Oracle bought you out to get some sort of database technology that you designed that they plan to put all over the internet?” She nodded. “And they’ll probably license it to everyone else?” She nodded again. He finally said, “I fear for the security of this planet if we ever piss you off.”




Willow pouted, “I was really mad at Larry and my VCs, and I didn’t do anything then. Well, I got my mom to tell everyone in her family what her cousin did, because he’s the VC who I went to originally, and he’s the one who really did the big shafting thing, and if he hadn’t been a complete money-grubbing scumbag, Larry would have had to settle for buying the company and eating all the poison pills we set up, or licensing the technology from us for big bucks and not being able to keep us from licensing it to everyone else.” She looked down at her hands. “And maybe I got copies of his old emails he wrote to my other VCs where he was talking about shafting me, and I sent them to all his other clients and the people he wanted to get as new clients.”




Jack said, “That’s all very interesting, but the bottom line is that the best hacker on the planet is doing her best to help the DHS, and it’s in our interest to protect her. So S4l1x680 no longer exists, and P$chon4ut is put away in the pokey.”




Willow added, “Dark Dante is doing security audit work for big bucks these days like Kevin Mitnick, and ShadowCrew is in the slammer for twenty years, even though he totally deserved more time than that, and they know who Solo is and he’s in huge trouble and spending all his time fighting extradition to America. So not all that many major crackers on the loose right now. Except this ‘maybe’ that I’m worried about.”




General Hammond asked, “If the U.S. Government asked Willow Rosenberg and Red Tree Software to do a full investigation of DHS systems starting with our firewalls, would you be willing to do it? For, say, ten million dollars?”




Willow glanced over at Jack and said, “Well sure, but I, umm, I’d do it for free…”




The general nodded, “I believe you, young lady. But this is the kind of thing that the GAO and Congress like to see real cash dollars behind, so they believe it’s all on the up and up. And you’d have to write complete documentation on your recommendations. And if we do have cracker teams out there hitting government intranets, I’d like our firewalls and systems hardened as soon as you can manage.”




She told him, “Actually, I can get started on that tonight.”




He smiled warmly, “It’ll take me a couple days to force a few beancounters to comply, so I think you can safely wait until Monday.”




She timidly added, “I already beefed up the protection on the SRI computers even though no one said I could, if that’s okay.”




He nodded, “Good. And I’m going to write this as a twelve-month project, using end of fiscal year grant money, so you will have official permission to go wandering through DHS computers anytime in the next twelve months. If you find anything the colonel or I ought to know about, I’d appreciate a heads-up ASAP.”




She smiled nervously, “Oh sure, that goes without saying. So if there’s a guy watching streaming porn through your firewall or sending emails to a child porn network that uses a server in Bulgaria…”




The general turned a little red, but he said, “Get incontrovertible evidence, shut it down, and help the Inspector General put that person in prison for misuse of government property and anything else you can think of.”




Jack cautiously asked, “You haven’t really found those on our computers, have you?”




Willow hastily said, “Oh no, the streaming porn guy is in the EPA at the DC office, and the child porn guy is DH&HS. I just happened to do some pre-processing of ingoing and outgoing data streams at their firewalls, because it’s a handy way of picking up invaders and crackers and maybe some new passwords from people going through VPNs if they’re careless, and my software flagged both those guys.”




“What is ‘stream ing porn’?” Hanna asked with a confused look on her face. Grover leaned over and whispered in her ear until her eyes bulged.




Jack pretended he hadn’t seen that. “Okay, we may have a skilled cracker or team of crackers infiltrating our national systems. Or it may be a skilled insider using the bureaucracy the way only bureaucrats would. Willow, your task is to assume it’s a cracker and track him.”




“Or her,” Willow insisted brightly.




“Okay, it,” Jack decided. He pointed at captainmal and jackryanrules. “Our internal IT will assume it’s a skilled insider and find him. Or her. Or it. Or them.”




Jack continued, “Now we still have a lot of tasks we can’t designate yet. But here are the topics I want us to talk about while we eat lunch. Where are the other cells? What are they doing? What is The Collective up to as a whole? And why would anyone think releasing a blob monster where it could go eat Philadelphia was a good idea?”




The general suddenly pulled out his cell phone and winced. “Colonel, may I use your office for a few minutes? I’ve got a Code Red.”




Jack said, “Of course, sir. Major Finn? Escort the general to my office and then stand guard outside to ensure he has privacy.”




“Yes sir,” Riley said crisply.




But once the general was out of the room, the IT guys rushed off to go check email and programs and stuff, and Willow went and sat so close to Jack she was practically in his lap, and Jo followed Graham out to an office where they could eat lunch while they checked on anything going on with their base in New Mexico, and they took Lieutenant Marshall with them since it looked like he was going to be part of their group. So Alex sat with Hanna and Grover and just chatted while she ate.




Hanna grinned, “Grover has some very good news! It’s top secret, so don’t tell anyone else.”




Grover explained, “I managed to splice some human genes into a sheep embryo and create a sheep that my compound could work on, and after a couple months of experiments I got it to go invisible permanently!”




Alex didn’t get it at first. “Umm… great?”




He just sounded so happy as he told her, “So mom is carding invisible wool off it, and Cindy is learning to turn that into thread and how to weave thread into fabric, so we’re going to make invisible wool thread and knit me invisible clothes, and mom thinks she can make some heavy invisible-felt booties too.”




Hanna nodded, “We can also weave a rope out of the invisible wool and I can teach Grover how to tie a ‘monkey fist’ knot in one end and have a soft version of a chain fighter’s equipment, plus a very effective garrote. And when the lamb is older and Grover has enough clothes, then maybe he can have invisible-lamb jerky to eat on assignments and not have to worry about his food being visible either. And several bones would make very effective daggers, and since the bones are invisible, Grover could have more weapons.”




Eww. That was a gross thought. She didn’t mind eating lamb, but she didn’t want to know the lamb personally first. That would be like eating your pet or something. It obviously didn’t bother Hanna a bit, but Alex knew Hanna was used to hunting down animals and killing them and eating them and making clothes out of them and everything else. Okay, Hanna probably didn’t get the whole ‘having an animal as a pet’ deal.




Maybe getting to go see Riley’s parents’ farm would be a good thing for Hanna.




The general came back in, looking a little ashen. That couldn’t be good. Riley was right behind him, looking sort of concerned. The general snapped, “Colonel, get your other key people in here pronto, and tell your IT men to stay out.” Jack called Graham, and in under a minute, Graham and Jo were back in the room.




The general glowered, “This is not to leave this room. Less than three hours ago, the mainland Chinese nuked three of their own cities. There was an outbreak of… something in Lanzhou, and apparently their police force couldn’t contain it, then their military couldn’t contain it, and it moved downstream with the river, whatever it is. The Chinese government nuked Lanzhou and everything downriver for fifty kilometers, and they have warned everyone downstream of Lanzhou not to drink the water until further notice. The President has not been able to get information out of the Chinese leaders, but the entire area around Lanzhou is on some sort of military alert.”




Jack said, “Sounds like they just had their own blob incident, only they didn’t have an SRI or a Terawatt.”




General Hammond grimaced, “Or their own GC-161 incident, or their own Desert Research Institute incident, or something even worse. At any rate, the Chinese are trying extra hard to crack down on political dissent and information dispersal right now, but they had to tell us and the Russians and the EU what the detonations meant, so they wouldn’t suddenly get bombed back to the Stone Age by everyone else on Earth.”




Jack frowned, “Well, I guess we know what Plan A is for these whackos.”




84. Bad News Bears



The general grimaced, “If we had been forced to drop nuclear weapons on Arizona or Philadelphia, it might have meant the end of the United States as a cohesive country. And if we fall apart, how many countries that depend on us would fall apart soon after?”




Jack pointed out, “If we hadn’t gone into Myrhorod or Siberia or those other little funfests and pulled a couple miracles, the Russians would have used nukes. As it was, we only beat their deadline in Myrhorod by a few hours. If Russia had fired an SS-19 into the middle of the Ukraine, it could have started a world war.”




The general thought out loud, “We’ve been discounting the terrorist angle because no one is claiming responsibility for any of these disasters, but what if they’re trying to create a disaster only they can stop, so the world would let them run things to control something a lot worse? Or what if they’re trying to get everyone else to kill each other off, so they can step in afterward and walk off with what’s left?”




Willow winced and asked, “Would there be anything left?”




The general nodded. “Even if every major city on Earth ate a nuke, there would still be a lot of unfired nukes, and there would still be huge areas left relatively undamaged. And this doesn’t sound like a country. The Collective sounds like a small organization capable of protecting themselves against a lot of different types of disasters. If their goal is to create a disaster that they — and only they — can survive, then building their own monsters might be their Plan A.”




Alex felt a little faint as she asked, “Do you think they’ll just pay Danielle Atron for the GC-161 formula and then put it into the water supply or the food supply of some huge population?”




Jack said, “They’d need to be able to stop their GC-161 monsters afterward, and we know that antidote didn’t do the job on Atron.”




Alex objected, “It’s pretty likely that Danielle Atron gave herself superpowers and then used the antidote on herself over and over, until she got the power set she wanted. I mean, getting exactly the powers she wanted on the first try is pretty unlikely.” And other-Sam and other-Willow had talked about that very thing to Alex.




Jack disagreed, “We know some GC-161 cases who need regular doses of antidote, and they didn’t do that.”




The general said, “These people might choose to take the GC-161 themselves.”




Alex winced a little. “That could be bad for them, since it has a lot of side effects, and they could end up like Cready instead of like me.”




“Cready?” the general asked.




Jack explained, “Victor Cready. Silvery shapeshifting, flight, and constantly on fire, sir. He was basically a pile of silvery goo that couldn’t go back to normal and was on fire forever, unable to turn it off or eat or sleep or anything. And he couldn’t stop feeling the pain from the fire. Not what I would call a good power combo.”




Riley added, “And sir, just in case, we have a hundred gallons of GC-161 antidote on order from Paradise Valley Chemical. We already have four gallons on hand here and several gallons on hand at Roswell, and we’re going to be stockpiling in key positions. Plus, we’ve acquired tranquilizer dart rifles and handguns so we can administer that antidote from a distance.”




General Hammond said, “I’m going to be briefing the President in three hours, so I have to get back to D.C. At the same meeting, I’ll be briefing the DHS Secretary and the Joint Chiefs. Without adjutants or executive assistants around. If we’re right, this could make the Cold War look like a panty raid.”




Hanna asked, “What is a ‘panty raid’?” Grover started whispering in her ear again. Alex watched as Hanna’s eyes bulged again. Finally, Hanna whispered back, a little too loudly, “And the girls do not shoot them, or break their necks, or anything?”




General Hammond looked kind of shocked, but Jack looked like he was having to make a real effort not to break into a huge grin.







After the meeting, they flew home. The Cessna went back to Camp Atron to drop off Alex and Willow, before going on to the Roswell base where Jo and Graham were stationed. Lieutenant Marshall was along on the plane too, with several big suitcases, so Alex figured he was moving to the Roswell base.




They couldn’t talk out loud about the meeting, but that didn’t stop Willow. Alex was right in the middle of a lesson on C operators, some of which were really weird, when a window popped up on her screen because Willow had hacked her way into Alex’s tablet. Then Willow hacked into Jo’s phone and Graham’s iPad, and they had a silent, four-way text chat for the rest of the trip.




Alex was kind of weirded out by the team’s guesses about The Collective, but Willow was totally freaked. She spent the entire flight using her connection to the sat phone to search on Maggie Walsh’s past, while she was chatting with Alex and Jo and Graham. Jo thought it was ‘business as usual,’ since they were going to be facing these threats anyway, and it only helped to know that there might be themes in common. Graham thought that knowing about The Collective was going to give them a big leg up as soon as they got some more intel, and then The Collective was going to get its ass kicked by the might of the SRI plus Terawatt. Willow really felt better hearing Graham and Jo’s take on things, but she was still unhappy when they got off the Cessna.




Alex asked Willow to drive over to her house and meet her there. Alex beat her home by a ton, and had plenty of time to change from her Terawatt uniform to something casual and fix her hair, so she was ordinary Alex when Willow drove up into the driveway. Then Alex plugged Willow’s car charger into their house current while she and Willow went up to Alex’s bedroom to chat. It took maybe an hour to calm Willow down, but Alex didn’t know what else to say. If these creeps were creepy enough to unleash blobs and stuff on the world, and mainland China had to nuke a little piece of itself to save the rest of the country, then things could get really bad. And all they could do was analyze data and be smart and try to save people.







The next day didn’t start out so terrific, either. After she chatted with Ray and Robyn and Nicole and Louis, she Skyped with Hanna and Cindy. And Hanna had some news. Charlie had taken her out to see a movie, and she had really enjoyed it, and Charlie had kissed her afterward, and she was so excited she could hardly sit still while they Skyped. Okay, she didn’t sit still. She got up and danced around her room while Cindy tried to keep the webcam on her so Alex could watch. Hanna didn’t know any dances, but she was really graceful, and just so happy it didn’t matter.




So Hanna and Cindy had decided that Hanna needed to stay in West Virginia instead of playing ‘exchange student’ at Alex’s school, at least for the first term of school. Cindy was talking about taking Hanna shopping for a special dress in case Charlie asked Hanna to one of the school dances, and Hanna was just so happy, and Cindy was going to teach Hanna how to do a bunch of different dances, starting with a couple ‘in’ dance moves and some classic dances Hanna could incorporate into her style. Alex told them how great the news was.




But once she hung up, she wasn’t feeling happy for Hanna. She was kind of surprised at how grouchy she was that Hanna wasn’t going to come out and be her ‘exchange student’ buddy for a few months. She went downstairs and ate like three things of Ben & Jerry’s. Even the Cherry Garcia that was her mom’s that she was supposed to leave alone. Oops. So then she had to go out and buy a new Cherry Garcia, and apologize to her mom too.




Even though she was mad about not having Hanna come stay with her, she still Skyped Grover and told him that he needed to make sure Charlie asked Hanna to every dance that year, because Hanna was really looking forward to it, but he needed to not let Cindy know Alex told him to tell Charlie. Hanna would be a lot happier if she thought it was all Charlie’s idea.




Then Terawatt Skyped with Jack for a few minutes. The Chinese really didn’t want to tell anyone what happened, so Jack didn’t know yet, and the Chinese army had a phenomenal number of soldiers stationed all around the blast zones watching in case anything came out, and the Chinese Navy was sailing up and down the river downstream of the blast, warning people to move away from the water and telling people that it would be radioactive and poisonous until further notice. Jack said that most of the people who lived within a mile or two of that river got their water from the river in one way or another, so they had no choice but to steal water from the river or die of thirst, so the problem was going to get a lot worse, and it was going to spread downstream whether the Chinese wanted to admit it or not.




Holy crud, that was horrible. And for all her powers, there was nothing she could do for any of those people. Even as Alex she couldn’t do anything. The Chinese still had a huge news blackout on it and had cut all internet connections, so not even Willow had been able to contact anyone in or near the area. And nobody knew anything except that the Chinese had exploded a couple nuclear bombs in some place way away from where they usually did their nuclear tests. But that meant Alex couldn’t even start a food drive or a clothing drive or anything to help those people, because she couldn’t admit she knew about the disaster. And those people could so use a bottled-water drive right now.




Sometimes, being a superheroine was just mega-cruddy.




So then Alex went downstairs to complain to her mom about stuff she couldn’t tell her mom about, but her mom was fixing final changes on her Master’s thesis and needed ‘alone time’.




So Alex went and sat in her room and did stuff without anybody else. It wasn’t sulking. It wasn’t! But she couldn’t call Ray or Robyn or Louis or Nicole to talk, because they all had work then, and it wasn’t time for Alex to go to Gloria’s store. And maybe Alex was a little worried that if she called Willow to complain about Hanna not coming out for fall term, Willow might be hurt that Alex wasn’t satisfied having Willow nearby. Plus Alex was getting text messages every thirty or forty minutes as Willow ransacked the DHS firewalls and systems and found signs that people had been trying to crack the firewalls and plant little backdoors. Alex knew you could create a backdoor into your system just by opening the wrong piece of email or clicking on the wrong thing on an untrusted website, unless you had stuff running on your machine to prevent that. But that meant Willow was buried in computer stuff and maybe didn’t have time to chat right now either.




So naturally, Alex’s mom came up looking all frowny. “Alex? Would you like to tell me about you and Ray Saturday night?”




“Huh?” She hadn’t done anything with Ray on Saturday night.




“Mrs. Alvarado just called me, and Ray didn’t get his own hotel room.”




Alex explained, “Well sure, because Willow got a whole hotel suite and said Ray could sleep on our couch, because there was this one huge room that was a living room and a kitchen and a dining room too, and then the bedrooms were separate rooms off to the sides.”




“And… did Ray sleep on the couch?”




Alex could have lied, but she still felt bad about some of the times she’d lied to her folks in the past. “No. We didn’t do anything, but I let him sleep in my bed. Which was totally king-sized. And we both had pajamas on. And I was wearing my long flannel happy puppies pajamas. And we just cuddled and went to sleep.”




“And Willow was okay with this?”




Oh crud. Alex was so not telling what Willow had done. She admitted, “You know when you gave me The Other Talk and it was so embarrassing?”




“It was pretty embarrassing for me too, but I didn’t do it for fun.”




Alex said, “Willow kind of gave me the X-rated version of The Other Talk and by the time she was done, I pretty much didn’t want to have sex until I was forty.”




“Well good for her,” Alex’s mom smiled.




Alex added, “And it wasn’t like I was gonna go do the sex thing with Ray anyway. I mean, I’ve sort of thought about it, but I’m not ready. I mean, parts of me are ready, but other parts are big with the whoa, so I’m not. And Ray’s being so great about it and being patient and everything, when everyone else on the basketball team is like ‘I’m a b-ball superstar so you must have sex with me right now.’ And anyway, I really didn’t need to hear about anal sex, which is so eww I can’t believe it.”




Her mom flinched a little, but said, “It’s a good thing if you learn about things before you encounter them and don’t know how to handle them.”




Alex groaned, “No kidding. Like those baby giant spiders.”




Her mom froze. “Like what baby giant spiders? Alex?”




Oh crud. Alex cringed and asked, “Could we just pretend I didn’t say that?”




“Absolutely not.”




Alex buried her face in her hands. This was going so swell. “Mom, there are things I can’t talk about, and then there are things you really don’t wanna know. And you really don’t wanna know about the spiders.”




Her mom said, “I thought there was just one.”




Alex gave in. “I’ll tell you about this if you really, really want, but you’ll be sorry. You totally do not want to hear this. This is worse than getting kidnapped by Danielle. It’s worse than that giant blob. It’s bad.”




Her mom thought it over and said, “Tell me.”




Alex tried not to wince as she said, “The giant two hundred foot spider? Female. And preggers.”




Her mom paled and slowly asked, “How many babies?”




Alex said, “Tarantulas like that lay a bunch of eggs, put ’em in a spidersilk sac, and then they all hatch at once.”




“How many?”




Alex confessed, “Maybe five hundred, and each of the babies was about the size of a Volkswagen Beetle.”




Her mom gulped. “And how close were you?”




Alex told the truth. “I was in the back of the cave planting bombs when the egg sac ripped open and they came pouring out. I nearly died about three times. We all nearly died. It was really, really bad. Like ‘scariest horror movie in the world’ bad.”




Her mom was ashen, but still said, “I’m going to have a little chat with that Colonel O’Neill of yours.”




She insisted, “Don’t be mean to him. He’s the only reason we got there in time and kept Arizona from being overrun with giant man-eating tarantulas. And when Hanna stopped running and started shooting at the things so they’d still be in the cave when the bomb went off, Jack ran back to rescue her, even though he knew he couldn’t get out in time and he was either gonna get eaten alive by giant spiders or burned alive by a huge super-napalm bomb. Or both at the same time.”




Her mom just pointed out, “But he’s not dead.”




“I grabbed him and Hanna, and I did the silvery puddle instead of flying out of the cave. And I didn’t know if I could outrun the spiders or survive the heat of the super-napalm blast.”




Her mom said, “But you saved them.”




Alex nodded. “But just barely. I couldn’t outrun the spiders like that, and they would’ve got me if the bomb hadn’t gone off. And I’m not sure I could’ve survived that fire a whole lot longer. It was way hotter than the Fireguy who attacked Libby.”




Her mom frowned, “What was that Hanna thinking?”




Alex admitted, “Mom, Hanna isn’t normal. She was genetically engineered to be a super-soldier, and she has chunks of DNA that aren’t even human. She doesn’t have fear. I think maybe she understands what it is, but she doesn’t have it. There was a swarm of hideous, scary giant monsters coming at her faster than… well, faster than I could puddle with other people, and she just wanted to make sure the swarm didn’t get out of the cave before the bomb went off. She totally wasn’t afraid of being eaten alive by giant monsters, or being burned alive. Jack was, but he had to try to save Hanna instead of running for it. He doesn’t like having ‘kids’ in his ops.”




Her mom finally said, “But you’d be in these ‘ops’ whether he wanted you to or not.”




Alex nodded. “Hanna too. She was bred to be a soldier, and the guy she thought was her dad raised her to be a killer. She doesn’t know how to step back from these kinds of things. At least Jack found her a really great mom who takes good care of her, and good friends, and a boyfriend, even if Jack probably isn’t too thrilled about that part.”




“Why wouldn’t Jack be happy about that?”




Alex told her, “Because the boy she likes, who likes her back? It’s Jack’s son Charlie, and he knows what Hanna really is, and he doesn’t care.”




Her mom finally said, “The thing with the spiders was a lot worse than you’re telling me, wasn’t it?” Alex nodded unhappily. Her mom gently ran a hand through Alex’s hair and said, “I’m going to call Colonel O’Neill. And if he thinks it was too horrible to tell me, maybe… I’ll let it drop. It’s scary enough just watching you fly off on these adventures and knowing you may never come home.”




Alex thought about all those people in China who were never going to get to say the things they’d been meaning to say. She threw her arms around her mother. “I love you, mom.”




“I love you too, but I’m not too happy with your colonel right now.”




Alex said, “He’s not my colonel. He’s Willow’s colonel.”




“And that’s another thing I want to discuss with that man.”




Alex cringed. “Mom? Please let Willow and Jack handle this on their own. Or at least talk to Willow first.”




Her mom smiled, “That’s an excellent idea, honey!” She trotted off down the stairs.




But the more Alex thought about it, the worse an idea it sounded in her head. Her mom was too old to have Willow telling her about freaky sex acts and stuff like that. If Willow told her mom that she told Alex about that ‘chocolate pop’ thing, Alex knew she was going to die of humiliation.




Maybe Willow would tell her mom about that Psylocke costume and get her mom totally derailed on lecturing Willow about inappropriate clothing choices. And that would probably get Alex a lecture on the skintight Kitty Pryde costumes she had been wearing.




Alex grumbled, “What else can go wrong today?”




And her Terawatt phone went off. Oh crud.




She stared up at the ceiling and gasped, “I’m really, really sorry I said it, and I’ll never say it again, okay? Don’t make it be something bad!” She was so dumb. Why did she say that? Why did she even think it? That was just like the dumb guy in a bad movie who says ‘hey nothing can go wrong’ or ‘let me go check out the cellar all by myself’ or ‘I’m sure it’s dead now’ or ‘let’s split up so we can cover more ground’ or one of those things that meant irony was about to hit that guy with a sixteen ton weight.




She answered the phone, making sure she was in her Terawatt voice. “Terawatt here.”




“This is Hermione Granger, of the E.U. Terawatt Liaison Office. I hope you remember me. I think we have a Terawatt Code Red on an island just off the coast of Ireland.”





85. Island…



Alex managed not to gulp out loud. “Of course I remember you, Hermione. And if you think it’s a Code Red, I’ll be there as soon as I can. Let me see how fast I can get there, and I’ll call you back.”




Hermione said, “All right. I’ll be at this number for another two hours, at least.”




Alex hung up and dialed Jack. “Tera, if this is about why the Teramom is on the warpath…”




“Jack, stop it.” Maybe she sounded really serious, because he stopped. “Hermione Granger just called me. She thinks they have a Terawatt Code Red just off the coast of Ireland.”




Jack said, “Hang on a second and let me get Walter on the line too.”




Walter’s voice piped up, “Yes colonel?”




“Walter, how fast can we get Terawatt to Ireland?”




“Umm, let me see… Okay, availability’s good… Maintenance got done on schedule… Okay, with refueling and towing, we can have our Blackbird doing a touch-and-go at Camp Atron in… forty-seven minutes. And we can have her in Ireland three hours after that.”




Jack said, “Then let’s do it. Tera? Forty-seven minutes from now.”




She replied, “Thanks. I owe you one. Another one.”




He insisted, “I’ll count that against the several hundred I owe you.”




She hung up and called Hermione. “Terawatt here. I can be there in four hours.”




“Four hours? Are you going to steal an SR-71?” Hermione joked.




Alex admitted, “Colonel O’Neill is pulling a two-seater Blackbird for me.”




“What!?” Hermione squawked. “I can’t believe… No, come to think of it, I can. Your Colonel O’Neill seems to specialize in either making people want to work with him, or else making people want to punch him in the nose.”




“And there may be a few people who feel both ways at the same time.”




Hermione said, “When can I give you a briefing?”




Alex said, “First, call Colonel O’Neill and give him a destination, so he can arrange the flights. By then, I ought to be on my way to a pick-up point, and when I get there, I’ll call you. Once I’m on the Blackbird, I won’t have comms during the trip.”




Hermione tensely replied, “Fine. I just… I’ll brief you when you call back.”




Alex dove into her gymbag and changed into her Terawatt outfit. Then she made sure the gymbag was ready, just in case: the baggie of undies, the pair of pajamas, the dopp kit, the ‘disguise’ valise from Jack, the change of clothes she’d just dropped off, the stacks of energy bars… Oh right, she needed the tablet and chargers, along with that converter for European voltages. She bundled that up and shoved that into the gymbag.




She flew downstairs and called out, “Mom? I’ve gotta go.”




Her mom came out of the home office and looked at her. “Oh honey, you just got back. How are you going to get through school if you’re rushing off every day?”




She clenched her teeth. “Mom, if I don’t rush off ‘every day,’ there may not be anything like schools left for people to go to.”




Her mom hugged her and tried not to burst into tears. “Be careful, honey. No… giant spiders this time, okay?”




She made a face. “If I never ever see another spider bigger than a garden spider, it’ll still be too soon.”




She flew into the kitchen and made herself four sandwiches, which she wolfed down with several glasses of milk. Then she grabbed her gymbag, went silvery, and puddled off to the secret exit in the garage.




In under a minute, she was flying up out of the dry creek and up to six or seven hundred feet in the air. She headed for Camp Atron. Once she got to the north-south runway and set herself up at the south end of the runway, about four hundred feet in the air, she glanced at the clock on her phone and called Hermione.




“Hi. It’s Terawatt. I have about twenty-six minutes before my pick-up.”




Hermione said, “Great. Okay, first off, the SIS has a lot of ‘cooperators.’ Just regular people we’ve encountered in the past, who are willing to let us know when they see something they think falls into our bailiwick. There’s this young woman who’s dating Dr. David West, one of the top orthopedists in London. She knows about us, because her father is extremely rich and a few years ago, MI-5 had to stop an attempted kidnapping of her family by a South American crime family. So when two men came to Dr. West with a bizarre case, she managed to tag along and phone us with the intel before her father’s helicopter pilot flew her and the doctors to Petrie’s Island. A doctor out on the island has a corpse that has no cuts or anything, but the body has no bones left. And it was a normal, healthy man just hours earlier, when he went out to take a walk and probably hit the local pub. She called it in because she thought it sounded more like an SIS case than a normal medical case. My software immediately flagged it as a possible Code Yellow. I sent it up the line and notified the EU Terawatt liaison as a possible situation.




“Then Jimmy Marlowe came and told me he’d found Petrie’s Island supposedly had a satellite phone, which was out of order, even though it was at a high-tech research facility. A Dr. Phillips, who is supposed to be doing cancer research according to his grants, has a private research lab on the island with maybe half a dozen staff members. We can’t make contact with them, and the cable out to the island appears to be broken. Both of those happening at the same time is ridiculously unlikely, unless it’s deliberate.




“So we investigated the grants for this Dr. Phillips and found that his grant proposals have some suspicious flags, including the ugly fact that most of his ‘published papers’ were never published. Someone should have checked that. The granting agencies were either suborned or hoodwinked. That raised the situation to a Code Orange.”




Alex told her, “Given what we’ve seen in Pennsylvania and Arizona, I’d agree pretty strongly.”




Hermione went on, “MI-5 tasked a team to take a boat over and investigate. They had a sat phone with them, along with heavy weaponry. They called in when they reached the island where it’s closest to the laboratory. They missed their next check-in two hours later, and they haven’t made any check-ins since. That made it a Code Red, and if an amphibious team analogous to your Navy SEALs couldn’t handle whatever this is, I think that makes it a Terawatt situation.”




Alex could hear something else in Hermione’s voice. It sounded like more anxiety than she would have expected. Alex carefully asked, “What is it you’re not telling me?”




Hermione half-sobbed, “They’ve tasked another team. Ron and Harry are on it. They’ll be landing on the island in less than three hours.”




Alex thought about the Ron and Harry she knew from another dimension, and winced a little. “I’ll get there as fast as I can.”




She still had to cool her heels in mid-air until the SR-71 showed up. And then she had to match speeds to grab onto the canopy and ooze into the cockpit, which took her three tries. Like before, she was too slow the first time. But then she took off too soon the second time and then she couldn’t come back and match speeds, so she needed a third try to land her morph on the canopy and quickly ooze in through the Terawatt port.




She didn’t know if it was just bad luck, or if she let her worry about Hermione get to her, but it meant an extra five minutes or so before the Blackbird could take off for real, and she knew from what Hermione said that she might be cutting it pretty close already. She just stayed silvery and said, “Ireland, please.”




“You got it, Terawatt. Check that the port’s sealed. We’ll be at altitude in no time.”




And it was an awesome view. It was like sitting on the edge of space. The sky was black overhead, and even with the sun fiercely shining down on her, she could make out stars off at the edges of the blackness. They were so high the Earth curved underneath them. They moved so fast she could see the world moving under her. They curved up high into Canada and over Greenland before aiming at the British Isles.




But it was still taking hours. It would be night in Ireland long before she got there.







Harry Potter didn’t like the situation. It wasn’t his first mission for the SIS, and MI-6 had shared him with the MI-5 guys before. It wasn’t his first assignment where he got the job because someone else had already tried and failed. After all, his whole life had been like that part. And it certainly wasn’t as if this was the first time he had probably been given inadequate or completely wrong intelligence on the mission parameters. Hell, he’d been lied to since he was old enough to understand words. He could still see his aunt and uncle insisting his parents died in a car crash — although it wasn’t their fault that they had no way of knowing what had really happened. What had happened to his parents was still classified.




On the plus side, he had Ron along. Oh, Ron wasn’t perfect, but he was bloody loyal, and he’d risk his own neck if that was what it took to keep you safe. Harry still remembered the insane stunt Ron had survived when they were eleven, and that was just to give Harry a chance to stop the bad guys. Ron was also really good with boats and navigation, so if something happened to their pilot, they weren’t going to be stranded. In Ron’s family, activities like boating and horsemanship weren’t so much typical as they were mandatory. Ron was also a bloody good number four in polo, although his older brother Charlie had been a star number one player and got most of the attention for it.




Besides Ron, and Barry their boat pilot, he had the MI-5 crew. Reg Sanders was ex-SAS, and Harry knew from experience he was tough as nails. Harry hadn’t met Mike and Thom before, but if Reg said they were topnotch, that was good enough for Harry.




Still, an MI-5 crew had landed here less than twenty-four hours ago, and hadn’t made their second check-in. They hadn’t had time to make an emergency sat phone call, either. That usually meant something supremely nasty. Harry had seen the ‘overwhelming enemy forces’ version of that, as well as the ‘deadly traps’ version and the ‘ferocious attack animals’ version. But this was supposed to be a quaint Irish island, not the personal dacha of a high-ranking ex-KGB gunrunner, or the highly-fortified retreat of an Iranian terrorist.




Mike was on point as they moved down the coastline. Their boat had put in about two hundred yards north of their present position, and they were moving stealthily to the position the first boat was supposed to be. They were tasked with first finding out what had happened to Team One, and then finding out what was going on at Phillips Laboratories. Harry rather suspected they would turn out to be the same task. That was the way these things tended to work.




The first team’s boat was a Zodiac. Fast, functional, effective, and incredibly uncomfortable when you were rocketing through freezing waters in the dead of night. It was pulled up on the shoreline with the motor properly raised. Reg signaled Mike to halt his forward progress while Reg and Thom did a recon of the terrain, in case there were fireteams just waiting to put a few rounds through someone looking into the disappearance of Team One.




It took about ten minutes for Reg and Thom to work their way through the rocky terrain and ensure that there weren’t any lurking forces in strong defensive positions. Reg gave Harry and Ron the signal to move up into supporting positions, and then he gave Mike the signal to check the boat.




Mike moved carefully and took a quick peek, pointing his weapon into the boat at the same time in case of a threat.




He was supposed to move back, but he just stood there staring into the boat.




Reg signaled for Mike to move, but he didn’t. Harry moved up to support, and he took a quick look.




He had a sudden urge to vomit. He had seen some pretty hideous sights in his life, starting back when he was eleven, but he had never seen anything like this. It looked like a man who had no bones left in his body. It looked like a rubbery, impossible mass of unsupported flesh. And whatever had done this to the guy had done it so quickly that the man hadn’t had the time to call for help on the sat phone, which was still folded up in its case.




And what was the point of developing a weapon like that? It couldn’t possibly be as fast or as accurate as a bullet. Could it be some sort of chemical warfare weapon? If so, how could it possibly work?




Harry went right to the comms, even though Reg preferred going with hand signals. “Boatman down. Cause unknown. Method unknown. Op mode unknown. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life. Everyone needs to see this, because this is what the rest of Team One may look like right now.”




After Reg and Thom both looked and cursed like sailors, Ron slipped over and took a look. “Bloody hell.”




Reg muttered, “Should’ve known the pureblood would swear like a girl.”




Harry defended his friend, “Not here and not now, Reg. This is well beyond our tasking. We need to radio in a report right now.”




Mike was carrying the sat phone. He and Ron set it up. Then Reg made the call. “Iron One to Gold. Iron One to Gold. Come in.”




“Gold three here.”




“Iron one. Team Lead is on island. Lead boat in place. Lead five in boat dead, looking like someone walked off with every bone in his body and left the rest completely intact. There’s not a sign of any wound or injury or even any blood, and not a sign that he had the time to take any countermeasures or try to call out. However it was done, they also didn’t put any guard on the boat.”




“Gold three to Iron one. Will notify Gold one. Continue mission. Reset check-in to thirty minutes from… now.”




“Roger that. Iron one, over and out.”




Harry glanced at his watch. Thirty minutes. In thirty minutes, a mission could go from ‘standard op’ to ‘utter disaster’ and back again. And then straight to ‘much worse disaster.’ He had seen it happen.




Reg moved them forward, this time with Thom on point.




They worked their way through the rocky shoreline and up onto the thin soils of the flat part of the island. They moved as silently as they could manage through the trees, aiming for the old house that was supposed to be the base for Phillips Laboratories, as well as Dr. Phillips’ home.




“Iron one, iron three. Noise up ahead.”




“Iron three, iron one. What kind of noise?”




“Iron three, dunno. Never heard anything like it in my life.”




“Iron one, proceed with caution.”




Then Harry heard it. The sound was eerie. It wasn’t like any sound a human would make. It was like… It was like a theremin and a synthesizer had a giant baby, and the baby was trying to peel off its rubber panties. All right, he didn’t have a decent description. But if it wasn’t connected to what had happened to the boatman, Harry was going to be very surprised.




Harry moved forward, his silenced submachine gun at the ready. The silencer was over a foot long and it wouldn’t completely silence the weapon, but it was pretty effective. Instead of sounding like someone was emptying a magazine from a machine gun, the sound would be more like standing near a microwave while popcorn popped.




He didn’t know who was there, or what they were using, but he was fully prepared to use the weapons he had. He didn’t like killing, but he was a killer. There was no getting around it. If he hadn’t been so upset about doing it, they probably would have slapped a ‘sociopath’ label on him. After all, his first kill was at age eleven. It was self-defense, and he was trying to stop a madman from doing something drastic, but he was definitely responsible for the death of a teacher. His second kill was at age twelve, trying to save Ron’s little sister from someone even worse. It was little wonder the SIS was angling to place him in the Double Oh series, just like his dad had been.




It was dark as hell out here with no electric lights until they got to Phillips’ lab, but his eyes had adjusted. His eyesight was one of his real advantages, just like his reflexes.




And that was why he spotted it when something like a heavy rope swished through the air at Thom’s neck. The end of it wrapped around Thom’s neck, and he began to scream in agony.




Harry sprinted at his best speed for Thom, before most of the rest of the team had even reacted. He had his Fairbairn out and flashing through the air to cut that rope in half.




His combat knife with its razor-sharp edge hit the ‘rope’ and bounced off. And that was when he saw that it wasn’t a rope. It was some sort of tendril or tentacle, and it was a part of a sickly-colored monstrosity that was like nothing that he’d ever seen or heard of. It looked like a two hundred pound boulder covered in scaly grayish-green armor that was shaped like a towel draping over the boulder.




He leapt back and pulled his weapon up. He put five rounds into it from less than six feet away. And the slugs did nothing. By then, Thom had stopped screaming, but someone else was screaming just like Thom had a few moments earlier. The thing let go of Thom, who sank to the ground like a boneless pile of mush.




The thing shifted its position slightly and moved toward Harry in a scuttling motion that made the hair stand up on the back of his neck.




He took a step backward, now fully aware of what had happened to the boatman and all of Team One. It was just what was going to happen to all of Team Two.




There were sounds behind him too. He jumped back out of the way of that obviously-lethal tentacle, and looked behind him. Reg was down, and one of the things had a tentacle wrapped around his arm. He wasn’t moving anymore. Two other things had cut off Harry’s retreat.




Ron stepped too far forward, until he was within reach of one of Harry’s pursuers. Then Ron emptied a magazine into the thing.




The only effect he got was attracting the thing’s attention. Its tentacle whipped around toward Ron.




Ron leapt backward and retreated a couple yards before stopping. The thing came after him, as did its partner. Harry had just enough room to skirt the things and rejoin Ron and Mike.




Mike was cursing furiously, but managed to stop swearing long enough to listen as Harry said, “We’ve got to retreat to a safe point where we can call this in. If we can’t find a spot where we’ll be safe for at least three minutes, we move to the shoreline and take the zodiac around to our boat. Maybe, if we’re lucky, your pilot’s still alive too.”




Ron looked dreadfully affronted at the idea of treating the zodiac’s boatman so casually, but he kept his mouth shut. Harry knew Ron might argue against a plan he didn’t like if they were in private, but he was too loyal to argue with Harry in front of strangers.




They turned and moved back toward the shoreline. They hardly managed to get a hundred feet through the woods when Harry heard that sound again. Only louder. And coming from everywhere in front of them. He’d lost a lot of his night vision from firing at that thing and seeing Ron unload a magazine at the other one. So he announced, “Flare.”




His two remaining teammates scrunched up their eyes, and Harry fired the modified flare pistol he often carried. Sometimes you needed light. Sometimes you needed fire. Sometimes you needed something more. He usually carried a cut-down flare pistol with a special load Hermione had gotten one of the SIS armorers to make: a ‘flare’ that fired what was really a small thermite bomb. He fired the first shot into the air.




The entire forest was suddenly lit up with a viciously-bright white light that slowly drifted downward. Harry almost wished he hadn’t looked, because there was an army of the things spread out before them. Things were coming at them from every direction in front of them, and more things were coming up on their flanks and their rear.




Harry pulled out a second ‘flare’ and peeled off the tab on the front before slapping it into the chamber of the flaregun. Peeling off the tab destroyed the parachute, so it would fire more like a projectile, and then burn through anything it hit. Hermione was dangerously creative. She had been for as long as he’d known her.




Harry fired the thermite charge, and it hit the closest thing dead on. If he had shot any normal creature, even a rhino, with a thermite charge, it would have been screaming in agony by now. The thing just kept coming, making that horrific, unnatural squealing noise.




Ron said, “Grenades.” Harry pulled out one, and Mike pulled out another. “Pins. Release on three, then throw toward the back of the crowd. One, two, three!”




Harry pulled the pin, let the spoon go flying, and hurled the grenade. He saw Ron’s and Mike’s go flying as well. Ron counted off, “Two, three… Drop!”




They dropped flat, covering their ears and squeezing their eyes closed, while opening their mouths. The grenades went off nearly together, sending blasts of metal shards everywhere. Harry kipped up to his feet and checked the damage.




Trees near the blast were damaged. Shrubs near the blast were annihilated. The creatures seemed to be hardly bothered.




The things closed in on their position. Ron told them, “Okay, the group behind us is spread out a lot thinner. I’ll tackle one and you two sprint past me toward the labs. Maybe you can make it to a defensive position.”




Harry gritted his teeth. One of them had to make the sacrifice, or all three of them would be dead in seconds. And even if Ron’s idea worked, that still didn’t mean Harry and Mike would last even five more minutes out here with what seemed like scores of the things.




But Ron had made enough sacrifices. And Ron had a family to go home to, and Hermione too. Harry knew he wasn’t going to let Ron make this particular sacrifice. Not after seeing and hearing the agony of Thom’s and Reg’s deaths.




He opened his mouth to say so, when a bloody miracle dropped into their laps.







Alex was still probably flying at around two hundred miles an hour when she saw the flare. Well, she was pretty sure it was a flare. From as high up as she was, she could see pretty much the entire island, so she knew where the town was, because of the lights. But the flare meant trouble, so she headed straight for it.




She had oozed out of the Blackbird at forty thousand feet, which was a little rough on her pilot, but it let him drop her off and still get to the British air force base he was heading for before he ran out of jet fuel, since he hadn’t stopped in New York or Greenland for a refuel, and he hadn’t slowed down for a mid-air refuel either. Then she had flown down toward the island, which would have been just awesomely fun if she wasn’t so worried about Hermione’s friends.




The second flare looked like it went into the ground, which was probably a bad sign. And the loud bangs sounded like someone was setting off explosives. She didn’t know what kind, but she knew it wasn’t a kid with fireworks.




By then she was slowing down and heading for the treeline, and she was getting close enough to see three guys in black camo gear who were surrounded by… Squeaky lumps?




The lumps were closing in on the men, and there were a lot more of them on the east side, so she tried to clear a path for the guys starting on the west side. She hurled a lightning bolt at one of the things and hit it dead on. Then she blasted two more that were close to it.




And the things were still waving those icky-looking tentacle things that reminded her way too much of that really dirty Japanese manga she caught Robyn reading that one time. The one with the schoolgirls in crazy-short skirts and the tentacle-monsters. Ick.




They didn’t even have a burn mark or anything. Great, so they were electricity-proof. The guys had guns and explosives and couldn’t get away, so scratch the whole ‘shoot your way out’ deal. That didn’t leave her with a lot of options.





86. …of Terror



Alex landed hard right in front of the three men. Even with the camo makeup on their faces, she instantly recognized Harry and Ron. Even if this Harry didn’t wear glasses.




Harry said, “I don’t know what they are, but if they touch you, it’s lethal.”




The guy she didn’t know added, “And fucking painful.”




Ron put in, “And they’re pretty much indestructible, so I hope you can carry us out of here.”




She told him, “Sorry, but cargo jet isn’t one of my powers.”




There were dozens to the east and north and south, but only five to the west. She grabbed the closest one with her telekinesis and heaved. Crud, these things were heavy! She couldn’t lift it. She had to strain as hard as she could, and still she just barely managed to drag it across the ground and slam it into one of the other monsters.




Both monsters were unharmed. They just waved their tentacles at her, so she used all of her telekinesis on the tentacles instead. She grabbed one, wrapped it around that other tentacle, and tied a fast square knot.




“Bloody hell, that’s marvelous!” Ron cheered.




She strode forward and grabbed the next-closest one in a telekinetic grip. She shoved it into another monster and tied a knot in their tentacles too. That left a thirty foot gap between the two tied-up pairs, and the things just sort of struggled mindlessly without any idea how to get free. So she grabbed the fifth one, slid it across the ground past her, and slammed it into one of the things coming up behind them.




Ron snapped on a tiny halogen light. “Let’s move it! There’s a lab building somewhere up ahead that might be a safe area.”




Harry asked, “Ron, where do you think these things came from?”




“Oh hell.”




She lifted fifteen feet off the ground and went flying ahead of them. She used her lightning like a big lightbulb, arcing bolts back and forth between her extended arms. It gave her more than enough light to see what was out there for quite a ways around her. She found three more of the things moving toward the light… or the noise or the sound or something that spelled out food to them. Maybe scent or chemical signatures or even vibrations in the ground.




She landed on the ground so she had enough telekinesis to handle the things. Then she dragged one across the ground to a second one and tied their tentacles in another knot. After that, she dragged the third one over to a small tree and tied its tentacle around the tree trunk. She leapt up into the air and made another sweep.




Oh crud.




She landed and checked out what she thought she’d seen. It was really there. She felt like urping. Five commandos who now looked like yucky man-shaped blobs.




Harry was on point, so he caught up to her first. “Yeah, that’s got to be the team we were sent to check on.”




Unnamed Guy came up next. “That’s Team One. At least, it’s their gear.” He used his assault rifle to poke one of the dead men, and it looked like he was poking a thing made out of rubber and not properly inflated.




Ron muttered, “Bloody hell, it’s like they have no bones left.”




Harry listened carefully for a couple seconds. “I don’t hear any of the things. Maybe we’re clear for the moment.”




Unnamed Guy checked, “Can we call in now?”




Harry looked at her and asked, “Can you sweep around us and keep these monsters off us long enough for us to make a sat phone call back to base?”




Alex said, “Sure. Hermione will be glad to hear you’re still okay.”




Harry froze. “Hermione Granger sent you?” Alex nodded.




Ron fervently declared, “I love that girl.”




Unnamed Guy said, “I’m pretty damn fond of ’er myself right now, and I’ve never even seen ’er.”




They set up the sat phone and called in, as Alex made big circular sweeps around their site to make sure nothing was creeping up on them. When she saw they were packing the sat phone away again, she swung back to them.




Harry announced, “They’ll have a tac team in a helicopter here in an hour or so, and a boat that can use the island’s docks a couple hours after that.”




Alex stopped in mid-air. Off in the distance, the sound was changing.




Ron worried, “I don’t know what that means, but we ought to find out if it’s good or bad.”




Alex said, “Keep going forward, and I’ll catch up in a minute.” Then she jetted off toward the things that were back behind them.




When she saw what was going on, she gasped, “Oh crud!”




She spun about and caught up with the trotting commandos in no time. She flew just above them and told them, “It’s bad. They’re… I think they’re dividing like amoebas.”




Harry groaned, “So in a few minutes there’ll be twice as many, and they’ll need to eat? Great.”




Ron asked, “Can you blast ’em with those lightning bolts while they’re in the middle of… umm… mitosis?”




Harry muttered, “I didn’t think you were paying any attention in biology classes.”




Ron shrugged, “Just the lessons where that cute blonde student teacher with the big… amoebas did the talking.”




Alex rolled her eyes. “Keep moving toward the building, and I’ll try it out and come back.”




She leapt into the air and went up to about thirty feet, so she was well out of reach of the icky things. Then she put out her hands and used her lightning like an arc lamp. It looked like the ones she had knotted together couldn’t divide properly, but every other one was in the midst of splitting into two monsters. There was a gross, soupy mess in between them with DNA or something floating in the goo.




She tried a massive electrical blast right into the soupy part in between the dividing halves. The two halves stopped moving, but she couldn’t tell if she had stunned them or killed them or not even inconvenienced them. Still, she blasted another dozen of the splits before it was too late and the things had separated into intact monsters.




They seemed to be attracted to light, since they were focusing on her and waving their tentacles at her. She was really glad she was out of their reach. And it looked like she had managed to fry almost all the ones she had blasted. Unfortunately, where there had been maybe fifty before, there were now about seventy or eighty. And who knew how much trouble the town was in?




She turned around and soared up above the treetops so she could race at her top speed toward where the commandos were. And she caught up with them just about the time they reached an old stone mansion. Well, British people probably wouldn’t think it was old, but it looked old to her. She flew around it, using her lightning to see better, and she didn’t like what she found.




She landed beside Harry. “The front door is open. A door that looks like it goes down into a cellar is busted off its hinges from an impact that came from the inside. And there’s an open window north of the front door, along with a couple windows smashed out on the south side of the ground floor. It looks like there’s lights on down in the basement part, but nothing on upstairs and only one or two lights on around the front door. Oh, and I managed to knock out maybe a dozen of the things, but all the others split into two smaller, probably hungrier monsters.”




Harry thought it over. “So our monsters can probably come and go from here whenever they feel like it. Great.”




Ron said, “We’ll just have to be careful, but we’ve got to get in there and find the labs and find out what these maniacs did, so someone can figure out how to stop it.”




Unnamed Guy asked, “And who figures out that bit?”




Ron pointed at Harry. “If Harry can’t come up with something on the spot, we’ll contact Hermione and let her figure something out.”




Unnamed Guy sneered, “And what if Harry and your girlfriend can’t come up with something?”




Ron staunchly said, “Never happened before, Mike. If Hermione can’t figure it out, it’s probably not doable.”




Harry frowned, “If we can’t stop these things, and we can’t find someone who can figure it out, we’re looking at an Option Failsafe.”




“Christ,” swore the guy whose name was apparently Mike.




Alex said, “I take it you’re talking a nuclear option.” Harry nodded unhappily. “Then you’d be the second country that had to take that option this week.”




Harry checked, “That’s what happened in China?”




Ron choked, “These things were loose somewhere else?”




Alex admitted, “We don’t know what happened in China because they won’t tell anyone, and they’ve cut their internet and satellite connectivity. But there are lots of possibles other than these things.”




Harry said, “I guess you would know about that, if anyone would.”




Alex told them, “Look, I’d be happier if you guys found a room with a secure door and held your position until I got back, but I figure you’re going to do what you were sent here to do.” After all, it was what Hanna would do. Or Riley. Or Graham. Or Jo. Come to think of it, she’d do the same thing.




Come to think of it, she had done the same thing. More than once.




She leapt into the air and flew off toward the village. She soared up above the treetops, so she could go as fast as she could. It wasn’t a huge island, anyway.




Uh-oh. There was a big cattleyard chock full of really dead cows. If the townspeople had tried to round up all the farm animals to starve the monsters, it looked like it had totally failed. And there was a town hall or something in the middle of the town that had lights strung up on it like a giant ‘come eat me tonight’ sign. She really hoped these people had a plan and they weren’t inside there. If it was her, she’d have the building full of dynamite, while she sat a hundred yards out to sea in a boat with a remote detonator in one hand.




Extra uh-oh. The things were swarming all over the building. They were even up on the roof. Alex could hear the horrid squeaky sounds of dozens and dozens of monsters. Even worse, she could hear the sounds of men and women screaming in terror from inside the building.




The roof had skylights. As soon as one of the things crawled over a skylight, it would break through, and the people inside were going to have deadly monsters raining down on top of them.







Ron listened while Harry gave the orders. “Ron, you and I move through the broken cellar door and investigate. Mike, you take up a position here, where you can watch for anything coming our way. If we run into some of these things down in the labs, we need to know we can retreat to your position.” Both men nodded in understanding. “Now we don’t know how these things hunt, but they seem to be attracted to light and noise. So we don’t use our own lights unless we have to, and we keep quiet as much as we can.” He got two more nods. “And I’ll take point.”




“Not a chance, mate,” Ron insisted in a whisper. “You’re now team leader.”




Mike agreed with Ron, “You don’t get to do stupid crap like take point.”




Harry sighed and let Ron take point.




Ron carefully stepped over the wreckage of the door. It was pretty obvious that something really strong had smashed the door off its hinges from the inside and then rolled right over it. The small glass window was crushed. The doorknob was broken off from the door. The hinges were bent until the door was lying flat on the concrete ramp up out of the basement.




The lab was probably down there. The door was extra-wide, and the concrete ramp was probably the only reasonable way to get heavy equipment in and out of the building. But an underground lab area would be really easy to get trapped in. He assumed there were interior steps leading up to the ground floor, but just one of those things could block an entire staircase.




He wondered how Hermione had gotten an American superheroine to fly all the way here at the drop of a hat. It was probably that new project she couldn’t talk about. And it wasn’t as if this was the first time she’d pulled a rabbit out of her hat.




Ron had slung his rifle over his shoulder, since it wasn’t going to do him a lot of good if they ran into another one of these indestructible things. Instead, he had pulled out what looked like a bicyclist’s rear mirror stuck on the end of a collapsible car antenna. Harry preferred an SAS spec ops periscope, but Hermione had made this for Ron, and Ron was attached to it. Just as well, because it was probably more useful this time.




Ron moved as silently as he could to the heavy wooden door at the other end of the hallway. This one was still on its hinges. But something ridiculously strong had smashed its way through the bottom third of the door on its way out of the basement.




He adjusted the mirror and extended the ‘antenna’ part before he slid it through the hole in the door. He looked to both sides, then checked above the door too. He gave the signal for ‘clear’ and grabbed the door handle.




It was locked, and not going to yield.







Harry watched as Ron tested the door and found it securely locked. That meant that they were either going to have to pick the lock, shoot out the lock, smash the door down, or let Ron crawl through that hole. Making noise would not be good. Letting Ron stick his head through there was just asking for trouble. What he wouldn’t give at times like this for a magic wand that would unlock doors.




Ron knelt down and used his mirror to keep watch, while Harry stepped forward and fished out his lockpicking set. He’d gotten rather decent at it over the years, but there were still plenty of high-end keyed locks which he couldn’t pick. Granted, these days there were plenty of high-end keyed locks which almost no one could pick.




He worked on the lock for five minutes before Ron tapped on his leg and gave the hand signal for ‘advance.’ Harry sighed to himself, put away the lockpicks, and nodded.




Ron carefully checked once more with the mirror, then stuck his head and shoulders through. Harry tensed up… but nothing happened. Ron squeezed through and quickly unlocked the door from the other side. Harry yanked it open and followed.




There was a zigzag in the hallway up ahead. Ron stopped and used the mirror to check around the corner, then moved forward. Harry followed, trying to provide support when he had no weapons which were useful. He was wielding an entrenching tool, which might be as good as he had. Ron checked around the second corner, and then stepped into the hallway.




Harry followed, and immediately knew they were in the right place. At his right hand was a room full of cages for lab animals. There were no animal noises coming from the room. There was a dead constable on the floor in there, or at least something rubbery in a constable’s uniform. Facing down the corridor, there was an open door to the right, and a sealed door to the left which apparently was for storage of radioactive isotopes. There was a dead man in the hallway near a flight of steps leading up to the ground floor.




Ron used his mirror to check to the sides and above before stepping into the room of animal cages. He stepped out a second later, shaking his head sadly. Harry took a quick look. Most of the cages had a two-inch hole driven through the wire mesh, and a horribly dead lab animal inside. One cage had a door hanging loose, with no sign of the escaped animal. Whatever had been in that cage was about the size of a good-sized dog, like the probably-dog blobs in the cages on either side of it. Harry wondered if the dog was out there now, mutating into something even worse than the things they had already faced.




Ron stepped into the room on the right, and Harry backed him up. The room was empty of life. Ron checked in every corner and under the desks, just to be sure. There were four quite-dead men in white labcoats who looked like they had been in a fight with something. Now they looked just as boneless and horrible as everything else Harry had seen.




There were several large tanks about the size of a big fishtank, and two of them had broken open in the direction of the men. Harry looked around for some clue about what they had been researching, but the lab notes seemed to be missing. There weren’t loose papers or notepads or lab notebooks or anything. Someone had come through afterward and cleaned up. That was probably a desperately bad sign.




They moved up the stairs to the ground floor, and found yet another corpse. At least the things weren’t flooding the building. They moved up the stairs and found two more men dead in what were presumably their private rooms, with the doors smashed in. Harry would have been a lot happier if the things couldn’t manage a flight of stairs. But it looked like little problems like doors and windows and staircases couldn’t stop the things.




He needed to get back to Mike, set up the sat phone in a safe spot, and call in with the latest bad news.







Alex flew as fast as she could to the roof of the building. She dropped onto the roof and nearly slipped, but she needed to get her telekinesis ready as soon as she could. One of the things was just about to crawl over a skylight, and it would fall right through. Worse, the fall probably wouldn’t hurt it if things like bullets and grenades didn’t.




She grabbed the thing with every bit of telekinesis she could muster, and she pulled. It slid off the skylight, down the slope of the roof, and fell with a squealing thump to the ground. She dragged all the things off the roof and dumped them over the edges. Then she flew around the building.




Oh holy crud, they were climbing the walls and getting ready to smash in through the windows and doors, and everything! And there were so many of them!




One window was already broken, and she could see where two of the things had a man by the arm and throat, and he wasn’t screaming anymore. She grabbed their tentacles and tied them in a knot before they could climb in through the window and attack all the screaming people inside. She flew to the front and tied up the two things pressing on the front door, knotting their tentacles together. Then she knotted up the tentacles of the next two, and the two behind them. But the things just started clambering over the ones that were tied together.




She flew around to the other side of the building and tied more tentacles in knots just before they smashed in that window. Then she flew over the roof to get back to the ones by the now-ruined window.




Crud! Two things were clambering over the tied-up ones and going in through the window! One of them was already inside!




She flew back to the edge of the roof so she could stand there and use her telekinesis for something important. She grabbed one thing and hauled it back out of the window. She grabbed the other and hauled it back toward the window. She tied their tentacles in a square knot before they could right themselves.




A loud crash told her the front door had just gone. She used her telekinesis to smash the closest skylight, and she flew through that into the big room. The screaming people were already retreating down a hall, but there wasn’t anything that was going to stop the things once they were inside.




Except her.




She shoved the one that was already through the front door backward until it smacked into the one that was trying to come in. She tied their tentacles together. She tried to push them backward, but she didn’t have the telekinetic strength to drag two of them around at the same time.




Tentacles waved about the already-smashed window on her left. She grabbed two and knotted them together. But while her attention was over there, the window on her right shattered, and more tentacles waved at her as things tried to crawl in. She tied two tentacles together over there, but that gave the things at the front door time to clamber over the two-monster roadblock she had in place.




She was losing this battle. There were too many of them, and there was only so much she could do at a time.




She grabbed the first thing climbing over the two-monster doorway roadblock and tied its tentacle to the square knot she already had. That blocked the door up better.




A skylight overhead shattered, and she dove to the side.




She just barely managed to avoid razor-sharp shards of glass and yet another of the monsters. It hit the floor hard, and just rolled over like it had fallen out of bed or something.




Alex dropped back to the floor and used her telekinesis to slam it across to the far window, where she tied its tentacle to one that was working its way into the room.




And two more were coming in the window on her left, and two more were climbing over monsters in the doorway, and another was falling through yet another skylight.




There were too many of them, and only one of her, and she was failing. She was letting down every one of the terrified people hiding at the end of the hallway behind her. For a brief moment, she thought of those t-shirts that said ‘What Would Terawatt Do?’ and she thought, “She’d fail horribly and get everyone killed.”




She was not going to let these things get at the people behind her. She wasn’t.




87. Silicate



Alex tied a tentacle square knot in front of her, and one at the window on her right, and one in front of the window on her left where things were already getting inside. By then, another one was already in from the front door, and another was falling from a skylight, and two more were climbing in through the window on her right.




She slammed one of the skylight-droppers across the room to her right and tied another tentacle square knot, then she slammed the second skylight-dropper across the room to the area in front of the front door and tied another knot.




She had to back up, as four more dropped in through the skylights. And three more burst in through windows on either side of the front door. And another one flopped in through the window on her left. And two more scuttled in through the window on her right.




It was hopeless. They were pouring in faster than she could tie them up, and they were using the tied-up monsters as stepping stones to get in easier. And she couldn’t stop them from dropping in through the skylights. It was like those impossible-to-win levels of first person shooters where there was such a swarm of enemies that you had no hope unless you had a nuke. Or a lot of nukes.




She slammed the closer skylight-droppers together and tied their tentacles. She slammed the farther pair of droppers together and tied their tentacles. She took another step back and tied two more pairs.




She bumped into the door behind her. The things already had her backed up against the wall. She was nearly out of room. And it wasn’t like she could go silvery and fight them. No, she was pretty sure going silvery would be the worst thing she could do. These things did something that melted your bones. Something involving biochemistry. And she was pretty sure her chemistry didn’t change when she went silvery. She didn’t know exactly what her body did when she went silvery, but she knew the GC-161 antidote worked on people whether they were silvery or not, so she had to figure her chemistry wouldn’t change. So going silvery would just make it a whole lot easier for these things to eat the bones right out of her body, whether she was solid or not.




She suddenly had a flash of memory. The Desert Research Institute. Calcium. These things were eating the calcium right out of people’s bodies. She had a momentary thought about radium, but she had too much stuff in front of her to deal with.




She could lift off the floor and fly up high enough that the things couldn’t get at her. But then she wouldn’t have enough telekinesis to do any good. There had to be something else she could do.




She swung open the door behind her and stepped back into the hallway.




Some guy yelled at her, “Keep it up! We may only need a little bit longer!” That was when she realized the people weren’t screaming behind her. The people behind her really thought she was here to save the day. How could she tell them that she couldn’t even keep these things from crowding right through the door into the hallway and then eating everyone?




Oh.




Maybe she had an idea.




She waited until two of the things were scuttling right at the doorway, one behind the other. She shoved the front one backward and to the left. She shoved the back one forward and to the right. That way, they were side by side, and blocking the doorway at the same time, and together they were too wide to come through the door at the same time. And she tied their tentacles in a knot to keep them there.




The things crowded forward, and rammed into both sides of the doorframe. They squealed and writhed, but they couldn’t get in through the door.




The doorframe began to splinter. Maybe this wasn’t going to work after all.




Another thing scuttled up the backs of the two door-blockers, and she used her telekinesis to push it backward and to one side. It just kept coming. Another one came up the other side of the door-blockers.




She pushed a little on the one that was going to get to the top first, and she slowed it down just enough that both things got on top of the blockade at the same time. She yanked both of them forward, so they crammed into the doorframe and got stuck. Then she tied their tentacles together.




The nicely carved wood of the doorframe cracked, revealing the sturdy lumber under it. The things pressed hard against that, but it held. For the moment.




And another thing came clambering up the back sides of the four things blocking the door. She used her telekinesis to push it off the pile. But there was a small army of things crowded into the outer room now, so it only slid down half a foot before it was on top of more of the things. She waited as more of the things tried to clamber over the blockade, and she just scooted one so it got to the door at the same time as the one at its side. She tied their tentacles together.




She had a three-deep stack of the things barricading the door. But she had no idea how long she had before the things started coming in through windows and doors behind her. Or maybe right through the walls and the ceiling. Were they really just coming in through the front as long as those lights were up to attract them? She wished she had more information on what the things were, and what they did, and how they hunted, and why some crazy people thought it was a good idea to create them.




If Maggie Walsh wasn’t involved in this somehow, she’d eat a whole bowl of Brussels sprouts.




Another wave of things was trying to climb over her blockade, but she had a system now. She was going to keep letting them build this blockade higher and higher until the whole door was blocked up to the lintel.




Then she was going to use her telekinesis to push on the doorframe, and she was going to pray that the weight of the things behind her blockade didn’t simply cram them through into the hallway or rip the doorframe out of the wall.




The sound the things were making was changing. It wasn’t changing to that creepy ‘let’s split in two’ noise. This sounded more… Painful? It sounded like they weren’t doing so well. The six things in the doorway stopped waving their knotted tentacles, and just sort of went limp. The things trying to climb up on top of her blockade just sort of gave up and slid back into the other room.




And then her stack of six things started collapsing. It was like they were made of rubber and the air was leaking out of them. Well, something was leaking out of them, because there was a gross, greenish-gray goo seeping out as they collapsed and stopped moving.




The stack in the doorway sank until it was about ten inches high. And Alex could see the entire big room behind them was nothing but deflated things and goo that had oozed out of them. Nothing was moving. Nothing was making a noise. And there weren’t any noises coming from outside, either.




Had she actually won? What the heck had just happened?




Suddenly people were hugging her and thanking her and crying in her arms and telling her she was a great hero and she saved them just in the nick of time. She didn’t feel heroic. She really pretty much just felt confused, and guilty for getting the credit for something she hadn’t done.




And then there was a balding man beside her, checking the thing-slime with a Geiger counter that was clicking away. He was wearing a sling, and… Oh crud, it looked like he’d had his hand eaten off! He was missing a hand and wrist!




He smiled grimly, “You’re Terawatt, aren’t you?” She nodded, and he said, “Well done. Really well done. Although I believe we’ll need some carpenters and painters in here. We discovered that one of these silicates had eaten a lab animal that had been contaminated with strontium-90 and the silicate died before managing to complete its feeding. So we injected the cattle with strontium-90 and let the silicon lifeforms eat them. Unfortunately, the things divided immediately afterward, which lowered the concentration, so we had to stall until the radioactive strontium killed them.”




She asked, “So now all of this mess is radioactive?”




He nodded. “Not lethally so from a few feet away, but we definitely shouldn’t choose to bathe in it.”




Another man squeezed through the crowd in the hallway. “Brian! What are you doing out here?”




“Oh, contemplating how difficult playing cricket is going to be now,” the guy said in that dry British style that was sort of the English version of Jack O’Neill.




Alex asked Concerned Guy and ‘Brian,’ “So what exactly are these things, and how did you kill them, because I think there’s another hundred on the other end of the island around the mansion.”




“Oh dear,” said Brian. “David, I do believe we might have a problem.”




‘David’ said, “We used up all the strontium-90 they had in their radioisotope storage.”




Alex thought again about the Desert Research Institute crisis. Once again, it really was calcium and other stuff like it. She only knew this bit because Willow had given her a talk about how radium and calcium were related. Maybe she really needed that AP chemistry course. And a lot more chemistry courses. Still she said, “So these things were absorbing calcium, and you gave them another group 2 metal out of the periodic table, and they absorbed it too. So couldn’t you use any radioactive group 2 metals? Not just strontium? Maybe radium or radioisotopes of other group 2 metals?”




Brian said, “Good lord.”




David said, “We’ve been idiots.”




Brian smiled and waved his amputated arm. “You’ve been an idiot. I’ve been a victim of the worst fingernail clipping in history.”




Alex could hardly believe Brian could joke about this stuff. That was his hand!




David said, “We need to check whether the lab has enough radium-228. Then we need to find a food source we can inject with the radium, so the silicon creatures will eat the food and die off.”




Alex asked, “Can’t you inject the things directly?”




Brian smiled gently, “It would be too dangerous for anyone to get close enough to do that, and it would take quite a strong jab to get through that silicate shell. We know an axehead can chop into one, so it’s theoretically possible, but no one could get close enough to one of the silicates to do the injection.”




Alex just said, “I can.” And she lifted up some of the pieces of the broken doorframe and let them hover around her.




Brian and David both said, “The injector!”




David explained, “The creatures divide about every six hours if they have a food supply. But they’re running out of food now.”




Alex said, “They found two SAS teams your government sent in to find out what was happening at that lab and rescue people. So a lot of them have gotten fed recently.”




“That’s less than ideal,” Brian muttered. “They’ll probably divide again around about six am. We have the injector tucked away in the clinic back there. But we’ll need to get back to the lab, get on the anti-radiation suits, get the radium out of the vault, and load up the injector. I’m not looking forward to trying that again, after what happened the last time.” He waved his injured arm, and Alex had a sickening idea of what had probably happened to him.




David said, “And that’s why you won’t be going. I can do it on my own.”




A pretty brunette — who obviously spent too much time keeping her hair done, although people probably said that about Terawatt — squeezed through the crowd and flung herself into David’s arms. “Oh don’t go again! I was so frightened the last time, and Brian nearly died!”




Alex calmly said, “This is something I can do without any help. I don’t have to get near the radioisotopes, either.”




The expensively-coiffed brunette insisted, “Good, because those monsters are impossible to stop. The men have tried guns and petrol bombs and dynamite and an axe and even running over one, and nothing had any effect except the radioactive isotope they gave the cows.”




By then, Alex had a pretty good idea about who was Dr. David West, and who was the SIS cooperator girlfriend with the wealthy father.




Alex just said, “I don’t know how many of the silicon things are out there, or if they’ll be coming this way now, so keep everyone barricaded in.”




Brian said, “I rather doubt that any new silicates will be able to wade through the radioactive dead ones without picking up lethal levels of radioisotopes, but I don’t think I’m willing to put that to the test unless absolutely necessary. So we’ll do as you ask.”




David ducked back into a clinic area and returned with a fancy metal injector in a fancy case. He said, “If you’re going to inject this directly into the silicates, you’ll want the heaviest needle, and a couple spares for when one gets bent. Trust me on this, if you only have one hypodermic, something always goes wrong.”




She lifted the injector out of the case, used her telekinesis to change needles to the largest one in the case, and took the two other heavy needles with her. She lifted into the air so she could fly over the silicate-goo floor, and she said, “The military will be here with a tactical team in under an hour, and they’ll have a rescue boat a couple hours after that, so you just have to stay safe until then.”




Brian said, “Good luck, young lady. And you should be forewarned: the silicates can get into the lab areas when they like. All the researchers in the main lab room are dead, the constable is dead down there as well, and the village doctor is dead in the hallway outside the radioisotope storage. It’s not a pretty sight.”




She smiled, “Thank you, doctor.”




“Dr. Brian Stanley. And this is Dr. David West.”




She flew across the ruined room, up through one of the shattered skylights, and headed back toward the mansion. She hoped Harry and Ron were still all right.




As she flew through the darkness, she listened carefully. But there didn’t seem to be any live silicates making those horrible noises near the town. It wasn’t until she got near the stone mansion that she started hearing the noises.




She arced lightning between her hands and flew around the building. She figured out which way the sound was coming from, and she moved to the east.




It looked like every silicate that could move was moving toward the building. Crud.




And where were Harry and Ron and that other guy?




And that was when she heard the burst of gunfire that sounded like it was coming from inside the building. Crud!




She flew across the back side of the building and spotted two of the silicates oozing their way up toward a third-story window. Ron leaned out and fired at the stonework the things were clinging to, and one slipped back about a foot.




He looked up at her and yelled out, “We’re sort of surrounded right now. Got any ideas?”




She let loose a lightning bolt and blasted the stone that the silicates were just reaching for, and the rocks shattered. The silicates slid down a bit and some of their base peeled loose from the rock. She blasted bolts right into the gap between the rock and the silicates, and the shattered rock knocked both loose. They squealed angrily as they fell down to the ground.




Ron stepped back, and Alex flew through the open window into the room. There was another burst of gunfire from down the hall, so she flew through the room and down the hallway to get a look.




Harry and the other guy — Mike, maybe — were at the top of a flight of steps, aiming down the steps and waiting.




She flew over to find a pile of jumbled furniture the guys must have thrown down the steps, and two silicates trying to find a way over the junk. Crud.




Harry said, “We can’t affect them, but we can wait until they get up on something and then blast it to pieces so they fall back down the stairs.”




Ooh, that was really sneaky. She liked that idea.




She said, “Ron’s trying to keep them off the walls, but they can climb up to the windows too. And everything in the area’s coming toward the sound you’re making. Or the light.”




Ron asked, “What about the townspeople?”




She tried to sound reassuring. “That’s taken care of, and if I can get down into the lab area again, I may have something that’ll kill these things. But I need to work fast, because Dr. Stanley thinks they’ll divide again at six.”




Harry checked, “The whole town’s taken care of? What’d you do? Rip the island in half?”




Boy, did Harry have the wrong girl for that. She explained, “Dr. West and Dr. Stanley found out about a lab animal that got overdosed with strontium 90 and killed a silicate when the thing fed off it. So they got all the strontium 90 out of the radioisotope storage and dosed a herd of cattle and let the silicates feed off the herd. They maybe didn’t use enough, if the first silicate died right away and these things took maybe twenty minutes. But now I’m going to try radium.”




Mike asked, “Why the hell would radium work? Is it just radioactivity?”




She said, “No, they’re all group 2 metals in the periodic table. The silicates need calcium, which is what they suck out of your body. But strontium will act the same as calcium in chemical reactions, because they’re in the same class of elements. And radium will too, so the silicates ought to take in the radioactive element and then die when their body tries to use the radioisotope the same way as the calcium.”




“Bloody hell, I’m sorry I asked,” Mike groaned.




Was she that bad at explaining stuff? She thought she got it covered pretty well.




Harry said, “It’s like getting a lecture from Hermione.”




Ron frowned at him. But that was when Alex got it. They thought she was too smart! Boy, did they have the wrong girl for that, too.




Alex watched the silicates. One clambered up onto the remains of an end table, while the other worked its way up onto a broken armchair.




She swooped down past them to the landing below, and grabbed the furniture with her telekinesis. The things were heavy, but pushing a flat piece of wood down a flight of stairs wasn’t that hard. She shoved the shattered end table down the stairs, and the silicate on top of it got a rough ride down past her all the way to the ground floor. Then she grabbed the broken armchair and pulled it down the stairs, letting the silicate bounce its way down until it was on top of the first one.




She flew down to the ground floor and dragged first one silicate, then the other, over to a corner of the big room. She quickly tied their tentacles in a knot, and called up the stairs, “Got ’em! I’m going down to the lab! I may need some help!”




Somebody fired off some more shots back upstairs, but she heard Ron yell, “On it!”




She kept an eye out for waving tentacles or creepy squealy noises, but she got all the way down to the lab area without trouble. The radioisotope vault was sealed with a huge vault door and one of those things like a steering wheel you had to turn to unlock it. She dropped to the floor and used her telekinesis to spin the thing and pull the door open. Then she closed it after her so she didn’t get any tentacle-y surprises. She had to find the right door inside there, and then she backed up as far as she could.




She used her telekinesis to open the vault door and lift out the lead cylinder that was marked ‘radium 228.’ Then she swung the vault door halfway closed and stayed on the opposite side of the room with the door between her and the radium while she used her telekinesis to load the injector. She left the remaining radium in the lead cylinder, but brought it out of the vault with her. So far, so good.




She flew out of the basement door with the injector and the radium thirty feet behind her. Then she parked the lead cylinder of radium on the roof of the building and went hunting.




It wasn’t hard. She could hear the squealing from hundreds of feet away, so she made a beeline for the noise. A whole army of the things was still coming toward the building.




She stopped twenty feet above the ground and made a big flickering light with her lightning, while she sent the injector behind all the silicates and started jabbing them in the butt with the thing. They didn’t seem to notice it while they were concentrating on her. She counted as she worked the injector. She got forty-seven of them. And by the time she had the last one injected, the first one was already pretty much dead. Good.




She pulled the injector back to her and checked the levels. Okay, she had less than a third of the reservoir left. She flew back and got the two silicates still at the base of the building, then she flew into the ground floor to get the two still knotted together in the big room.




Harry asked, “Any trouble?”




She told him, “Not so far. But I only got fifty-one, and there’s got to be at least another thirty out there somewhere.”




Harry said, “Don’t forget about the ones you knotted together. You’ll have to go find them too.”




Mike suggested, “Let’s make it easier on her. We go up on the roof, fire off a couple flares, make as much noise as we can, and see if we can draw any more of these little bitches in.”




Ron nodded, “Works for me. As long as we take up stations so we can tell if anything’s getting close enough to climb up after us.”




Harry asked, “How do we get up there?”




Alex said, “I have an idea, but I’m not sure how many of you I can take at once.”




“Huh?”




She went silvery and grabbed Harry.




Mike hollered, “Holy mother of God!” and leveled his rifle at her.




She went back to normal, standing Harry next to her, and snapped, “What is your damage? Didn’t I just say what I was gonna do?”




Mike choked, “Umm, no. Maybe hell no.”




Ron complained, “Bloody hell, Mike. Haven’t you watched the news any? The turning into mercury — or whatever it is — is one of her signature moves.”




Harry said, “It’s okay. You just surprised him. And I’m fine, even if it felt really weird.”




Alex tried again, “Okay. Well, I’m not sure I can take all three of you up the side of the building at once anyway.” After all, each of them was lugging around a lot of gear.




Mike looked kind of nervous. “I’d be fine looking for some stairs.”




Alex rolled her eyes. “Okay, I’ll take Ron and Harry, then you’ll see they’re okay when I come back down to get you.”




Mike muttered, “Somehow I think I’m going to regret this.”




Alex scooped up Ron, then Harry, along with all their gear, and puddled up the side of the building. She was just about at her limit, given how hard it was to scoot up the stonework. She had to give herself a huge telekinetic push. Then she dropped them off, and while they waved down at Mike, she puddled back to the ground and asked, “Ready?”




“Not on your li… Aack!”




She scooped him up and puddled him up to the roof too. Once she let him go normal again, he frantically checked that all his gear and all his body was still there.




Ron calmly ordered, “Two people take a corner on the back side and the third person takes the middle of the front side so we’ve got full three-sixty vision. Then Harry fires off flares toward each compass point, so the things have something to follow. Then we take turns firing off three-shot groupings into the ground. If that’s not enough to draw ’em in, we’ll have to wait until daylight, and they’ll have divided again.”




Alex swooped over to where she had left the radium, and from eighty feet away she refilled the reservoir of the injector. Then she flew off to the east to find the silicates she had tied up. She also didn’t want to lose her night vision or her hearing when the guys cut loose.




It took her maybe five minutes to find the still-knotted silicates. She ended up having to fly to the coastline, find the boat at least one team of the commandos had arrived in, and then aim for the mansion from there. The things weren’t smart. Just persistent and hungry. The ones she had tied up had just pulled until the knots were much tighter. Okay, that was good for her. She stayed up above the treetops, while she jabbed creatures with that injector.




And the one silicate she had tied to the tree by its tentacle? Gone. She should have picked a bigger tree, because the thing had ripped the tree trunk in half. It was probably out there somewhere, scuttling around with a still-knotted tentacle that maybe had a big chunk of tree trunk in the loop.




What the heck had those loony scientists thought they were doing when they made these things? Okay, if The Collective was behind this, then maybe the scientists were all operating under instructions that were really supposed to be harmless, or even useful. If this was supposed to be a lab doing cancer research, how many of the dead guys there really thought that was what they were working on?




When she flew back toward the mansion, she could hear little three-shot groupings followed by long pauses. And she could see the light of at least two flares from a long way away. So she wasn’t surprised that another half dozen silicates were drawn to the building, including the one that had its tentacle still in a knot. She injected all of them, and then flew around the building looking for more. When she didn’t find any, she flew in a wider circle. Then an even wider circle.




She landed on the roof and said, “I think you can stop firing off ammo. There don’t seem to be any more nearby.”




Harry insisted, “We’ll need to mount a full-scale search as soon as it’s light. If they do divide every six hours, we’ll want to have every one of them killed off before noon.”




She told him, “And you’ll need hazardous waste clean-up teams too, because every one of the dead silicates is radioactive goo. And the cattle they ate are radioactive.”




“It’s a bloody nightmare.”




Harry smirked, “Well Ron, at least it isn’t a two hundred foot tarantula.”




Ron shuddered. “Very funny, mate. Very funny.”




It looked like this Ron was just as creeped out by spiders as the other Ron. Alex decided not to tell him about the hundreds of hungry baby spiders the size of a Volkswagen Beetle. After all, she was kind of creeped out by spiders now, too.




Harry added, “And we have to find out who took all the papers and notebooks out of the lab, because they’re probably party to all of this.”




Alex remembered what David and Brian had said, and figured it out. “No, I know where the papers are. When the town doctor brought Dr. West and Dr. Stanley here, they went to the lab and raided it for papers. I think they have all the papers at the clinic in the town.”




Harry said, “It would be a relief if that’s all it is.”




Alex knew about the other Harry’s life from stories Harry and Ron and Hermione had told, so she was pretty sure this Harry was expecting to find a crazed supervillain was behind this. Okay, she was expecting to find a crazed supervillain behind it, if you counted Maggie Walsh’s skill with genetics as a superpower.




She didn’t get a chance to talk to Harry about anything like that, because right then, the tac team they had been waiting for showed up in a really big helicopter high overhead.




Harry put a hand to the earbud in his ear and said, “Iron four here. Iron one and three dead, all of Lead Team dead, entire lab dead. We have creatures. And a superheroine.” He paused for several seconds while someone talked at him. “That’s right. Creatures. Things.”




Alex said, “Tell them they’re an artificial silicon-based lifeform that eats calcium, as in eating the bones right out of your body.”




Harry relayed that message and then asked her, “How many have been killed, and how many are still out there?”




She guessed, “Killed? Maybe two hundred to two forty. Still out there? Maybe one or two dozen, which means there may be two to four dozen at six am.”




Harry relayed that message, except he said 0600 instead of ‘six am.’ Then he added, “No, guns are useless. Grenades too, so mortars are probably a waste of time. No, getting touched by these things is lethal, so hand-to-hand is out.”




Alex said, “They also tried petrol bombs and dynamite.” She was pretty sure a petrol bomb would be like a Molotov cocktail full of gasoline.




Harry added, “Also, the villagers tried dynamite and petrol bombs without success. The only thing that’s worked is loading them up with certain radioisotopes. Strontium and radium, I think. So we’re going to need hazardous waste clean-up details after the fact. Terawatt’s right here, and she can give you a technical explanation, but let me warn you, it’ll be like getting a lecture from a chem professor.”




She wasn’t like that, was she?




The helicopter moved to land in the big open area out in front of the mansion. She said, “Come on, we need to get down there and check that there aren’t any silicates down there.” She grabbed Ron and Harry and went silvery with them.




Mike yelled at her, “Don’t worry about me! I’ll rappel down!”




She puddled down the wall and across the drive, out past a couple large trees, to the big open area that was probably supposed to be the ‘front yard’ for the mansion. She dropped Ron and Harry out of her silvery morph. Then she flew fifteen feet into the air and started checking to make sure there weren’t any silicates that would sneak up and eat the helicopter team. She figured that with the noise of the helicopter engines, the tac team would never hear the things coming.




And maybe the people in the helicopter would have some food with them. She was really hungry, and she’d left her gymbag in the Blackbird. She needed to start wearing a utility belt so she had a place for her earjack and some energy bars and… some other stuff. Maybe more energy bars. She’d think about it later. She went normal and arced lightning between her hands so she could look some more for silicates.




Ron set off two flares and set them down so the helicopter would know where to land. Then, as it came down, a team of about six commandos leapt off from both sides with their rifles at the ready. It looked pretty intimidating. Alex decided she’d better not tell them they were stupid for not listening to Harry, because if they’d leapt off and run into a flock of silicates, those guns would be useless, and they’d just be Purina silicate chow, and the copter side doors would be open so the silicates could get at everyone still in the copter.




Once she was sure the area was safe for the moment, she flew back toward the helicopter. A stiff-looking British army officer was trotting out of the propwash with a couple more people behind him, all of them covering their heads or holding their hats on.




She landed in front of them and over on the drive so she was far enough from the racket of the helicopter that they could talk.




The officer trotted up to her and announced, “Major Thomas Beldon, at your service. And you’re Terawatt, I take it?”




She smiled a little when she saw who was behind him. “You take it correctly. When the EU Terawatt liaison office called me, I dropped what I was doing and flew out as fast as I could manage.”




Hermione Granger stepped forward and said, “Colonel Jack O’Neill of the U.S. Air Force got her an SR-71 two-seater so she got here less than four hours after I first contacted her.”




Harry stepped over and nodded at the major. “Beldon. Good to see you. But warn your team that artillery has no effect. I’ve already seen three men get eaten by these things, and I’d just as soon never see that again.”




The major questioned, “But… you said you’d killed over two hundred of the… whatever.”




Harry said, “I haven’t killed any of them. Terawatt?”




Alex explained, “Dr. West and Dr. Stanley injected a herd of cattle with strontium-90, and the things that ate the herd died within half an hour. I’ve been injecting the things directly with a larger dose of radium-228, and that kills them in seconds. They need to eat calcium, and normally they just suck it right out of your body. But uptake of radioactive elements which are chemically similar to calcium ruins the calcium biochemistry inside them.”




Hermione said, “Oh! Of course. Radioisotopes of other group 2 elements! Strontium and radium and… beryllium or magnesium or barium.”




Ron smiled fondly, “Hermione always paid attention in science class.”




The major nodded briskly. “So we need visibility, and we need to sweep the island with search teams. Any enemies found will have to be cordoned off and then ‘injected’ by Terawatt.”




Hermione said, “Unless you have tranquilizer dart rifles that we can load with radium-228.”




The major called out, “Sergeant Maugham! Front and center!” A fierce-looking soldier with an icky scar across one cheek ran over. The major directed him, “Sergeant, go fetch your tranq rifle. It looks like you’re going to get to play with it again.”




Alex said, “I can load all his darts with the radium, so you don’t have to worry about contamination, but they’re still radium. If you have a lead-lined pouch to hold them, it would be a good thing.”




Hermione said, “The hazardous waste gear has a special gel pouch for radioactive material.” The major sent another man to fetch that. She explained, “Some radioactive materials give off gamma radiation, and some give off neutrons or other forms of radiation. This is lead lined inside and out, with a gel in between the layers that’s stabilized heavy water, so it blocks pretty much everything to some extent.”




That even made sense to Alex, so she figured she was getting something else useful out of her science classes. Or maybe stuff her dad and sister had told her.




Maugham showed up with a rifle case that had a tranquilizer rifle, compressed gas cartridges to fire it, over a dozen tranq darts, a row of injectable drugs to load in the darts, and some other stuff too. Once the other soldier came back with the heavy anti-radiation pouch, Alex flew up to the roof and loaded the darts with the radium-228 before putting the last little bits in her injector that was still following fifty feet behind her.




She flew back to the ground with the darts and the injector and the now-empty radium canister in its lead container. She said, “I want to put this back in the radioisotope vault, and we should show Major Beldon and his team what they’re up against.”




That actually helped. Even the major was shocked by what was left of the scientists. And the commandos were suddenly a lot more wary.




She warned them, “We don’t know how many of these things are still out there, but they’re probably after food. Which for them seems to mean light and noise and maybe vibration.”




Hermione frowned, “Lovely, so the helicopter is a large buffet sign.”




Harry pointed out, “As long as the copter doors are closed, anyone inside should be safe. But they can climb walls and stairs, and there are multiple entry points they’ve made into this building, so this is not a secure base.”




Alex suggested, “We should move to the village and talk to Dr. West and Dr. Stanley. They’ve been here for longer than any of us, and they know what’s in the research papers.”




The major nodded, “Good plan. And we’ll be able to assist in the evacuation of the village when the boat arrives.”




Alex finally asked, “Oh, and does anyone have anything to eat? I’m starving.”







Alex rode in the helicopter with everyone else, and she directed them to the open area she’d seen just north of the village. While she was in the copter, one of the commandos broke open a cardboard box he called a ‘compo’ and she ate everything in it that didn’t require preptime. Even if ‘hamburger and beans’ was a weird thing to eat for breakfast, and it said it was part of the breakfast stuff. She downed a canteen of water, and she figured she was good for another couple hours.




She just held the injector and the radiation pouch of tranq darts in a telekinetic grip underneath the copter, because she really didn’t want anybody to get irradiated from that stuff.




When the helicopter landed, she went silvery to avoid the propwash and she flew out to search for more silicates. It looked like the area was still clear, so maybe everything on this half of the island had gorged on the cows and paid the price. She led Major Beldon past the town hall room — or whatever it really was — so he could see the army of melted silicates. You couldn’t tell what they had been like, but you could tell they were something weird and creepy.




She had everyone else go to the back of the building, while she flew over the goo and then down the inside hall. “Is everyone okay?”




Dr. West stuck his head out and said, “We’re coping. I ended up prescribing Prozac to about half of us. And we haven’t had any further invasions.”




She said, “The radium-228 works great. I killed another several dozen up around the mansion, and the British army’s here to help. If you can take down the barricade on your back door there, the soldiers are here to protect everyone. And in a couple hours, a boat will be here to take everyone off the island until it’s safe.”




One of the villagers grumbled, “What good are a bunch of soldiers going to do?”




Alex looked at him and said, “They now have a tranquilizer dart rifle loaded up with stuff that will kill these things. So they have one long-range weapon that will work.”




Grumpy Villager Guy complained, “So what? There’s what, a hundred of these things left out there?”




Alex gave him a stern look. “About a dozen or so. Any that we can spot ahead of time, I can kill when they divide at six o’clock. And I still have the injector.”




Brian coyly asked, “And where might the injector chock full of deadly radioactive radium be at this moment?”




She grinned at him, because he was just so much like a British version of Colonel O’Neill. “It’s on the roof, out of harm’s way, with metal between it and us, and far enough from everyone not to be a threat.”




He smiled back, “Smart lass.”




When the barricade came down and the commandos came in, Major Beldon went around, checking on the injured and talking to the people left in charge. It looked to Alex like Dr. Stanley was both. Hermione and Harry went straight to the papers from the lab, Harry to check that they really were there, and Hermione to start mining for information.




Major Beldon had the soldier with the tranq rifle stand ready outside the building, while teams of three moved throughout the rest of the village, looking for more monsters.




Alex said, “I’m going to make a longer sweep and see if I can deal with any threats before they get near here.” The major gave her an okay, and she headed off.




She flew into the big room and up through a skylight, grabbing the injector with her telekinesis as she went by it. As she moved away, she was pretty sure she heard Hermione screeching at someone, “Are you all morons?!”




Then Alex flew through the darkness, listening for squeaky monster noises as she went. She circled around the entire village, then moved farther out, checking around every little house or paddock she could spot.




She did find a middle-aged couple cowering in their truck with a teenaged girl. The truck was stalled in their driveway. Three silicates were squeaking and flailing at the truck, and had managed to dent the grill and the sides of the truck and star the safety glass of the side windows with their tentacles, but hadn’t yet shattered the safety glass of the windows. If the truck hadn’t been so high off the ground, the things would have swarmed all over it and smashed the windshield in before eating the people.




She injected all three silicates, and in under a minute the things were dead. The father rolled down his cracked window and thanked her profusely. She popped the hood with her telekinesis, jumped the battery with her fingers, and urged them to hurry down to the town hall.




She was back at the town hall building in well under half an hour. She found Hermione in the clinic, going through the piles of papers like a madwoman.




Alex asked, “What’s wrong?”




“What’s wrong? What’s wrong? Everything!” Hermione shrieked. “And… Oh my God, here it is!”




It looked like an ordinary sheet of paper. Alex asked, “What is it?”




Hermione yelled, “Addresses! There are three other labs doing this same experiment, and Phillips sent notes off to all of them before he started the work here. Right now, Rome and Tokyo and New York City may be flooded with more of these things! Major Beldon, I need your sat phone ASAP!”





88. Interlude XIII



Maggie Walsh let the three armed men escort her down the long hall, past the lavish artwork, to the big office at the end of the hall. She smiled to herself at the sight of the two armed, muscle-bound guards on the door. She walked through, to find herself in a vast, lavish room that was part office and part conference room and part living room and part library.




She looked at the man behind the desk and beamed. She really smiled for the first time in weeks. She walked forward, “I knew it was you.”




He stood up and smiled back, “Maggie, it’s so good to see you. I knew you’d figure it all out and find your way here.”




She almost stopped in front of the desk, but she shrugged and walked around to give him a hug. She said, “I missed you. And I’m really sorry, but everything I’ve tried so far has failed. It’s that damn Terawatt and Jack O’Neill’s SRI. I’m still waiting to see how the project with Phillips goes.”




He kissed her lightly on her forehead and said, “That’s all right. They stopped us in Siberia and the Ukraine and Bulgaria, too. I really thought the Chinese project would do the trick, but the Central Committee went with the nuclear option far faster than we expected. We’ll see if the other plans work. I have high hopes for the Beirut one and your Ireland one, and I’m just not convinced about the others. Even your Arctic Ocean one and the central Africa one.”




She calmly asked, “And if not?”




He shrugged carelessly. “We have a couple other efforts under way. The American bloc is working on a few options on its own, and the India bloc is up to something they don’t want to tell us about. Also we’re still working on three nuclear holocaust scenarios, but those projections are all messier than I’d like. If we have to, it will really mess with our timetable. And you know how some of our people feel about timetable slippage.”




She looked down at the floor and admitted, “And you already know I couldn’t get into the SRI.”




He smiled gently. “That’s all right, liebchen. We already have someone in place there.”




She leaned against him and said, “I thought you’d be upset with me.”




He smiled, “You’ve done far better than any of our other people. And what kind of father would I be if I was angry with you, when you’ve done so much better than I have?”




89. Silicosis



Alex managed not to flinch. Much.




As soon as the sat phone was hooked up, Hermione hastily dialed a number from memory. “Brigadier? Hermione Granger here. We now have a Terawatt Code Red in Rome, Tokyo, and New York City as well. It turns out the lab here created a silicon-based lifeform which eats calcium right out of the bodies of mammals, and it’s virtually indestructible, and it divides like an amoeba every six hours as long as it has a food supply. If — like here — it starts in Rome with a pair of creations, then twenty-four hours after the genesis event there would be two to the fifth monsters, or thirty-two. Two full days later, we would have two to the ninth, or five hundred and twelve. Three full days later, we would have two to the thirteenth, or 8,192. Four days, and we have 131,072. Five days, and we have 2,097,152. Six days, and we have 33,554,432. One full week, and we have over five hundred million, and there isn’t a mammal left alive in all of Italy.”




“Hey, the doc said in a week there’d be a million,” objected one of the villagers.




Ron bluntly said, “Then he was wrong. Hermione is never wrong about this kind of problem.”




Hermione listened for a minute and then replied, “Yes sir, but these things can’t be stopped with guns or grenades or other conventional weaponry. They’ve also tried dynamite and petrol bombs and brute force. If these things touch you, then you’ll die a very ugly death in seconds. The only thing that has worked here was injecting strontium-90 into cattle and letting the silicates feed on the poor things. That, and injecting radium-228 directly into the things, which apparently requires a tranq rifle or a superheroine. From what I’ve already heard, hardly anyone would still be alive on this island if it weren’t for Terawatt.”




Alex tried really hard not to blush in front of everyone.




Hermione looked at her and asked, “Can you go with us to Rome? Right now?”




Alex said, “If I can confer with Colonel Jack O’Neill of the SRI immediately.”




Hermione said, “Definitely.” She turned back to the phone. “Sir, can you have your staff call VTT Laboratories in Rome, Hitamuro Research in Tokyo, and Hillman-Klein Pharmaceuticals in New York City, and warn them to quarantine their lab areas and stop all cancer research experiments until we can get teams there?” She nodded into the phone and said, “Thank you, sir. We’ll be on the helicopter as soon as we can, and on our way to Rome as fast as you can set up transport.”




She handed the phone over to Alex, who hurriedly dialed Jack’s office. Even if it was maybe nine at night in West Virginia. Alex wasn’t completely sure. She had four more numbers she could call if this didn’t work.




The phone line rang, then clicked over to another number. A man answered, “This is the HWAAA. If you need to contact us, our regular hours—”




She interrupted, “This is Terawatt. I need to speak to Colonel O’Neill or General Hammond in the next thirty seconds.”




“Yes ma’am.” The line clicked a couple times, and then started ringing again.




“O’Neill here, and it had better be good.”




“Colonel, it’s Terawatt. That EU Code Red? It’s spread to Rome, Tokyo, and New York. You need to get teams to…” She glanced at Hermione’s papers. “Hillman-Klein Pharmaceuticals in New York City and Hitamuro Research in Tokyo. This may be a part of that Plan A that we discussed the other day.”




“Damnit!”




She said, “It’s listed as cancer research in conjunction with Phillips Laboratories here. It’s actually the creation of a three hundred pound silicate lifeform with a really strong eight-foot tentacle that sucks the calcium out of a body just by touch, and it’s lethal in seconds. It’s also invulnerable to small arms fire and grenades and firebombs. It divides every six hours if it gets food, and in a major city like New York or Tokyo, it’ll never run out of food. Hermione Granger calculated that starting with two, after four full days you’d have to battle a hundred thousand of the things, and after one full week, you’d have up to half a billion on your hands.”




“How do we stop the damn things?”




She said, “If you can get teams on-site fast enough, maybe you can keep them from starting the experiments. Phillips apparently mailed his notes to them, so they may be several days behind. The mail should have gotten to Rome first, so they’re the primary hotspot for me. If it’s too late to stop the experiment from creating these things, they’re vulnerable to strontium-90 and radium-228. Shoot them with a tranq dart loaded with the radioisotope, or inject the isotope into a lab animal and let the things eat it. A big dose kills them in seconds. A low dose may take half an hour. And they’re strong, and they can climb walls. Don’t expect closing a wooden door will keep them in. But you can hear them coming, because they make this unnatural squealing squeak that doesn’t sound like anything you’ve ever heard before, and you can easily outrun them. We think they hunt by sight and sound and vibration, but we don’t really know.”




Jack said, “On it. Thanks for the FYI, and good luck.”




“Oh, and can you arrange for your Blackbird pilot to pick me up in Rome once we’re done there?”




“Yep. Roger that, and out.”




Alex hung up and looked at Hermione and Harry. “Let’s move.”




Harry directed, “Hermione and Ron? With me and Terawatt. Mike? Keep these commandos from doing anything stupid. You’ll be the only soldier here who knows how deadly these things really are.”







Jack O’Neill sat up and grabbed his SRI cellphone. “Finn? Meet us on the tarmac in forty. We need to go to the Big Apple for an immediate op, so gear up and bring a four-day pack. Contact Scott and Walters. And check out six tranq rifles with extra empty darts. As many extra darts as you can get your mitts on.” He hung up and dialed again.




“Walter? It’s me. Sorry to be a pain, but we have Terawatt Code Reds in New York City and Tokyo and Rome. Simultaneously. I need Chopper One ready to go to the Big Apple in less than forty, and the Roswell Cessna fully fueled ASAP. I’ll get back to you in a couple with a laundry list of stuff we need.”




He hung up and dialed again. “Janet? Yes, it’s me. I need Action Girl on the tarmac in forty… Yes, I know it’s nighttime, but I don’t think you want New York City to be overrun by monsters because it was past someone’s bedtime. Have her in BDUs and gear, with a four day go-bag… Yes, that means I think this will take less than four days… Look Janet, I know you feel that way, but Hanna has abnormal DNA, so she may just be the only person on Earth who is safe from these things. And no, I have no intention of letting her find out.”




He hung up and dialed once more. “Miller? I know it’s late, but I’ve got a Terawatt Code Red for you. In Tokyo. Hitamuro Research. I’ll have Walter set up transport and special gear, but grab half a dozen tranq rifles with as many tranq darts as you’ve got, because when you get to Japan you’re going to be loading up with strontium-90 or radium-228… No, we’ve got a silicon lifeform that eats calcium. Right out of your body. Each one’s about three hundred pounds, deadly to the touch, low speed mobile, can climb anything including walls, can bust through doors and windows, and has a lethal tentacle for that extra-disturbing Japanese manga imagery. Terawatt says they squeal like nothing you’ve ever heard before, so you’ll hear them coming. And they divide every six hours as long as they have food, so if your target site did the experiment yesterday, there may already be a hundred of the things, and there may be untold numbers of citizens at risk… Egggggcellent. Over and out.”




A small hand reached out and ran down his bare back. “Terawatt Code Red?”




He grimaced. “Yeah. Our first multi-continent one, at that. I still have to call Hammond, get Walter going on that list of logistical tasks, get the DHS liaison in Tokyo to take me seriously and have support ready for Miller’s team, check with Team Four and see if they can get to Rome as support for Tera, see if Team Five can get to Tokyo to support Miller, and let Charlie know what’s up before I head out.”




Willow nervously said, “Maybe I shouldn’t have just dropped in to see you and Charlie?”




He kissed her. “No, it’s great. Really great. It’s just… this is my life these days. I’m not a reliable boyfriend.”




She hung onto him and said, “No, you’re the best boyfriend ever. You just… do something really, really important. It’s the most important job on Earth, and I know I have to share you with Charlie and your job. I just… Let me get some clothes on, and I’ll drive you to the runway, and then I’ll give Walter a hand on logistics. And I’ll make sure Charlie gets going in the morning.”




He gave her another kiss before he hopped out of the bed. “I absolutely do not deserve a girlfriend like you.”




Willow watched him grab clothes and duck into the bathroom. She started getting dressed in her clothes that were all over the floor. She knew there was a chance she’d never see Jack alive again. She knew there was always going to be a chance of that, every time he left the house on an assignment. She wondered how George and Barb stood it, watching their baby girl fly off to risk her life saving the world.







Hermione waited until they were buckled in the back of the helicopter. Then she adjusted the copter’s comm system so the pilots wouldn’t hear their conversation. She glared, “Now then Terawatt, maybe you’d like to tell me how you knew so much about me. And Ron. And Harry.”




Ron and Harry stared at both of them in confusion.




Terawatt looked like she had been expecting her to ask. Hermione really wanted to know how Terawatt could stay so calm when she was fighting things like these silicates. Or dealing with Hanna Heller. Or coping with some of the issues Hermione had managed to scour off the American news, like that giant tarantula in Arizona, or the New Jersey monster-man.




Terawatt coolly said, “I was hoping we’d have this opportunity. Now the part I’m about to tell you will sound utterly ridiculous, but hear me out. Several months ago, I had to go to another dimension. I know, there’s no proof other dimensions exist. But I went. And different dimensions are freakishly alike in ways like Hermione Granger being a genius and Harry Potter being a hero and Ron Weasley being a pureblood who doesn’t care that you’re not.”




Harry and Hermione looked at each other and burst out laughing. Ron turned beet red.




Hermione said, “Ron’s last name is Wellesley. He’s a ‘pureblood’ in a sense, but only because his father’s going to be the ninth Duke of Wellington and his mother’s the younger daughter of Prince Frederick of Prussia. He’s Lord Ronald Frederick Arthur Louis Wellesley.”




Ron buried his face in his hands. “Do you have to do this? No one ever looks at me the same after you go through all this.”




Terawatt asked, “Do you have older brothers named Charlie and Bill and Percy and Fred and George? And a younger sister named Ginny?”




Ron muttered, “I’d love to see someone call Percival that. Even mum doesn’t call him Percy anymore. And my brother Fred was murdered four years ago.”




Harry pointed out, “Anybody could look that up.”




Terawatt looked at Harry. “Then let me mention something else that may not be quite right. When you were eleven, the three of you were at a school in Scotland, and a madman came after something at the castle. He wanted you out of the way, and he had tried to kill you when you were a baby, although he only managed to kill your parents. Maybe your aunt and uncle told you it was a car crash. But the person behind all of this was Tom Marvolo Riddle, or something like that. He went by the codename Lord Voldemort. And maybe you had a fellow student named something like Draco Malfoy whose father was one of Riddle’s top lieutenants. But at the end, Draco’s mother risked her life to save you, because it was the only way she could protect her son.”




“Bloody hell,” Ron choked.




Harry looked really pale, but he soldiered on. “I have no idea how you could have gotten some of that. Thomas Riddle’s middle name was definitely not Marvolo, it was Arkeit; and you don’t have his codename quite right, it was Lord Deathstrike; and the fact that he was behind everything is still a carefully guarded secret because of his family connections. And no one in our intelligence community wants anyone outside to know there’s been a civil war inside it going on for decades. Drake’s last name wasn’t ‘mal foi’ but you’re close. And there is no place anywhere you could have found out about Drake’s parents, because I never told anybody except Ron and Hermione about what his mum did for me; and what his dad did at the end is classified as secret as it gets, so none of Riddle’s surviving forces would ever go after Drake’s family.”




Terawatt said, “Well, I met the Ron and Hermione and Harry and Ginny of that other dimension, and Ron and Hermione took our team to his parents’ home for dinner one night, so I met Arthur and Molly.”




Harry snorted, and Hermione had to bite her lip. Ron said, “My mother’s name is Mariam. No one calls her Molly. Not even my father.”




Terawatt said, “And I met Draco Malfoy. Pale, with white hair and a snotty attitude, working at the Ministry in a classified job under two of the few people it seemed like he actually respected. One of his bosses was a man who was one of your professors in sixth year.”




Hermione looked at Ron and Harry. She admitted, “I don’t know where you got your intel, but that’s dangerously accurate.”




Terawatt continued, “As my contact told you before, I learned all this when I was in an alternate dimension. Was your headmaster connected to the Ministry and running an underground group that was facing off against Riddle? Was his name… okay, I don’t remember what exactly the other Hermione told me… Headmaster Albus Dumbledore?”




“Headmaster Dumont Appledore,” Hermione automatically corrected her.




Ron took a drink from his canteen and asked, “What did you have to eat at the house? Mum’s usually pretty fancy unless it’s just family.”




Terawatt said, “Let me think… The thing I remember the most was bubble and squeak, because your mother made it for your little niece Victoire, and we heard all about what goes into it, and how it’s cooked, and how your brother George got at it one time and—”




Ron spit his water. “How could you possibly know that?”




Harry asked, “What?”




Ron frowned, “I don’t think I even told Harry about that. Victoria loves bubble and squeak, and mum will even make it herself as a special treat for the granddaughter. And George did get into it one time. Lord knows where he got the medical dye, but if Victoria hadn’t ratted him out, everyone who ate it would have peed green for days. Mum was furious.”




Harry said, “And his mum doesn’t look it at first impression, but when she’s really angry, she looks quite a lot like a sabre-tooth tiger.”




Terawatt frowned and then slowly said, “That’s interesting, because the other Harry told me very much the same thing about the other Ron’s mother. When Harry was twelve or thirteen, Ron and the twins stole their dad’s car and drove down to Surrey to rescue Harry, who was locked up for some reason by his aunt and uncle.”




That time, Harry nearly spit his water. “Now there’s no way you could know that. We never told anyone.”




Ron confessed, “None of us was old enough to drive, either. And one of the twins scratched up the bumper pulling a metal security grill off a window. Dad was not amused, even when he found out it was to rescue Harry. But mum exploded.”




Terawatt added, “And Ginny was a basketcase because she had an enormous crush on Harry, and she couldn’t speak to him, and she kept doing clumsy things around him, like putting her elbow into the butter dish.”




Ron groaned, “All right, I was wondering if it was possible that Ginny put her up to this, but there is no way Ginny would ever admit to that.”




Harry agreed, “She still hates to talk about that summer. She says it was just one humiliating moment after another. And I was utterly oblivious.”




Ron added, “Mum threatened to make Fred and George clean out the stables every day for all of summer vacation if they told you or let it slip in any way. I didn’t even figure it out until a couple years later when Fred and George were laughing it up at my expense about one thing or another.”




Hermione checked, “And this is the real reason why you sicked ‘Annie Farrell’ on me? Because the other-universe me is some amazing magic user?”




Terawatt told her, “No, it’s because other-Hermione is an incredible genius who’s creative and not afraid to get out in the field and face real dangers, and I thought it likely that you were the same, give or take some fieldwork experience. And she was a lovely person too, and I could use more friends on my Terawatt side.”




Hermione asked, “And are you pursuing all your other teammates that you liked?”




Terawatt nodded. “Some of them are committed to other projects, and some of them I have yet to work out whether I should even contact, because they haven’t had the life experiences that made them so amazing in their own universes.”




By then, the helicopter was landing at the nearby air force base, and there was a young woman in a lieutenant’s uniform waiting for them. Holding a gymbag.




Hermione really wanted to know what was the point of the gymbag.







Alex went silvery and flew out of the helicopter. She landed next to the lieutenant and smiled, “Oh! Thanks. I was wondering how I was going to get that.”




The lieutenant, who was probably ten years older than Alex was, said, “My pleasure, ma’am. When a brigadier asks a lowly lieutenant to run an errand for him, we tend to say ‘yes sir, right away sir.’ And I get to meet a real superhero.”




Hermione and Ron and Harry came running over. Harry asked, “Lieutenant, is our transport ready?”




She looked at him stiffly. “Sir, I’m required to ask for the passphrase before driving you and your team to the jet. Even if you do have Terawatt with you.”




Harry groaned, “Shaken, not stirred.”




“Thank you, sir.” She led them over to a vehicle and got in the driver’s seat.




Alex waited until they were in their seats and asked, “Isn’t that the James Bond line?”




Harry nodded unhappily.




Hermione glanced at the driver and murmured, “The problem is… well, some details are classified. We shouldn’t talk about it.”




So Alex waited until they were on the jet. It wasn’t a fancy little commercial jet like Jack’s Cessna Citation X. It was a military transport. It wasn’t comfortable, and it wasn’t quiet, and it wasn’t warm once they got up to altitude. She said, “First off, you guys should totally look into getting a Cessna Citation X if you’re going to have to do this kind of stuff as a project, especially if it’s all across Europe. And second, I think you should talk to me about the James Bond problem, because I’m already keeping major international secrets, and I want to help you guys, and I have pull that I’m not afraid to use when it matters. Even if it’s pull with American military people and the EU, and not your bosses.”




Ron asked, “Is that why Hermione’s on the EU Terawatt liaison staff even if she can’t talk about it?”




“Ron! You’re not supposed to know that!” Hermione complained.




Harry said, “He’s not stupid. He’s not as smart as you are, but then nobody is.”




Ron pointed out, “You got Terawatt to fly across the planet and save our hides at the very last second. There’s really only one way you could do that.”




Hermione frowned and said, “Well, you can’t talk about it. I’m the only member of the liaison staff who isn’t a big, important, experienced, titled diplomat or military man.”




Alex mentioned, “She’s also the only member of the liaison staff I trust so far.”




Harry thought it over and finally said, “Well, we can talk about our part of things, and the unclassified material.” He took a breath and admitted, “There really is a Double Oh series in the SIS. Plenty of people were furious with Ian Fleming when he outed the original Double Oh Seven, particularly when he made the man look like a womanizing sociopath in the process. But Fleming apparently had a big grudge against some of the people running the program, since they wouldn’t let him in after World War II. That much isn’t exactly a state secret. Not after all his books, and all the interviews he gave. And it’s traditional for every Double Oh to adopt a particular last name while he’s in the Double Oh service, to protect him and his loved ones, regardless of the names he uses while on covert assignments. 005 always uses the last name Thomas for as long as he’s in the series. 007 always uses the last name Bond. Even with the books and all, they never did change that. Some people in the SIS are remarkably stubborn. They call it ‘being traditional’ though.”




Ron complained, “And they really insist on the ‘killed at least two people in cold blood in the line of duty’ bit. That’s not really a secret, either.”




Hermione added, “And they also insist on five demonstrated years of mental stability after the first two killings before acceptance into the program, in order to ensure their assassins and counter-assassins and counter-terrorists won’t run amok shooting up the village postman or the old lady on the corner who has too many cats. But they also insist on a retirement age of forty-five or earlier, because they don’t want decrepit old men trying to carry out the assignments. So that usually gives the Double Ohs a very short lifespan, even if they don’t get hurt or killed first.”




Ron went on, “Dumont Appledore knew full well that Riddle was going to be coming after Harry, because Harry was the only witness to his murder of Harry’s parents, and there was this bit of microfiche with some industrial secrets on it, which Harry’s dad was supposed to have hidden somewhere, and which might have been passed down to Harry inside an heirloom or something, and then there was some weird thing Riddle believed about James and Lily’s son. And Appledore was in the middle of a twenty-year covert war against Riddle and his people that had got Riddle banished to the continent for maybe ten years. So Appledore got an idea on how to groom a Double Oh who would be fully ready to step into the job at age twenty-one or so, giving the service maybe more than twenty years of top-notch skill in killing people and other ugly business. He put Riddle and Harry on a collision course, training Harry just enough to fight off every challenge Riddle threw his way. As soon as he ‘let slip’ that Harry’s dad was killed by Riddle because his dad was the 007 at the time, it was pretty much guaranteed that Harry was going to take Riddle on.”




“Wait a minute,” Alex said. “Weren’t Harry’s parents named James and Lily?” Everyone nodded. “So Harry’s dad really went by ‘James Bond’ as a codename for years?”




Harry scowled, “He wasn’t the original Bond, and Fleming wrote the books years before dad took the assignment. But yeah, he was officially James Bond for years, rather than James Potter. It’s not as cool as it sounds.”




Hermione fumed, “The headmaster did his chessmaster routine for years while we were in school. He left Harry unprotected at auspicious moments. He taught Harry only part of what Harry really needed. He cut away Harry’s support system so Harry would have to face Riddle’s attacks. And finally, when it looked like Harry was going to depend on Appledore, the man actually found a way to get killed by Riddle’s people so Harry didn’t even have the headmaster. All he had was Ron and me.”




Ron added, “And my family.”




Harry grinned a little. “Yeah. And Ron’s family, who are bloody marvelous. But Appledore’s old associates in the SIS still want me to step up and become the next 007. They’ve got the spot open now. Yeah, I had to kill a teacher my first year at school to stop Riddle from getting some dangerous technology. And my second year, I had to kill Riddle’s seventeen year old clone. I didn’t even know cloning technology was that good.”




Hermione explained, “It turns out the technology’s been around since the mid-1940’s or so, thanks to several insane Nazi researchers. You just can’t age a clone up to your current age. It’s however old it would be since the time you created the fetus. Riddle had some clones and he was trying to maintain the technology so he could download his brain into a teenaged Riddle and essentially become immortal.”




Alex said, “That sounds eerily like what the magical Tom Riddle was doing in that other universe. And Harry finally killed him in a duel.”




Ron angrily said, “Appledore set it up so Harry would have a chance to kill the man who was Riddle’s mole and gave Riddle the intel to find Harry’s parents. But Harry insisted on turning him over to the authorities, not that it did any good.”




Alex checked, “Because Peter escaped, right?”




“Christ!” Harry swore. “How could you know that bit?”




Ron went on, “Appledore turned up the pressure our fourth year with a stupid intermural contest Harry wasn’t even supposed to be eligible for, and Harry ended up having a shoot-out with Riddle that both of them barely made it out of. Then Harry nearly killed Drake with a weapon our chemistry teacher had designed for MI-6 agents. And it just got worse, until Harry and Riddle finally had it out our seventh year, and Harry was the one who walked away. But we’ve had to deal with some of Riddle’s people since then. The SIS has made it clear that if Harry becomes 007, he’ll have carte blanche to go deal with Riddle’s mates in any way he chooses, and they’ll just sweep it all under the rug.”




Harry groaned, “I don’t want to have to kill anyone else. But I’m in the middle of this covert war that’s still going on, and Riddle’s people see me as their biggest foe, so I don’t have a lot of choice.”




Alex carefully asked, “What if I got you an alternative? Maybe more than one?”




Ron wondered, “Like what?”




Alex said, “I don’t know yet. But I have some resources who know how these things work. I may be able to come up with something and then apply a little pressure in the right spot to make someone drop you where you want, instead of where they want.”




She really didn’t have an idea other than ‘get Harry on the EU Terawatt liaison team so he is out of the reach of SIS.’ But she had resources. She had Willow, and she had Jack, and she had her family who were all smart. Plus Jo was a lot sharper than she let on, and so was Riley. And there was no telling what Hanna might know about the European spy community from her ‘dad.’ And if Alex’s team came up with ideas, Hermione could help her with the design and implementation.




Ron finally blew out a long sigh and asked, “Is there food on this bucket? I haven’t eaten since yesterday.”




Alex said, “I could eat.”




Harry and Hermione stared at her.




“What? I have a healthy metabolism!”







As the jet descended, Ron muttered, “I’m still not happy about bringing Hermione in on this op.”




Hermione frowned at him and asked, “How’s your Italian?”




Ron looked at her and, with lots of extravagant arm gestures, said, “Tu sei la donna più bella del mondo!”




Harry burst out in snickers. Hermione fumed, “Really! That’s it?”




Alex asked, “What did he say?”




Hermione scowled, “I think he was trying to say ‘you are the most beautiful woman in the world’ but he didn’t quite manage it.”




Ron grinned, “I can also ask where the bathroom is, and how much does a beer cost.”




Hermione frowned, “And that’s why I’m along on this op. So the Italians don’t shoot you instead.”




Ron growled, “Fine. But you haven’t seen these things in action. It’s… not pretty.”




Hermione coldly asked, “Is it going to be worse than me getting tortured by Riddle’s psycho girlfriend?”




Ron complained, “Would you not bring that up anymore? I still have nightmares sometimes about her using that electrical thing on you and me not being able to stop her.”




Alex knew about this one, though. “Was that Bellatrix Black Lestrange?”




All three of them turned and stared at her.




Ron muttered, “Good Lord, that other universe really isn’t all that different, is it?”




Hermione said, “In this world, her name was Belladonna Black Lestrange.”




Harry added, “The Blacks have this weird tradition of naming their kids after celebrities.”




Alex said, “Huh. In other-Hermione’s universe, they name their kids after stars.”




Ron asked, “Stars, celebrities, what’s the difference?”




Hermione paused. “Bellatrix? They name their children after astronomical objects?”




Ron said, “Ohh, that kind of stars.”




Alex shrugged, “Umm, yeah. The Blacks I heard about were named Bellatrix, Sirius, and maybe Andromeda.”




Harry rolled his eyes, “Man! That’s worse than Petula and Belladonna and Cher.”




Ron smirked, “And Madonna and Elvis.”




Hermione grumbled, “Elvis Black. What an annoying wanker!”




Ron snorted, “He was the one who had that huge crush on you, and kept sending you those weird love letters.” Hermione just glared at him.




Alex didn’t say anything. She was glad she had a nice name, like Alex. Even if she wasn’t thrilled to death with her middle name.







Jack finished explaining what he knew about the op, and sat back in the chair. Jets should all have chairs like this. He said, “That’s what we know so far. Any questions? And Sergeant Scott, you may not ask ‘Is this gonna be a standup fight, sir, or another bughunt?’ even if it might make Sergeant Walters laugh.”




Scott kept a straight face. “Sir, I was not going to ask that.”




Hanna asked, “Is that another movie quote, sir?”




Jack nodded. “Yeah. I’ll have Cindy show you the ‘Aliens’ movies. Just remember that when Cindy screeches or twitches, that’s a place in the story where the audience is supposed to be really scared.”




Hanna shrugged. Jack was pretty sure she didn’t get horror movies at all. None of them scared her, and the people in them made poor tactical choices so she complained about their actions, and she probably didn’t understand why ordinary people would choose to watch something that would frighten them.




Sergeant Walters asked, “Sir? I have a couple questions. Do I have clearance to know why we have Action Girl along? And how many of these creatures are we going to be facing?”




Jack said, “Good questions, sergeant. One, no you don’t yet, but if you see her bench press a Mazda, try not to look surprised.”




The sergeant looked at Hanna with shock written all over his face as he put the puzzle pieces together. “Oh.”




Jack went on, “And the numbers on these things are going to be ugly. The Petrie’s Island op had these things dividing in two every six hours. So in one day they went from two to thirty-two. They got stopped in the middle of day two, and they were already moving up toward two hundred fifty-six. If even one of these things gets away and finds enough food, like in the projects, where they might not call the cops if people disappear off the streets, or down in the sewers, where there are probably enough rats to feed these things for weeks, we’ll have a population explosion. Finn, if just one gets away and has four full days to breed, how many of these things would we be facing?”




“That would be two to the sixteenth, or 65,536.”




Jack insisted, “Over sixty-five thousand suckers that cannot be killed with conventional weapons. If we miss even one, we may have to go to Option Failsafe.”




Hanna calmly asked, “Sir, would that be a tactical nuclear weapon?”




He nodded unhappily, “Yeah. I need to show you the movie ‘Fail Safe’ too one of these days.”




Finn asked, “Sir, do you have a task order set up yet?”




Jack nodded. “First things first. We arrive on-site and find out if they’ve even started the experiment. If not, we just shut them down and bring in DHS investigators. If so, we get tranq darts loaded up with whatever radioisotope Walter has lined up for us. We need to establish a quarantine perimeter, and that includes blocking access to the sewer system and storm drains. General Hammond will have DHS forces and National Guardsmen waiting for us when we arrive, if not shortly thereafter. We move directly to the lab and find out if it’s still secure. If so, we bring in the perimeter. If not, we search and destroy with our tranq rifles in a standard cordon-and-search op until we can move the perimeter in to the outside of the lab building. Then we do a semi-standard SRI-style building entry and room-to-room until we have everything clear. We keep a count on all critters killed, and once we have the initial lab found and clear, we figure out when they started the experiment and how many they created. If we have every one of the things, we’re done. If we’re several short, then we treat it like a full-fledged Situation Tango.” He glanced at Hanna and explained, “A CBW threat. We evac all civilians for as far out as we need to go, we blockade everything including sewer lines and water runoff lines, and we start again from a much wider perimeter.”




“Understood.”




Jack just really hoped that he wasn’t going to have to Option Failsafe the city of New York.





90. Silicide



Graham Miller looked at his team. He knew Jo Lupo was reliable, but it was too damn soon for her to be back out in the field. Unfortunately, he didn’t have a lot of choice. He’d wanted a command, and he had one. Only he hadn’t been on a field op with any of them except Lupo. He’d done training and field exercises with his other people, but that didn’t mean these guys would hold up when they ran into something completely unnatural. Sergeant Carlson had serious battle experience with plenty of medals to show for it, plus the guy was built like a weightlifter. But Lieutenants Marshall and Bailey had less real battle experience. That could make all the difference, as Graham had seen in Russia and the Ukraine. Still, Bailey had serious computer skills in addition to military training, and Marshall had a huge bioscience background on top of going through the Naval Academy. Having a hacker and a biophysicist on-site without introducing civilians into danger zones should be a good thing, if he could get it to work.




He finished explaining the situation to them and said, “Any questions?”




Lieutenant Lupo looked over at the three fingies and waited for one of them to ask something. When they didn’t she asked, “Several questions, sir. Do we know if the lab has started the experiments? Do we know if the lab has adequate protections to keep intruders out? Do we know if the lab has biowarfare protocols anywhere? Do we know if the police have been notified, and if so, if they’ll have enough sense not to barge in and give these things a way to get out and attack the general population? And do we know if Terawatt was able to kill any of these things?”




He nodded as he grappled for answers. Lupo was a lot smarter than most army ell tees. She was going to be a general someday if she didn’t get killed on one of these ops. He was so glad he’d asked her to be his 2IC. He didn’t care that she was walking around with a molded plastic boot up to her knee to protect her still-healing leg. She was still someone he wanted on his six. He said, “For most of those questions we’ll have to wait until we hear from Walter and their DHS contact. But we know it’s supposed to be a pharmaceutical research lab, so there should be no biowarfare rooms and there should be enough security to keep PETA out. It’s not quite noon in Tokyo now, so someone at the lab should be answering phone calls. If they’re not, then we have to assume the worst.”




The sat phone rang, and he flipped it to speakerphone. An Autotuned voice smiled, “Hi Graham!”




How did the colonel get Acid Burn on this so fast? He said, “Acid Burn. You’re on speakerphone. I have Lieutenant Lupo and three new faces. Sergeant Mark Carlson, Lieutenant Hank Marshall who you already met, and Lieutenant Pete Bailey.”




“Hi, Jo! Hi guys! Okay, I checked their website and their webpages are down, but I went and accessed some sites that are mirrors that maintain ‘time capsules’ of the state of the internet, and then I translated the pages since they’re all in Japanese.”




“You read Japanese too?” Lupo asked.




“Oh no, I speak a little bit, but I’m totally no with the written comprehension, but I’ve got translator programs for katakana and hiragana and kanji and romaji…”




Carlson and Bailey were looking at each other like ‘who the hell is this woman?’ but Graham needed to stay on task.




“…So anyway, they specialize in studies on cancers and lymphomas, along with heart disease, cerebrovascular disease — that means strokes mainly — and pneumonia, along with diabetes and — get this — athlete’s foot, which is way bigger in Japan than here because of the whole communal bath thing there. It looks like they focus on the main Japanese health issues, which totally makes sense to me. So there shouldn’t be any dangerous viruses or bacteria loose anywhere except maybe in the pneumonia research labs, but there are going to be some pretty toxic chemicals on hand.”




Lupo snarked, “We’ll try not to drink anything in open beakers, okay?”




Willow giggled. “And you watch it with that leg! If you injure it, I’m telling Janet, and you know what that means. The big needles!”




Graham just said, “Burn, I assume you have more intel.”




“Oh yeah, sure. I can’t get at their intranet because their firewall is totally dead, so I can’t check their internal security or their security cams or anything, but I figure if their phone system is down and their computer system is down and no one’s even putting a ‘sorry please wait’ message up, then they’re in big trouble and their IT staff is maybe already silicate lunch or someone would’ve yelled for help. But there are city traffic cams and stuff in the area, and the protection on that sub-network is pretty weak, so I’m scanning the surrounding area and it looks like nothing’s going on outside the building, at least for now. So you may be in luck, as much as this is lucky, because I’m pretty sure you’ve got man-eating silicates loose in that lab building and it’s not like Jo is Florence Griffith-Joyner right this second, but you should be able to outrun these things anyway.




“So Walter said he got hold of the DHS liaisons at the Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, and they’ll make sure the police and the army put up a blockade around the building and don’t open the doors to let monsters out. And the Agency for Natural Resources and Energy will have a buttload of strontium 90 and radium 228 for you to load up your darts with. And Terawatt says these things divide every six hours, and while they’re dividing they’re stationary and maybe harmless if you don’t touch them, so it would be good to know when the six hour timepoint is. And she said she managed to electrocute several with a huge jolt right in the soupy part in the middle of their mitosis, but other than that and the radioisotopes they were pretty much indestructible. Oh, and I asked Walter to pass on a message to the police to check on whether the lab people all went home last night like normal, because if so, these things have been on the loose for less than four hours, but if not they could have been loose for over twenty-four hours and you could have beaucoup badness in there.”




Graham said, “Thanks, Burn. Anything else?”




“Well, not yet but I have a little hope that I might be able to boot that firewall remotely if I can figure the right command set and beat the password protection, unless it has totally no power going to it now, so we’ll see. So that means over and out.”




Sergeant Carlson asked, “Sir? Doesn’t she need to breathe?”




Lieutenant Lupo laughed delightedly. She said, “I asked pretty much the same thing. And she’s like that in person.”




Graham said, “She’s an auxiliary. She’s Terawatt’s personal master hacker. Do not piss her off. If she’s unhappy, bad things will happen to you through the internet. And if she’s unhappy, Terawatt will be unhappy with you, and the colonel will be exceptionally unhappy with you.”




“Roger that, sir.”




Bailey asked, “Sir, can she really just walk through firewalls like that? I mean, if she already hacked through the Tokyo police department’s firewalls to look through their traffic cam footage…”




Graham admitted, “As far as I know, there is not a firewall on Earth that can stop her if she wants to go visiting. She is the H-bomb of network cracker threats.”




Then Bailey asked, “Sir, does she really use the handle Acid Burn? Because there’s a movie called ‘Hackers’ and in it, Angelina Jolie played a hacker codenamed Acid Burn.”




Graham smirked, “She’s using that as a handle for our ops. She has other handles for real life and business and such. But don’t expect that Angelina Jolie is on the other end of the line, and don’t make inappropriate comments even when there’s nothing around except a sat phone or a computer, because she can be anywhere she chooses to be.”




Lupo added, “And you will meet her sooner or later, if you stay in the Initiative. Be nice, and don’t hit on her.”




Carlson stiffly said, “Sir, I’m married.”




Graham told him, “When you see her, you’ll still think about hitting on her. Don’t.”




Marshall smirked, “Sexy, around twenty-five, redheaded, gorgeous girl next door look, perky and bubbly… Oh, you’ll be thinking about it.”







Alex was glad Ron had been hungry, so she hadn’t felt bad about eating a bunch of the field rations stored in the jet. And also four of her energy bars in her gymbag. And she was glad there was a sat phone so she could get a call from Acid Burn. And she was glad Hermione changed into military camo and combat boots, instead of walking around in that pantsuit and those flats, which were cute but totally not a good idea for dealing with this kind of stuff. And she was glad the jet was big enough that she could leave the radium-filled injector at the tail end of the jet and not worry about irradiating Hermione and Ron and Harry.




And she was really glad that when they landed at the NATO base just outside Rome, the guys who met them spoke really good English. With sexy Italian accents. Although one of them spoke perfect English with a real English accent, so she guessed she could figure out where he went to school, or maybe where his teachers grew up.




But there was also a pompous Italian army guy with lots of medals who insisted on being in charge. Hermione argued at him in Italian for like a minute, but he pretty much ignored her. Alex worried that he was going to be a lot of trouble.




So Colonel Leonetti, as he turned out to be, snapped, “We have already sent teams in to cordon off the area and search for threats, so we are well ahead of you. And do not treat us like idiots! You English always assume that no one can fight except yourselves and the Germans.”




Alex gave him her best Terawatt tones. “I’m not English. And I don’t make that assumption. But I do assume that most of the problems I face are not suitable for ordinary policemen or soldiers unless they have proper training and appropriate weaponry. These things are bulletproof. You can’t run over them with a truck. You can’t firebomb them or throw grenades at them. And you most definitely can’t fight them in hand-to-hand.”




They climbed into a military vehicle with the colonel, who had his driver take them to the laboratory. Alex just used her telekinesis to hold the injector on the roof. The colonel smugly told her, “Do not worry. We have considerably more on hand than a few grenades and handguns.”




Hermione said, “Well, I hope your people at least have enough training not to break into any sealed areas or open any firedoors without checking interiors first, because these things are also strong enough to burst through regular interior doors.”




Harry added, “So far they’ve killed one commando team and almost half of another. Along with everyone at the Phillips Laboratories, maybe a dozen villagers, and who knows how many farm animals. And that was on a small, relatively unpopulated island. If they get loose in your city, they could kill millions in a couple days.”




Hermione continued, “With a food source, they double in numbers every six hours. That means they multiply by sixteen every twenty-four hours they’re loose. If we don’t stop them immediately, they could wipe out everyone in Italy in a week or two.”




But the colonel waved away Hermione’s arguments. Alex could see Ron getting really red in the face with the way the guy was treating Hermione.




When they got to the command post outside the lab, Alex was sort of discouraged. She was expecting to see a big, fancy military tent with tons of fancy military equipment. There was a truck with a satellite dish on top, an armored personnel carrier with the back door open, a truck with an open side panel that was serving food and beverages to maybe a dozen soldiers, and a couple trucks with canvas tops and sides that probably had benches along the insides. On second thought, that was a pretty decent way to keep everything ready for quick movement, but it just seemed sort of… well, not-as-awesome-as-Colonel-O’Neill.




Colonel Leonetti marched over to the communications truck and asked, “What is the update on our progress? And use English for our visitors.”




Hermione said something angry in Italian that made the colonel frown at her. Maybe it was just something like ‘not all Brits are language morons.’ But it sounded to Alex’s Spanish-exposed ear more like she was telling them to stop being so patronizing to an EU liaison or she would report them to some generals.




Alex asked, “Have any teams broken the quarantine?”




The colonel took two steps to the open back doors of the armored personnel carrier, where there were two officers studying a map and a bunch of papers. He asked them for a report.




One of them said, “Yes, colonel. Six minutes ago, teams one through four made a standard entry. We have not—”




Alex flinched as she heard the sound of squealing. That horrid, icky, rubbery squealing that nothing but silicates made. And it was coming their way. She leapt straight up to see over the trucks. At thirty feet up, she had a view of everything.




The double doors at the front of the building were swinging wide open, and a stream of silicates was heading right for them. Soldiers were opening fire on the silicates from the sides, and some of the silicates were branching off toward the soldiers. And the soldiers weren’t backing up!




Oh crud, this was so bad!




She dropped down to about five feet above the street. “We have silicates heading this way! Get in the trucks and lock them tight! Get the tranq rifles prepped! Order the soldiers to retreat before they get eaten!”




She had the injector still sitting on the roof of the vehicle they arrived in, and she pulled it toward her. Then she headed toward the silicates. What she really wanted to do was save the soldiers. What she really needed to do was make sure none of the silicates got away.




She couldn’t believe that she was even considering letting some of these guys get killed, even if it would save hundreds, maybe millions, in the long run.




She injected the front four silicates that were heading at the trucks. Then she made a judgment call. It looked like the silicates on her right might be closer to tackling the soldiers and then making an escape and getting around that corner. She headed for the silicates over there, leaving the soldiers on her left to fend for themselves. She hated having to make a choice like that, but there were too many of the icky things, and they were spreading out of the building too fast, and there were too many soldiers to protect! How did Jack live with doing this all the time?




She couldn’t land on the ground, because of the silicates everywhere. So she had to make do with the injector.




A soldier had backed up and tripped over something, and a silicate was about to grab him with a tentacle. She stabbed that one first. The injector plunged into its armored hide, pumped in one dose, and flew back toward her. She telekinetically hung onto the silicate’s tentacle long enough for the soldier to get to his feet and scramble to safety.




She flew past the soldiers and landed in a clear spot that would only be clear for a few seconds. She stabbed two more silicates with the injector while she shoved two other silicates together so she could tie their tentacles in a knot. She stabbed two more, and then slammed another silicate to the side to make another tentacle square knot. She stabbed three more while she moved to the side and got out of the way of panicky soldiers. She pushed the last two together and tied another square knot with their tentacles. She yelled out, “Don’t touch these things! Wait for the Brits, they have weapons!”




She leapt into the air and flew back toward the left side of the battle.




That was when she saw four or five of the soldiers with grenades. She yelled, “No! No no no!”




It didn’t do any good. The soldiers threw the grenades at the silicates. That meant they also threw the grenades at her.







Jack used a Starlight scope to look down on the Hillman-Klein ‘campus’ from the chopper. Not a bad-looking little place. Big fence to keep out annoying PETA people, closed security gate with lighted guard shack beside it, parking lot between the guard shack and the buildings, and a guard walking around the four lab buildings that were set in a square so there was a little courtyard in between them.




He spoke, going for the casual I’m-not-worried routine that seemed to work on the fingies. “Good news. There’s a live guard walking around down there, so we don’t have a level three infestation. Yet. Bad news. That chain link fence isn’t going to stop a three hundred pound super-strong bowling ball. More bad news? The police decided to park in the parking lot instead of outside the gate. And our DHS and National Guard support aren’t here yet, except for one truck. Must be that cross-town traffic I keep hearing about. We’ll land outside the fence by that lone DHS truck, which had better have our radioisotopes. Everybody? Starlight scopes, because night ops against things that hunt in the dark are less than fun. Tranq rifles with full tranq gear. Don’t bother with the usual.”




“Roger that, sir,” said Finn for the whole team.




They touched down. Finn and Action Girl were out and standing guard before Jack could even say ‘move.’ The sergeants moved straight to the heavy DHS truck with a case of empty tranq darts.




And the police came trotting over. Jack strode forward, Finn and Hanna at his back, moving to his sides as wingmen. He introduced himself, “Colonel Jack O’Neill, DHS.”




The lead guy, who was actually wearing an actual cowboy hat and an expensive bolo tie and a Western jacket in the middle of New York City, said, “Howdy. Marshal Sam McCloud, and this is my partner Sergeant Joe Broadhurst. Chief of Detectives Peter B. Clifford sent us personally, because we’ve already had dealings with the DHS and we already signed a whole mesa full of NDAs that time.”




Jack glanced at Finn, who touched his earjack and started relaying a message to Acid Burn and Jack’s IT people.




Broadhurst sourly added, “Meaning, we’re probably already on you guys’ shitlist, and the chief didn’t want to get new detectives in trouble.”




Jack said, “Well, you might want to get your car out here on the street, so you can make a hasty retreat if this goes south.”




McCloud drawled, “Just how far south is this likely to go? Are we talkin’ South Brooklyn, or Perth Amboy?”




Funny guy. Jack said, “If it goes as far south as it just did in Ireland, we’re talking South Florida. Maybe Brazil.”




“Ireland?” Broadhurst asked suspiciously.




Jack noticed the way McCloud was sizing everyone up while acting like he hadn’t noticed anything. This guy probably lived on the ‘make everyone underestimate you’ principle. Not that Jack knew anything about that strategy.




Jack’s earjack buzzed, and he tapped it, trying to make it look like he was scratching his ear. Finn’s voice whispered, “DHS case here over a year ago. A chemical warfare bomber. Colonel Roger McNamara filed a complaint against Marshal Sam McCloud, but the case is officially listed as McCloud arresting the real bomber and disarming an explosive charge on a tank of sarin gas in the mayor’s office and getting an award for it. Burn says McCloud has a girlfriend who wrote a big story on the bomber for the local papers. So McCloud walked on the complaint.”




Jack said, “Okay. My people tell me you seriously pissed off one Colonel McNamara of the DHS.” He watched as Broadhurst winced and McCloud just casually put a matchstick in his mouth. “So that means you’re okay in my books.”




McCloud smiled, “There ya go.”




Jack recognized that little bit of ‘I’m too folksy for my shirt.’ It wasn’t like he hadn’t pulled it himself, although not this intensely. He smiled back and said, “Ya sure, you betcha.”




McCloud nodded at him, recognizing that Jack was on to him, and then explained, “So we followed the DHS directives like you wanted, and we already checked with the security people here. No one stayed late yesterday. In fact, the chief of the security team said that Hillman-Klein doesn’t like people putting in ridiculously late hours. They have a standing policy that getting enough sleep and eating right makes for fewer accidents and errors in the lab. But tonight, no one has left floor two of Building C. Their cars are all still here, and none of them checked out.”




Broadhurst said, “I went over the gate guard’s log. Everybody who checked in this morning is out, except for fourteen people, all of them floor two staff. We asked the security people not to move the elevators in the building, not to open any doors, and to check all security camera footage.”




McCloud asked, “Do we get to ask what’s goin’ on?”




Jack said, “No. But I’m going to tell you anyway, and you’ll be signing NDAs afterward.”




Finn said, “Sir, I’ve got NDAs in the chopper.”




Jack told him, “It’ll wait.”




Broadhurst grumped, “If you don’t mind, I’d just as soon get those things signed right now. That way, we’re covered when inevitably we do something that gets us in trouble with the Chief.”




“Now Joe,” McCloud drawled.




Broadhurst insisted, “Remember the explosion in the bullpen? Remember the firehose, the detergent, and the expensive marble floor? Remember the deputy mayor and that false arrest problem?”




McCloud smiled, “Now Joe, what makes you think anything’s gonna go wrong?”




“Because something always goes wrong!” Broadhurst complained.




Jack smiled to himself. If this wasn’t a critical op, he would have enjoyed just sitting around and watching these two guys banter back and forth, and maybe seeing them get yelled at by this Chief Clifford.




Sergeant Scott came running over with Riley’s valise. Finn quickly leafed through a bunch of tabbed separators and pulled out two NDA sheets. The two detectives quickly signed. McCloud with a flourish, and Broadhurst after a careful reading of just what he was getting himself into.




Jack told them, “Great. Now you get to know stuff you can’t tell anyone. Not even McCloud’s girlfriend the reporter.”




“She’s a writer, not a reporter,” McCloud put in.




Jack ignored that. He started explaining, as four DHS cars and half a dozen National Guard trucks came roaring up the street toward him. “A couple days ago, a cancer research lab in Ireland tried a new experiment. They didn’t get a cancer treatment. They got several artificial silicon-based lifeforms that eat calcium. Only they eat it right out of your body.” Both detectives flinched. “Yep. If they touch you, their skin injects some sort of enzyme or something that breaks down your calcium so they can pull it right out of you. Apparently, it only takes a couple seconds, during which you scream in agony, and after which you are extremely dead. These things look like a three hundred pound glob of armored silicon with an extremely strong tentacle that’s six feet or so long. They’re proof against bullets, grenades, dynamite, firebombs, electricity, running over ’em with a car, and pretty much everything except an injection of certain radioisotopes. We’ll be going in with tranq rifles and darts loaded with strontium-90. Oh, and they double in number every six hours. If the scientists made two of them at nine this morning, then there are probably eight creatures right now. With enough food, in twenty-four hours, we’d be looking at a hundred twenty-eight of ’em. In a week, we’d have half a billion, and we’d need to nuke New York to stop them from spreading across the entire country.”




Broadhurst grumbled, “I knew you shouldn’t have asked.”




Jack tried not to snicker. “If it hadn’t been for Terawatt, these things would’ve wiped out everyone and everything on a small island off the Irish coast. Only we don’t get lucky enough to have things stop there. We have these nimrods getting people in other labs around the world to do the same experiments. This team is trying to contain the problem here in Building C. Terawatt is leading a team trying to save Rome, Italy. And we have another team winging its way off to try and save Tokyo. If it turns out there are other labs doing this, we’re in big trouble.”




Broadhurst muttered, “I knew it…”




McCloud looked over at Hanna and casually asked, “So if Terawatt’s in Rome, and you’ve got a girl way too young to be in the armed forces, I guess we’re lookin’ at another real, live, superhero?”




Broadhurst sighed, “I knew you’d get me in more trouble.”




Jack said, “You’re not going to get in more trouble. But you are going to get invited to step up from Double A ball to the major leagues.”




Broadhurst groaned, “You see? If we’d parked the cruiser out here, I could turn around and bang my forehead on it.”




“Now Joe, he’s bein’ real nice about all this. And I don’t see what the problem is.”




Broadhurst insisted, “I like being a cop. I like living in New York City. I don’t want to get drafted into the army and be stuck flying off to West Armpit, Wyoming to track down monsters!”




Jack smiled, “Actually, I was thinking more about you just doing what you already do, but being able to give us a heads-up if you see something you think is more in our ballpark than yours.”




“There ya go, Joe,” grinned McCloud.




Broadhurst complained, “I just know this is going to end badly.”




The two sergeants marched over, along with a couple DHS guys and four National Guard officers. Sergeant Scott said, “Sir, Colonel Harrison, Agent Peters, and Agent Sands of the DHS. Colonel Hathaway, Major Waters, Major Preston, and Captain Parris of the National Guard. Our darts are loaded and ready to go. Do we have floorplans and an entry plan?”




Jack told him, “I suspect that Marshal McCloud has a set of floorplans tucked away in his coat pocket, maybe with a building key.”




Hanna asked, “Sir, is that his first name, or is he a marshal like in the Wild West?”




“Don’t have marshals where you come from in Europe, little lady?”




Well, it wasn’t as if Hanna had no accent, unless she was doing one of her ‘covert role’ voices. Jack said to her, “You don’t need to answer that. The marshal’s just fishing for intel now. But if he keeps bugging you, you have my permission to rip the engine block out of his squad car and throw it at him.”




Hanna smiled, “Yes sir.”




Jack was just glad Hanna wasn’t really strong enough to rip the engine block out of a car. He figured that a cop car like that one would probably have a heavy V8 engine that would run maybe six or seven hundred pounds. Hanna might be able to lift that much, but the engine would be bolted down, and even if it wasn’t, it would be too bulky for her to get a good grip on. Not that he was going to tell Marshal McCowboy.




The marshal smiled, “Ya don’t have to be like that. Now I had a nice little chat with Marv, the night security chief, and he loaned me these.” McCloud pulled out a keycard and a folded building plan.




Broadhurst interjected, “That’s ‘McCloud’ for ‘I conned him out of this stuff but that’s my story and I’m sticking to it’.”




“Now Joe, don’t be like that.” He turned back to Jack and unfolded the blueprint. “Now it looks like this place could be a might hard to bust into, without an inside man.”




Jack said, “Right now, we’re worried about busting out of it. These things can go right through a standard interior door. They can also climb walls and punch through ordinary glass like it’s tissue paper.”




He turned to the DHS and National Guard people and explained about the silicates. Then he said, “I’m going to use my people and these nice policemen as my immediate patrol around the building. I need your people outside the fence on all sides, and teams securing all openings into the city stormwater runoff system, with your biggest truck blocking that security gate so nothing goes out unless we want it to.”




Broadhurst murmured to McCloud, “Well, I guess we can write off another squad car.”




Jack continued, “Fun part? Conventional weaponry up to and including grenades and mortars will be useless against these things. Dole out the remaining tranq dart rifles to your best shooters, get your darts loaded up with the radioisotopes in that DHS truck over there, and station the shooters equidistant around the perimeter. If anything gets out of that building and past our first defensive perimeter, just put one dart into it. It’ll be dead in thirty seconds. But we cannot let these things out. They double in numbers every six hours. That means if even one gets away, we have a hundred thousand in a few days, and half a billion in a week. And instruct your people. Do not let these things get within ten feet. They have a tentacle they like to use, and it’s a hell of a lot stronger than it looks, and if it gets a grip on you, it’s agonizing, and it’s fatal in a few seconds. Understood?”




“Understood, colonel.” The National Guard officers trotted off to get their men in position around the perimeter, and the DHS men did the same.




He looked over the plans. One elevator access. One stairway door. Both presumably needed the keycard McCloud had to operate them. Both had the potential for releasing the silicates into the rest of the building if handled improperly. And there was one emergency exit on each upper floor that was a security door with no stairs up to it, just an inflatable emergency slide secured on the inside. He could see that second-floor door from where they were. It opened up into thin air and had no exterior lock or handle. He really hoped there wasn’t a simple bar to press on the inside to open it, or he’d have silicates raining down over there. On the other hand, the interior looked simple: one hallway running from the stairway door past the elevator to the emergency exit door, with two labs on each side of the hallway.




Jack said, “Okay boys and girls, let’s…” He glanced over at McCloud. “…saddle up. We need to know if there are security cams we can monitor before we go in.”




Broadhurst glowered, “They have security cams in the hallways and on the main doors into each building, but they lost the floor two cam around noon today.”




Jack grimaced. “And no one thought that needed to be investigated?”




Broadhurst frowned back. “That’s what we said.”




McCloud drawled, “Marv told us these things have been goin’ out about one or two a week ever since they got installed back in March, and now they pretty much just wait until they have half a dozen or so that need to be repaired all at once before they call the company who put the system in. Seems they don’t like these guys, and there’s a lawsuit goin’ on.”




Jack said, “Great. So we probably had silicates loose in one lab room, and that’s when they got out.”




Finn suggested, “It was around noon, so they could have been penned in within that lab without an easy exit, until someone dropped by to ask if someone else was going to go to lunch, and got a nasty surprise.”




Jack nodded. “Pretty much what I was thinking. So we figure the silicates started between eight and twelve this morning. If it was at eight, they’ve divided twice. So they’ve gone up to four times as many as they started with. If it was twelve, they’ve divided once and they’ll be dividing again in under an hour. Word is the Ireland lab started with two, but had tanks for more, so we could have a starting point of anywhere from one to maybe six or so.”




McCloud drawled, “So we got between two and twenty-four hungry critters, right?”




“Right.”




Jack said, “Sergeant Walters, you have your vid gear with you, right?”




“Yes sir.”




“Then let’s go do this bug hunt before we have twice as many things to kill.” He looked at the cops. “Can either of you hit the broad side of a barn?”




Broadhurst pointed at his partner. “McCloud can shoot like nobody’s business.”




Jack ordered, “Sergeant Scott, load up the marshal and the sergeant, and make sure they know how to operate the weapon and clear a jam when they’ve got a radioisotope instead of a tranquilizer in their dart. Marshal, do not shoot anything that looks remotely human.”




McCloud smiled at him and drawled, “I think I can manage that.”




Broadhurst grumbled, “Can I shoot McCloud?”




“Now Joe…”




Jack ignored the byplay and warned them, “And under no circumstances let these things within ten feet of you. Even if you duck into your car, that won’t keep them from smashing in the windows and eating you.”




As they moved through the security gate and across the parking lot, Finn pointed out, “Visual verification, sir.”




Jack had to look hard to spot it through the frosted windows on the second floor, but that was definitely a tentacle waving around. He said, “McCloud, Broadhurst, and Scott. I need you three staying outside the building and patrolling, keeping an eye for any escapees. These things may bust out a window and come down the side of the building.”




The marshal drawled, “Or maybe they’ll just use the emergency door for the floor. It’s got no stairs, just an evacuation slide like in a jet.” He pointed at a marked doorway on the floorplan, at the far end of the hall from the stairway door.




Yeah, Jack was already worrying about that. He took the floorplan and the keycard from McCloud, and had Sergeant Walters move up to the front door with his gear. The vid gear included an optical fiber you could shove under a door or through a vent to get a look in places the enemy did not want you to look, without the enemy knowing you were even there yet.




Walters threaded the optical fiber under the door and wiggled it around. “Clear, sir.”




Jack was taking the other approach. He had a stethoscope he was using to listen for ‘rubbery squealing’ or whatever these things sounded like. There wasn’t any sound, either.




He used the keycard, and the door unlocked with a distinct clack. Great, always let the enemy know you’re coming. That never ends badly.




Hanna and Finn did a fast building entry, with him and Walters moving in after they made sure the ground floor entry area was clear. He notified Sergeant Scott that they were in, and he made sure the door was shut behind them. He was less worried about getting backup than about risking letting these things outside. But the door was a heavy steel security door in a security frame, with a simple quick-release bar on the inside. He let Finn use his multi-tool to lock the bar in place. Without a working quick-release bar, even Hanna would have a hell of a time busting that thing open. These silicates weren’t getting out that way.




He split the team into pairs — him with Hanna, Finn with Walters — to check that the ground floor was indeed clear, and there was no easy way into sub-grade levels. Check and check. The door to the basement was another heavy steel security door with a keycard lock. Jack wondered if PETA was really a big enough problem for this much security. This was New York City after all, so maybe they had to protect the place against guys who just wanted to bust in and steal everything that wasn’t nailed down.




The elevator was locked off at the first floor, and Jack wanted it to stay there. The last thing he needed was silicates getting to ride up and down to any floor they wanted. The stairs had a security door at the ground floor, with a quick release bar on the inside. Finn pulled out his multi-tool and quickly locked that sucker down so the bar wouldn’t work. They moved up the concrete stairs to the second floor.




The second floor landing was concrete, and the door was another steel security door. There was also a concrete wall between the flights of stairs. So far, so okay. He put the stethoscope to the door.




Crap. There was a chorus of rubbery squeaks going on just the other side of the door. Walters cursed under his breath too.




Jack looked at the monitor screen on Walters’ little display system. Those were ugly suckers. And they had to be surprisingly strong and tough, if they could wave those tentacles in the air like that. As Walters moved the optical fiber, Jack got a count.




He signaled a retreat, and they moved back down to the ground floor. He said, “Okay, there’s four of us, and we all have one-shot tranq rifles. There are seven of these things in the hallway and probably more in the labs off the hall. It takes ten to twenty seconds to reload your rifle, and a lot longer if you have to put in a new gas cartridge or clear a jam. As soon as we open that door, we’ll have silicates coming at us. So here’s what we do. I pop the door. We shoot. Heller, you take the closest. Watch out for that tentacle. Walters, you take next closest. I take the one after that, and Finn takes the fourth. We close that door and lock it if we can, but we do not risk getting swiped by a tentacle. If we get the door closed, we reload and then repeat. If we can’t get the door closed, we retreat up the stairs to the next landing, reload there, and pick off everything trying to get at us. Then we move back to the door, close it, and pick off everything that tried to get down to the ground level. Once we have the entry point clear, we move through, lock the door behind us, and follow modified room-to-room procedures to clear these labs one by one. Understood?”




He got three nods. He moved back up the stairs, let his team get into position, and he popped the lock before yanking the door open.




The things were just waiting for them.





91. Silicotic



Graham flipped the sat phone to speaker. “Miller.”




Willow’s voice came through. “Oh, this is bad. The Japanese just lost containment on the lab building. They put a mike on the front door, and I’ve been eavesdropping because their comms aren’t really encrypted much, and my Japanese isn’t so great but it’s just barely good enough, so they got a dead silence for several minutes, and then the noise picked up even louder, so I think that means they just divided again, and then the things broke out a couple windows and the back door, and they’re out of the building now. Walter and I gave them all the information we had, and I used up pretty much every bit of my conversational Japanese except ‘can you direct me to the bathroom’ and ‘this dinner is very good, you are a most impressive cook.’ So they’ve got barricades up a block out from the lab, and they’re injecting radioisotopes in a bunch of live animals they grabbed from a nearby market and putting ’em inside the barricade and hoping the monsters eat the little animals before they bust out of the barricades. And I gave ’em half a dozen things to try, and maybe some of ’em will work.”




Graham refused to wince in front of his people, but they were still hours out from the air force base where they would land, and they would still need more than an hour’s drive to get to the op site. By the time they got there, the crisis could have spread across… He glanced at Lupo. “Lieutenant. If they can’t stop these things, and we need another six hours to get to the op site, and it’s in the middle of Tokyo, and these things can move at three miles an hour, how much of Tokyo could be in the crisis range?”




Jo Lupo frowned in thought. “Let me think… Tokyo’s something like 1300 or 1400 square miles. At the speed and time you gave me, they could go eighteen miles in any direction. A circle with an eighteen mile radius is about… a thousand and twenty square miles. We’d already have lost maybe three quarters of the city.”




Willow’s voice chimed in, “That’s a little higher than the number I came up with, sixty-one percent, since the lab’s not quite dead center and the area of Tokyo is right about 1359 square miles, and it’s not a circle, and I just went ahead and ran it through my GIS proggie and assumed the things would have to stick to the streets to get around town so no cutting down the diagonals. But the police have these concrete barriers that are like the things in the medians on interstates, and those ought to be strong enough to hold the things in, so I told them to spray Teflon all over the insides of the barriers, and maybe that’ll make it a lot tougher for the things to climb up the sides. And they’ve got this spray foam stuff I read about that turns rigid pretty quickly in air, and they’re gonna try it and see if they can trap the things or at least make the barriers five times higher. And they’re bringing in their own tranq dart guns and the DHS contact agencies are supposed to already have the radioisotopes on-site, so maybe they can keep things under control.”




“Maybe,” Graham replied. “You’d better ask them to go ahead and evac a wider area and clear out all the live animals from the markets and pet stores. If we can deny them food for long enough, they at least won’t have the energy to move very far or divide. I hope.”




Willow said, “Walter’s already on it. The Japanese are pretty freaked, because they know the Chinese just had to nuke a city, and nobody knows why but maybe it was these things, and they really don’t want to have to nuke Tokyo. There’s already one guy in the Diet talking about spraying strontium-90 over the whole containment area and just writing it off as permanently contaminated. It’s really a good thing Terawatt got that call from Hermione and Hermione found the addresses and the first lab was on a tiny island, and I wish I had time to go check how the Rome thing is going.”




Graham told her, “Just keep doing what you’re doing, Burn.”




He hung up, and Lieutenant Bailey asked, “So Acid Burn can just casually walk through every firewall she sees, and break encryption like she’s the NSA, and she speaks enough languages that she just happens to know the one language we need this time? Does she fly and shoot laser beams out of her eyes too?” Lupo snorted to herself.




Graham tried not to grin. “She happens to be one of the most powerful white hat hackers in the industry. And according to the colonel, she knows over seventy computer languages, and speaks or reads over a dozen human languages.”




“Human languages, sir?” Sergeant Carlson wondered.




Graham admitted, “A source tells me she also knows Klingon and the Elvish languages from ‘Lord of the Rings.’ I have no idea what else she knows, but apparently she’s one hell of a tough gamer too.”




Lieutenant Bailey looked down at his laptop and said, “I’m feeling a little out of my league, sir.”




Graham just sat back and smiled. “I feel like that all the time, lieutenant.”







Alex watched as the grenades went flying through the air at the silicates. And at her. She went silvery and jetted straight up.




She could have tried grabbing all the grenades, but she had nowhere to throw them, since they were already about to blow up. And she sure couldn’t knock them back at the soldiers. That would be mega-bad.




She was maybe sixty or eighty feet up when the grenades went off in a fast series of loud bangs. Stuff was whizzing through the air around her, and something sliced into her from underneath. Ouch, that really hurt.




But she’d been hurt enough times that she managed to handle this one without losing her concentration and falling. She carefully dropped back down to the street, squeezing out the metal fragment that had punched into her silvery morph. Man, if she had still been normal, that would have been mega-icky.




Oh crud. She could see that two of the soldiers hadn’t been far enough back from one of the grenades, and they were down. Down, and already screaming as silicates ate them. The other soldiers weren’t panicking, but they didn’t know what to do. They tried firing more rounds into the silicates, and that sure wasn’t going to work.




She flew over the battle. She injected radium into the silicates on her right, while she flew over the heads of the soldiers. She landed behind them and yelled, “Bullets will not work!”




One of them shouted something in Italian that sounded desperate and frightened. She couldn’t blame them. But she was standing on the street now, so she could use more telekinesis.




The men backed up, ignoring where she was, so first she used her telekinesis to push a couple guys to the sides so they wouldn’t back up right into her and knock her down. Then she strode forward at the silicates. She slammed one into the thing right in front of her and tied their tentacles in a knot. Then she injected two more over on what was now her left flank. She slammed two more together and tied a tentacle knot. Then two more injections, and…




Oh crud, the injector wasn’t injecting anymore! Had she bent a needle or something? She hastily did the slam-together-and-tie-a-knot trick three more times, as she pulled the injector over to her.




The reservoir was empty. She had no more radioisotope until she could reload her injector. Assuming there really was more, since the colonel hadn’t impressed her very much so far.




She did her slam-and-knot trick on four more pairs over on her left and in the middle, while she kept backing up. Then she pointed at the remaining ones over on her right. She insisted, “Fire at them a little and walk slowly, so they’ll follow you. Then lead them in a big arc to the base over there, where they should have some weapons that will stop these things.” She just didn’t have time to stop all these things, because more silicates were coming out of the still-open front doors.




The armored personnel carrier came rolling across the street right at the front doors. Its horn honked twice to get her attention.




Oh! Right! She flew straight at the doors and tried to push them closed. Crud, one of the silicates was trying to push it open, and it was stronger than her.




She flew up to the roof over the entry and landed, so she could use all her telekinesis, even if she couldn’t see what she was doing. She shoved the silicate back inside, and then pushed the doors closed. She didn’t manage to get them all the way closed, but they were nearly closed. For a few seconds. Until another silicate would come along and start pushing against the doors too, and then they would overwhelm the two hundred pounds or so of push she could manage.




The armored personnel carrier drove over several silicates and up the steps to the front doors. Then it slowed down and nosed the doors closed. Once the silicates couldn’t possibly get those doors open, it stopped. The engine made a noise like the driver had just shifted into park.




Alex noticed that the vehicle was conveniently parked on top of two of the silicates, while ones that had been run over by the massive thing seemed to be moving slower than normal. At least the ones under the tires couldn’t budge, although they were flailing their tentacles angrily. But there were still about nine over behind her, being led by the soldiers over to the base area where the tranq rifles were. And about seven were now behind the carrier and moving at the base. And another four were moving off to the other side, where soldiers were standing past the dead and tied silicates, firing at the new threats.




Was this some soldier rule she didn’t know about? If firing a bunch of bullets doesn’t work, just keep shooting until you run out of bullets?




She flew over to the foursome moving at the soldiers, and she landed off to the side, where the soldiers wouldn’t accidentally shoot her full of holes. Important Buffy-rule: ‘friendly fire’ wasn’t. Then she did her slam-and-tie move twice, and she had them. She flew up high to avoid the gunfire, and she dove down toward the base camp. She landed on top of the satellite truck and started doing the slam-and-knot on every pair that wasn’t already dead or dying. Meanwhile, Hermione was on top of the food truck, carefully firing tranq darts, and Harry was on top of the cab of one of the other trucks, doing the same.




There was no sign of Ron. She gulped.




And there were a lot of bodies on the ground. It looked like most of the soldiers who hadn’t already been in the trucks had tried shooting at the things and had been eaten. It was sickening. Mega-sickening. But none of the bodies she could see was in a black camo commando outfit, like Ron had been wearing.




All she could do for the moment was help deal with the crisis. She flew over to where the soldiers were doing what she told them and leading all the live, untied silicates toward the base camp. She landed behind the silicates and did her slam-and-knot move until only one was left She flew to the middle of the street in front of the carrier and walked toward the remaining things, doing more slam-and-knot moves until the remaining untied ones were being shot by Hermione or Harry. But that still left the two under the carrier that were making it impossible for the driver to get out without getting a lethal tentacle around the leg or the waist.




She flew over to Hermione, who was carefully firing darts at the last moving silicates. She asked, “Where’s Ron? Where’s Colonel Stupidetti? Where’s more radioisotope, ’cause I’m all out?”




Hermione reloaded and took her time aiming, before putting a dart in the side of one of the last creatures. “Ron’s in the APC. The colonel’s in the comm truck calling for backup. The radioisotope’s here with me in case I need to fill my last dozen tranq darts.”




“Oh. That reminds me of something I should do,” Alex told her. She flew around the base camp, retrieving used darts from the dead silicates. It was pretty easy, since the dead ones just sort of melted into goo and the darts came right out with just a small tug. She brought about twenty darts back to Hermione and said, “We probably need to wipe them clean first, but now you have more darts.”




Alex then flew way off to the side and a hundred feet into the air to open the container of radioisotope and refill her injector. She didn’t want to expose anyone to that stuff if she didn’t have to. Then she sealed the container again, dropped it off next to Hermione, and flew over to the armored personnel carrier. She injected the things that were still stuck under the truck and lashing their tentacles about, and she took a look under the truck to make sure there wasn’t another one of the things lurking about waiting for a tasty morsel to hop out of the carrier.




Once the silicates under the truck collapsed and died, she flew in front of the windshield and gave Ron a thumbs-up. Man, if he hadn’t blocked those doors really well, they’d be up to their ears in silicates by now.




Well, up to their shins, anyway.




She flew over to inject every pair of tied-together silicates. Then she flew back to the base camp. She used her telekinesis to swing open the rear door of the communications truck, while she hovered six feet in the air.




The colonel was in the truck, yelling into the radio set-up. She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “Colonel, your incompetence and refusal to listen to the experts on the situation have just endangered all of Italy. You have also managed to get a huge number of your men killed. And we still have to find a way to clear that lab building before they burst out of the windows. I am extremely upset about the loss of life, since it all could have been avoided.”




The colonel just glared back. “And what do you know about it? You do not know these men. You will not be the one writing letters to their loved ones. You are not defending your home city.”




She had to admit, she was really glad she wasn’t the one who had to write letters explaining why people under her command were dead. Still, she’d defended her hometown plenty of times! She just snapped at him, “Then perhaps you should listen to the experts, because we now have a radioactive contamination problem in the streets here, and we still have a building full of silicates that need to be eliminated as soon as possible, and if even one of these things gets loose, it could mean the death of every single person in Rome.”




He frowned, “And how do you propose to enter a building full of man-eating monsters? How do you plan to keep them all inside while you enter? And how do you plan to deal with these killers?”




She stalled, “I will first…” Oh! Right! “…have Hermione Granger assess your entry plan and see if she can determine where it went wrong. Then I will examine the plans for the building. Then I will check the building for alternative entry points. If there is a roof entry, it may be the safest way into the building.”




The colonel growled, “I do not understand how someone like Miss Granger got a post so important as your liaison staff, when the rest of us have many years in the military or the diplomatic corps of our countries. I find that deeply suspicious. She is probably some royal’s bit of fluff, as the English say—”




Alex tried not to sound angry, even if she was angry. “She is on the liaison staff because I requested it. She’s the best data analyst in Europe.”




The colonel nodded knowingly. “Ahh. Nepotism. Now I understand.”




Boy, and she thought Jack was good at getting people to want to punch him in the face.




She flew over to Hermione and Harry. If she stayed and talked to that jerkhead one more minute, she’d do something she’d regret later. Like giving him a radioactive jab in the butt with her injector.




Harry and Hermione were looking over a chart with Ron and two Italian soldiers she hadn’t met yet.




Hermione was pointing out, “We can’t enter anywhere other than the front doors without blowing a hole in a wall or a ceiling, and that would give these things another egress point. Now if we get a squadron of men with tranq rifles, we can back up the APC, let the silicates come out, and shoot them fast enough to keep them from getting any farther than the front steps. Then we can start with building entry teams again.”




Alex asked, “Is there a roof entry?”




“No.”




Boy, what was wrong with people that they couldn’t put a nice door on the roof? She asked, “Is there an air conditioning system on the roof with ductwork through the building?”




“Yes, but the ducts are too small for anything bigger than a rat, and the three floors have separate systems, in case of contamination problems.”




She smiled, “In that case, I just need my injector refilled, and I can tackle the building myself.”







Jack refused to flinch as over half a dozen silicates all came toward them. Hanna already had her dart dead center in the first silicate before it had a chance to move more than a couple inches. He nailed the third silicate. Finn already had a dart in the fourth one, and Walters wasn’t far behind the pace.




But one of the dying silicates was already in the doorway, and thrashing its tentacle. He spotted Hanna preparing to tackle the door, and he snapped, “Heller! Retreat!”




She actually listened. He knew from watching her react in training exercises that she had briefly considered not following orders, but she had still stepped back at least as quickly as a regular soldier would have managed.




“Up the stairs, people!”




He backed up the stairs, while his team hastily moved to the landing behind him and started reloading their weapons. But he wanted as many of the things following him as he could manage.




Three silicates followed him and struggled up the steps after him. Two others went down the other flight of stairs, where they would be stuck against that security door.




When he reached the landing, he said, “Team, fire. Same order as before.”




Hanna and Finn put darts into their targets before he’d hardly finished speaking. Walters followed a second after that. Jack stopped and reloaded his rifle. He had two lead-lined pouches, one for the live darts, and one for the used darts if any of them jammed in the breech or were recovered. He didn’t want to leave radioactive crap all over the place if it wasn’t necessary. And he definitely didn’t want to have any radioactive crap in his pants pockets.




The four around the doorway were dead and melting in a really disgusting manner. The three coming up the stairs were getting slower and slower, so they didn’t have long.




By the time his team had all reloaded, the silicates on the stairs in front of them were history. Very goopy history. And two more silicates were moving into the hallway from the labs.




He warned everyone, “Try not to step in this crap if you don’t have to. It’s radioactive, it may have unknown effects on your shoes or your feet, and it’ll ruin your traction.”




“Roger that, sir,” said Finn.




Jack went on, “Advance to the door again. Finn and Heller, you have the two downstairs. Walters, you and I have the ones in the hallway. We fire, and we retreat to the landing to reload, just in case.”




“Yes sir.”




He used the railings to hop over each of the ex-silicates, and he could hear his team following. He took his shot and hit the second silicate. Then Walters took his shot and nailed the first one. Meanwhile, he heard Hanna and Finn firing their rifles.




Finn requested, “Sir, nothing’s going to be able to reach us before we reload. Can we stay here?”




Jack looked down the stairs, where the two other silicates were still pressing against that security door, and would be dead before they managed to turn around and get halfway up the stairs. “Good plan, Major. Let’s do that.”




By the time he had his rifle reloaded, the two newest targets in the hallway were most of the way towards the entry door, but their tentacles were down and they were starting to deflate.




He said, “Finn, shove the hallway door all the way closed, if you can. If you need help, use Action Girl. I want to be able to close that door behind us and keep the remaining threats penned in.”




Just then, he heard the sound of heavy glass shattering.




A voice came over his comms. “Scott to Leader. Scott to leader. Lab B just lost containment. We have two silicates out and moving toward us. No, make that three.”




Jack gestured for the team to follow him, and he moved down the hall. He could still hear squealing, so he knew there were more of the things. But the first door on his right would be the ‘Lab B’ that Sergeant Scott just reported on, and it was opposite another doorway. Both were potential threats, and he had to stop any more silicates from getting out that window.







Alex flew into the air conditioning intake. She was a silvery puddle, and she had the injector in her morph with her, even if she was kind of afraid of what bringing radioactive material along with her like this could do to her. But she scooted two filters out of the way, stopped a spinning fan for long enough to squeeze through, and headed down the ducts to the top floor. She flowed out through a ceiling vent and pulled the injector out of her morph. She jabbed everything in the room before they even knew she was there. Then she flew into the hall and the other labs, injecting every silicate. She tried not to look at all the dead, rubbery, boneless scientists all over the place.




The stairway door was smashed open from the other side, so she knew the silicates were from floor one or floor two. Or ‘ground floor and first floor’ as Hermione kept calling them, which was just confusing. Why couldn’t everyone speak English with the same words?




She stayed silvery and flew down to floor two. That door was smashed open from the stairway side too, so that told her the silicates were created on floor one. She flew into the hallway and jabbed the few silicates that were scuttling around looking for food now that all the scientists on the floor were de-calcified or whatever you should call it.




She flew down to the ground floor. The squealing was heaviest coming from the front of the building, where they were probably piled up trying to get out the front doors. So she started at the other end of the building, where the stairs were. She injected everything in the hall, then moved into each lab by turn and stabbed all the silicates she found.




In the biggest lab, she found paydirt. It was the lab that looked like that lab back on the island. This one had six big fishtanks side by side, and only one was busted open. She swung over and looked at the lab notebooks open on one counter. She couldn’t read Italian, but she didn’t need to.




She felt really creeped out at the idea of six times as many silicates loose in Rome if these guys had been just a lot more ‘successful’ at their experiment.




None of the silicates were in that lab. Maybe there was a smell or something that they didn’t like. She worked her way to the entry area, where there were maybe ten of the squealing, scuttling things. Ick. She quickly stabbed all ten, since they were all facing the other way. Then she flew back up to the top floor and exited the way she came in.




When she landed, they were moving vehicles to set up a new base camp away from all the dead soldiers and melted silicates, which were probably radioactive too. She handed the injector to the guy handling the radioisotopes, and she flew over to where Hermione was working with a detail map of the area.




Hermione pointed at two soldiers. “How many in your quadrants?”




“Seven.”




“Eleven.”




Hermione made notes on the map, and nodded to herself. She turned and asked Alex, “How many still in the building?”




Alex said, “Thirty-three, counting the ten in the front trying to get out the front doors.”




Hermione broke out in a big smile. “And how many tanks were broken? One or two?”




“One. And the notes on the lab notebooks stopped around 9:15, but I couldn’t read the notes.”




Hermione relaxed. “Perfect. Colonel, there could only be a maximum of 128, and that’s the number we killed. So Rome is safe.”




Alex muttered, “I wish I could say the same thing about New York. And Tokyo. Or even that little island.”




Harry tried to reassure her, “They’re going to be doing full-scale searches across the whole island as soon as they’re organized, and they’re staking out goats at a dozen places around the island. If there are any silicates left, they’ll find them.”




Alex told them, “Well, I need to call my computer support and find out what’s happening everywhere else.”




She pulled out her cellphone. She didn’t want to think what the roaming charges would be for a call from Rome, Italy. And, as usual, it took like fifteen or twenty seconds to connect. “Acid Burn?”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice came through clearly. “Tera! I was really worried! How’s Rome look?”




Alex sighed, “Still in one piece. Hermione thinks we got every one of them. What’s the status elsewhere?”




Willow said, “Looks good on Petrie’s Island. No new silicates found. New York? They’ve got it confined to a single floor as of a couple minutes ago. Tokyo? Miller’s team is still a couple hours out, and they’ve already lost containment on the lab. Police and army have barricades up and they’re feeding the silicates irradiated animals to kill them off before they bust loose all over the city. They’re evacuating everything within ten blocks of the lab, just in case.”




Alex asked, “How long would it take for me to get to Tokyo in the Blackbird?”




Willow said, “Let me check… Takeoff… Great circle distance of 6850 miles… If you bail out over Tokyo instead of waiting for a landing and transport, you can get there in 2.9 hours.”




“Okay. Vector me to the airbase where the Blackbird is, and get me a flightpath to Tokyo.”




Alex could hear the smile in Willow’s voice as she said in her best Jo Lupo imitation, “Roger that. Over and out.”




Alex flew back to Hermione. “I need my injector topped up, and then I have to fly. Literally. Tokyo is not going well.”




Hermione winced. “Can you get there soon enough to help?”




Alex glanced at her phone. It had a message with a compass heading and a note that it would take seven minutes to fly to the Blackbird. Alex said, “I can get there in about three hours. I have to try.”




Hermione told her, “Good luck.”




Alex gave her a hug, even though she was Terawatt and in public. And Hermione had a really shocked look on her face too. She flew over and got her reloaded injector from the radioisotope guy, flew to where her gymbag was still sitting in that vehicle, and went silvery. She pulled the gymbag into her morph and held the injector a good sixty feet behind her. Then she headed as fast as she could in the direction her phone told her to go.







Graham answered the phone again. “Miller speaking.”




“Captain, it’s Sergeant Harriman.”




“I hope you have some good news.”




Walter said, “Yes sir, I was able to get you a Super Huey with rappelling points. And your source for the strontium-90 will be onboard waiting for you. You can land as planned, hop onto the chopper, load up your darts in transit, and rappel down into the street outside the barricades, all in under ten minutes.”




“That’s great news,” Graham smiled.




“And Acid Burn says Terawatt has saved Rome and is coming to Tokyo as your support. She should be arriving in a little over three hours.”




Graham really smiled then. “Sergeant, I would say ‘eggggcellent’ but we know that’s a reserved word.”







Jack moved swiftly down the hall, stepping or leaping over the melted silicate carcasses as necessary. He stopped at the doorway and pulled out a spec ops periscope to get a look inside the lab. Without being told, Finn stepped over and did the same for the lab doorway across the hall.




Jack said, “One in sight, trying to get out the window.”




Finn said, “None in sight.”




Jack said, “Walters, with me. Heller, you have point. Finn, you stay here and keep everything out of our hair.”




Hanna leapt into the lab. Literally. She didn’t jump a couple feet into the room. She jumped three feet straight up and landed on top of a lab table beside the doorway.




Walters hissed, “Damn!”




Jack asked Hanna, “Clear?”




“Clear.” Hanna put a dart in the backside of the silicate trying to get out the shattered window, then quickly reloaded.




Jack and Walters moved in swiftly, protecting each other’s flank while Hanna reloaded and then leapt onto another lab table.




“Wow, that really puts the ‘bound’ into bounding overwatch,” Jack snarked.




The lab was decent-sized, but it was lab tables all around the edges of the room, with only two lab tables in the center. So as soon as Hanna was on top of one of the center lab tables, she could check the entire room for more silicates. And Jack could hear that there wasn’t anymore of that rubbery squealing in the room. No, there was some coming from down the hall, but not in here.




Once Jack was sure the silicate on the windowsill was dead, they moved back to the hallway.




Finn reported, “No activity and no sound inside the lab. All activity’s apparently coming from the back labs.”




Jack nodded, “Fine. You have the hallway. Heller, reload, then take point again, only try not to make leaps that will put your ankles in range of a concealed tentacle.”




“Yes sir.”




It only took seconds to clear the lab, since there was nothing moving. No silicates, at any rate. Unfortunately, there were six bodies, one of which was right by the door where he had probably walked in to ask someone to go have lunch with him, and instead had become lunch. That went with the two corpses in the front right lab to leave six people unaccounted for. He knew their corpses would be lying on the floor in the other two labs.




But there were seven fishtanks along one counter, with five of them busted open from the inside. That meant either ten or twenty silicates, depending on whether they’d had one or two divisions. Since he could count, he knew it was twenty. They’d taken down twelve already, with three escaping out the window. That left…




“We have five more in the last two labs.” He touched his earjack and alerted Sergeant Scott, “Leader to Scott. Twelve down, five left up here, and your three.”




Scott replied, “Scott to Leader. Our three are dead, although I had a jammed rifle barrel and the marshal played bait to get the last one to follow him until I could get my rifle reloaded and dart it.”




Jack closed the doors into the two just-searched labs and listened to the eerie squealing. He looked down the hall. One elevator door. Two lab doors, both open, and opposite each other like the first pair. And the emergency exit door which thankfully needed two levers pulled down to unlock it, and had that plastic inflatable emergency slide hooked to clips on the floor in front of it.




He said, “Okay. Two labs left to go, and five silicates. First, we make sure the elevator’s still closed, or at least empty. Then we move to the lab doors. For recon, Finn takes left, I take right, like before. If either looks clear around the door, we close that door and clear the other lab room first. We have five threats and only four darts ready, so if they rush us, we retreat to our first lab room to reload. Understood?”




“Yes sir,” Finn said for the team.




Jack moved to the side of the hall opposite the elevator, so he could check that the doors were still shut. It looked like you needed a keycard to open it. Good.




He led the team past the elevator, and toward the squealing noises. He thought he was ready.




But he was completely caught by surprise when the drop ceiling gave way over his head, and two silicates fell through.




Jack watched the things falling down toward him, and he knew he was about to be extremely dead.




92. Silicula



Jack tried to dive to the side, but he was still going to be hit by a falling silicate, and even if that didn’t take him out, he would be in easy reach of at least one tentacle.




But he hadn’t figured on Action Girl. Hanna came sprinting down the hallway at her top speed and tackled him hard enough to stop NFL fullbacks dead in their tracks. If she hadn’t hit him right in the tac vest, she would have broken him in half. The two of them went flying down the hall. She finished her move with a forward roll that she used to hurl him down the hall so he slid until he crashed into the emergency slide in front of the emergency door.




The move left her sitting on the floor with her back to the silicates and in easy tentacle reach.




The silicates hit with a thud that Jack felt through the floor. He had no idea where his tranq rifle was, but Finn and Walters were already firing at the two threats. Unfortunately, neither threat was going to be dead in time to save Hanna.




He needed time. He needed something to separate Hanna from the silicates. He needed…




He needed exactly what he had within reach. The inflatable emergency slide secured to two hooked clips on the floor by the emergency door. The clips would hold it so it didn’t fall out the doorway. And they would allow for easy removal. He yanked it out of the clips, pointed it back down the hall, and pulled the handle.




It exploded in his hands. The emergency slide unrolled and inflated as it shot down the hallway, and Hanna ducked under it. A tentacle came down right where her neck would have been, and slapped on top of the heavy plastic instead.




The slide inflated, and the closer silicate clambered right onto it, squealing and slapping its tentacle in search of dinner. Hanna stood up and slammed the silicate and the whole slide against the wall. The tentacle came sliding out underneath the bottom edge of the slide.




Finn snapped, “Heller! Watch your feet!”




Hanna leapt back and swiftly moved away, just as the tentacle sagged and went limp.




Jack suddenly realized that he had had the wind knocked out of him and he’d been too busy to notice. And he was going to have to go see Janet as soon as he got back.




Maybe she’d be home hugging Hanna, and he’d get to see one of the other doctors.




Finn had already reloaded his tranq rifle. He had it up pointing into the ceiling areas while Walters was pointing his into one lab.




Jack needed to make an effort to get air back into his lungs, and then he realized he probably had bruised ribs, despite the tac vest. He was also going to have a really lovely collection of bruises on his back and butt when he got back home. Maybe a good one on the back of his head where he’d slid into that stupid emergency slide.




Who the hell cared? He was going to get back home. “Hanna? Thanks. But next time, don’t leave yourself exposed to enemy fire like that. Or I’ll tell Janet.”




“Yes sir.”




Jack went on, “And Finn? Where’s my tranq rifle?”




“Sir, I think it’s under silicate number two.” Finn didn’t take his eyes off the hole in the ceiling, where he had his tranq rifle pointing.




And a female voice that Jack had never heard before yelled, “Is somebody out there? We need help! We’re trapped up here! There’s one more thing up here trying to get at us, and I don’t know how many of ’em down on the floor!”




Jack took a deep breath… and regretted it. Maybe those ribs were cracked instead of bruised. He pointed at Finn.




Finn yelled, “I’m Major Riley Finn of the Department of Homeland Security! I have a team here, and we’re dealing with these silicates, but we still have three to go! Please stay put if you can!”




“Hell yeah, we can stay put!” yelled a man this time. “Stayin’ put is what we do best! We’ve been up here, what? Half a day?”




Another man called out, “Yeah, since lunchtime, which none of us got, and we’re all starving!”




Another woman yelled, “Please get us out of here!”




The first woman called out, “Is anyone else okay?”




Finn calmly said, “I’m sorry, but you’re the only survivors on this entire floor. But the rest of the building is safe.”




Jack carefully slid back down the hall toward the lab door. Hanna reclaimed her weapon and carefully checked it to make sure the dart wasn’t damaged. Good weapon safety for a tranq rifle, especially with a radioactive payload. He was going to note that in her file.




Jack scooted past the ruined ceiling and realized where the silicate had to be. “It’s up on top of the partition wall.”




Walters reported, “Most of the drop ceiling inside the lab near the wall has been pulled down, maybe from the things trying to get from the wall to the people.”




Jack ordered, “Walters and Finn, take the two silicates on the floor, but watch for a dropping tentacle from Fall Out Boy. Heller, if you get a clean shot at it, take it.”




“Yes sir.”




Finn crouched down to slip through the doorway and stay out of reach of the silicate up in the ceiling. Walters gingerly followed. The silicates on the lab floor were ignoring them and working to get up on the counters that were probably directly under the people. But the counters were covered in loose papers, so every time a silicate got halfway up onto the counter, it slid off with another few sheets of paper.




Finn put a dart into one climber, and when it fell, Walters used the distraction to put a dart in its partner. But they still had an unseen silicate up in the drop ceiling.




Jack carefully ducked into the lab and looked around. There was a ladder that was propped against the partition wall, and a very dead, very rubbery guy in a labcoat was draped over the bottom four rungs. The ladder was jammed against one of the fixed tables in the center of the room, so it made a perfect highway for the silicates to get up to the top of the partition wall. They just couldn’t go anywhere useful from there, because their weight would rip out the drop ceiling. And the people were apparently over in the far corner, in between a ventilation duct and a couple ceiling fluorescents, where none of the silicates could get at them. And they’d been stuck there, terrorized by unkillable monsters, for nearly twelve hours.




Jack said, “Okay troops, any thoughts on how to get a clean shot at that last silicate?”




Hanna said, “I can go up the ladder and—”




Jack said, “That would be a ‘definite no,’ Heller. There is no way one of us is sticking his or her face in reach of that tentacle.”




Finn said, “I can go in the lab across the hall and climb up there. There’s no way the silicate will be able to reach me, and I ought to have a straight shot at it, since these are only partition walls and not full-height walls.”




Walters said, “And just in case it tries for the Major and falls into the hall, I can be positioned in the hall and back thirty feet.”




Jack said, “And in case it rolls this way, Heller, you have position on that center table for easy targeting.”




“Yes sir.”




Jack asked, “Major? Do you need a hand getting up in the other lab?”




Finn said, “It wouldn’t hurt to have an assist, sir. But I’d rather you didn’t do anything that will make your ribs worse. It’s bad enough having Doc Fraiser mad at me when Heller’s out in the field. I don’t want Acid Burn and Terawatt mad at me too.”




Jack rolled his eyes. He didn’t believe that one either. But he answered, “Taken under advisement, major.”




And it wasn’t as if Finn needed any help. The man placed fourth in the decathlon at the NCAAs his senior year, and was invited to the Olympic Trials to compete for a spot on the Olympic team. It was too bad for the Olympics that Finn insisted on sticking with his military duties, when he probably could have found a PR-inclined general who would have given him an easy out. Instead, Finn had done paratrooper training. In southern Georgia. During a brutally hot, humid summer. The guy was too dedicated for his own good.




Jack watched as Finn hopped up on a lab table beside the doorway, and knocked a couple drop ceiling panels out of the way before grabbing the top of the partition wall and pulling himself up onto the wall. Finn said, “The thing’s pretty much stuck. The wall only goes maybe eight feet either direction before there’s a steel girder jutting up and blocking its path.”




Jack heard the tranq rifle fire. The silicate squealed again. And then about fifteen seconds later, it rolled off the wall into the hallway, taking a couple more ceiling panels with it, before it hit the floor and started sagging into goo.




Jack directed, “Okay. Let’s rescue our citizens. Heller, get over there under them and lower them down. Finn, you get to help once you’re off that—” Finn leapt down easily. “Never mind.”




Once Finn and Hanna were under the people, the four lab workers started stiffly clambering off the ductwork and wires they had been lying on for hours. They seemed kind of surprised that Finn could take their full weight, much less Hanna. But Jack wanted Hanna to experience the ‘rescuing people up close and personal’ part, because it was Jack’s second favorite part of the job. His favorite part was getting to watch some pompous, arrogant badguy’s face just at the moment he realized he was about to take it in the shorts. He was always going to treasure that look on Danielle Atron’s face when she came to and realized she not only had lost her powers, but Terawatt had kicked her ass and outsmarted her too.




While that was going on, Jack signaled Sergeant Scott. “Leader to Scott. Leader to Scott. Mission objectives completed. Four survivors. All critters accounted for. Go notify the DHS and NG leaders, please.”




“Scott to Leader. Roger that. Over and out.”




And now it was time for all the extremely-un-fun parts. Hazardous waste disposal, including the radioactive remains of the creatures. Paperwork. And waiting to find out if all of his teams had a hundred percent success on their mission objectives… or not. He really hated sitting behind a desk and sending people out to risk their lives fighting these kinds of things.




He checked his phone. The lab had a cellphone jammer up too, maybe to keep employees from transmitting valuable data to rival companies. Maybe it was just to keep down the number of people using the lab wifi to play World of Warcraft. But it meant those four people had been trapped with no way to get any help. And he wouldn’t be able to call Acid Burn until he was off the Hillman-Klein campus.




He walked down to meet with the DHS guys, trying to ignore how his ribs ached. He had Willow visiting, and he was going to come back too beaten up to make with the horizontal samba. She’d give him the big sad Willow puppy dog eyes, too. He just knew it. He was going to tell her he loved her, even if it might be too soon. He still didn’t grok all the nuances of dating and relationships for the current generation, but right then he didn’t care.




He worked the security doors that Finn had locked, and he walked out toward the parking lot. Agent Peters of the DHS and Colonel Hathaway of the Guard were already moving toward him with their adjutants. And Jack could see what had happened with the third silicate. McCloud had lured it into the front seat of his squad car and shut the doors on it, so by the time it broke out a window, Sergeant Scott was ready to dart it. Still, the car was damaged, and had hundreds of pounds of radioactive goo in it.




Broadhurst was standing off to the side, with slumped shoulders. He looked like he had known something like this would happen, and he was resigned to getting yelled at when he couldn’t explain why they’d lost another squad car. Jack could imagine how that would go. “But Chief, we couldn’t bring it back. The car’s radioactive. And we can’t tell you why.”




Jack made another mental note. He needed to get Walter to put him through to the Chief of Detectives and get these guys off the hook. At the cost of one car, they’d saved who knew how many people.




His phone buzzed. “Hi, Burn.”




“Is everyone okay? Are all the creepy-crawlies dead and gooey?”




He smiled, “Yes and yes. I picked up some hurt ribs and bruises, but other than that, we’re good.”




She burbled, “As soon as I figured out you were in a cell jammer zone, I just programmed a redialer so I could beep you as soon as you came out of the zone. Tera’s got Rome saved, and she’s flying to Tokyo to back up Graham. Latest word on Petrie’s Island looks good, too. Rome lost a couple dozen soldiers and nearly had a level four infestation all because some moron named Colonel Leonetti wouldn’t listen to the experts, probably because he’s a big important army colonel with medals and diplomatic contacts, and the experts were just a couple girls. I want you to call George and have him yell a bunch at the EU liaison office, because Tera’s really upset about it, okay? And just how hurt are you? Because I’m still kinda… you know.” He rolled his eyes. “And don’t roll your eyes like that, I’m not doing it on purpose.”




Ah yes, the simultaneous upside and downside of smart girlfriends. “We’ll be back in a couple hours, but I’ll need to go see a doctor first thing.”




“Oh no! How bad are those hurt ribs? It’s not anything worse is it? Because I’d really rather know than have you doing the ‘protect the little woman’ thing, and you know how I feel about that…”




He was going to wait until he got home, and then tell Willow in private.







Alex was flying across the Himalayas. It was something she’d never dreamed she’d ever get to do. But she was flying over the Himalayas, and she was so high up so could see what felt like all of the mountain range. And it was amazing.




And she was still hungry. She’d eaten five more energy bars once she got in the Blackbird, but she’d had to go silvery before it got up past twenty thousand feet. And while she was silvery, she couldn’t eat. She’d have to wait until after she bailed out over Tokyo, and fought more monsters, and met up with Graham’s team.







Graham had been stewing quietly for a couple hours, and trying to mask his tension by working on paperwork he’d have to complete after the op. The one thing he didn’t like about the military was all the paperwork, even if he wasn’t as bad about it as the colonel. And frankly, the computerized forms Willow had sent him and Lupo for their tablets made life a lot easier. He just wondered when Willow had the time to write code like this. On the other hand, if what the colonel said was true, Willow could probably write code like this as quickly as he could write ‘see spot run’.




He knew the Rome op was covered, and the original op was down to a final cordon-and-search task. He’d heard back on New York City, and he was glad to hear no one got more than a few bruises. But then he’d had to sit in the jet and wait.




All he had were intermittent calls with Colonel Watanabe of the Japanese self-defense forces on the progress of their battle against the silicates. The colonel knew what he was doing. He had managed to set up a second containment system another block farther out from the lab, and he had managed to find a supply of baby pigs which they injected with radioisotope and let loose inside the first barricade wall. He had implemented several of Acid Burn’s suggestions, too.




They hadn’t lost the first barricade containment system yet, but they also still had a slew of silicates in the building and loose in the containment area. Graham and Colonel Watanabe both knew that the live silicates were going to divide in another thirty minutes, and then go in search of dinner. Graham’s team wouldn’t land for forty minutes. They wouldn’t be on-site for fifty minutes. And Terawatt wouldn’t arrive for seventy to eighty minutes. Graham had been on ops where things went from ‘looks okay’ to ‘desperately bad’ in under one minute. And these things were just as nasty as the things his team had faced in Siberia, even though these silicates were a lot slower.







Colonel Watanabe watched over his troops. He had moved up to the roof of a neighboring building to get a better view, and his computer techs had hijacked many of the traffic cameras in a four block radius so they could monitor everything. The American military team would be here soon, and so far Captain Miller had been more polite than some Americans he had needed to deal with, even if once again it was the ‘America will save the day’ attitude that his superiors complained of after attending international conferences.




Granted, if the Americans and British had not contacted his superiors and informed them of this crisis, and had not given them information on the ‘silicates,’ he suspected that a large number of his troops would be dead, and the creatures would be moving through this entire section of Tokyo, eating the very citizens he was sworn to protect.




He had realized that the silicates squealed in those eerie tones almost constantly, except when they stopped to divide. And the sound was dropping. His research people had used a rapid-drying spray foam on half a dozen of the silicates that had approached the barriers, and it had apparently encased the silicates and trapped them. Now he was hoping it would withstand whatever stresses were caused when the things divided.




He wished his scientists understood this ‘division’ process better, because it sounded like an exploitable weakness. From direct observation and re-routed traffic cameras, he could see more than a score of live silicates. They had stopped moving. They were pulling in their tentacles. They were all dividing at the same time. If only his forces had not run out of strontium-90, this would be an ideal time to move through the entire barricaded area and dart every one of them, then block all building exits to confine the threat to a much smaller area.




But he was forced to wait while the Agency for Natural Resources and Energy gathered radium-228 from a research facility and drove it to him in a secure truck. Everyone wanted fancier weapons and more effective ammunition, but no one wanted to take the time to improve the logistics, and in his experience that was where things fell apart most of the time. Just like here.




He watched as the process of division ripped apart the solid foam that had trapped half a dozen of the creatures. He watched as the division turned roughly twenty-five outside threats into fifty, and even more threats began to emerge from the building. What had those fools in the research labs been thinking?




He watched on one monitor as three silicates simultaneously hit one heavy concrete barrier on the far side of his containment area, and tipped it over. He hastily ordered his troops to move back to the second containment wall. He ordered the spray-foam trucks to move to the area of the break and try to confine the creatures. And he called in a request for yet another, even larger, containment wall, this time yet another block out.




If he lost another one-block radius every six hours, he would have time to evacuate all residents in the danger zones, but he would still lose the entire city in a matter of weeks. He called his immediate superior and alerted him. That didn’t alter the fact that he was responsible for the hard decisions, and he would bear the shame if he failed.




The Americans were known as the ones who dropped nuclear weapons on Nagasaki and Hiroshima, but if he could not contain these things, then the name Watanabe would go down in the history books as the one who had to nuke Tokyo.







Graham made sure everyone was ready to go as soon as the jet taxied over to near their copter.




He knew everyone on the team knew how to rappel from a helicopter, but he was a little worried about Lupo and her still-not-quite-healed leg. Granted, she was wearing a skin-tight high-strength molded plastic cast that mimicked a combat boot plus lower leg protection, and was topped with what amounted to a hinged plastic knee brace. In theory, Lupo could jump off a ten foot wall and land on that leg, and the impact would get transmitted to her knee and lower thigh instead of damaging her lower leg bones. She just looked like she had a cyborg lower leg. And she had no mobility at her ankle, so she limped when she walked or ran. But she was insistent she could do the rappel.




He just wished he didn’t have to go with the rappel. But Colonel Watanabe had just given him the bad news, and his team clearly needed to get down to the ground ASAP.




Graham just knew that Janet Fraiser would throttle him if Lupo re-fractured those leg bones.







Colonel Watanabe studied the monitors. The laboratory was on a street corner, and they had been able to build a two block by two block containment wall with the intersection at the lab’s northeast corner as its center. When the creatures burst out through the center of the north barricade, he had lost one block on that side, and partway around the containment square, but his builders had been able to put up walls of the rigid foam across the east and west sides, limiting the creatures to only about a third of the expanded area. Some of the building fronts that had been sprayed with the rigid foam might never be the same again, but at least the creatures wouldn’t be bursting into those buildings through the doors and windows, which would have made the containment harder, and then made the later search efforts far more dangerous.




But he finally had good news. The Americans were on the way in a Super Huey, and the Agency for Natural Resources and Energy had a truck on the way, with technicians who could fill darts for his forces. If they could just contain the silicates for another five minutes using the rigid-foam sprayers…







Graham used his monocular to study the terrain as they closed in. He spoke to the pilot and the team over his comm system. “All right, they’ve got the biggest problem at the barricade due north of the breach. We rappel down forty feet north of the barrier. Anybody who has a shot on rappel and thinks they can hit the target, go ahead and take it. Otherwise, land, move to the barriers, and begin clearing. We spread out east to west in order: me, Marshall, Carlson, Bailey, Lupo. We sector based on equidistance between us, and we clear the area in front. Then we move over the barriers and spread to clear the street with fifty feet between each of us.




“Then I need the chopper to land on one of these roofs so our armorer can bring the radioisotope out, and get down to the street level so we can reload. The objective is to give our allies time to get their own dart reloads, so we can clear these streets back to any strategic regions they can hold. If we can clear the entirety of containment zone two, we do so and help them re-establish containment for zone one. If we can do that, then we move to clear zone one and then clear the lab. If there are buildings the things could have gotten into, we cordon them off for later search. Understood?”




“Yes sir,” everyone said.




He nodded, “Then let’s load up, and we’ll rappel on my signal.”







Colonel Watanabe looked out over the containment area as the American helicopter dropped in. He knew there was no place to land a helicopter, unless they planned to hop out on a rooftop and make their way down through one of the buildings. Unless…




Oh, naturally. He watched in exasperation as the Americans opted to do a five-man simultaneous rappel from eighty feet up.




Wait, was one of them taking a shot while rappelling? That was just showboating. No one could hit something the size of a silicate during a rappel.




At least his men would have reloads any minute now.







Graham was pretty sure Lupo would take the shot as soon as she thought she could hit something. So it didn’t surprise him that she fired her tranq rifle while they were still forty feet in the air.




The shocked looks on the faces of the Japanese self-defense forces told him that she hadn’t missed, either.




He and Lupo had the only tranq dart handguns. He was fairly concerned they wouldn’t have enough power to penetrate the silicates’ armored hides, and the Roswell armory only had two, anyway.




Everyone landed cleanly and disconnected from the ropes to move into position. There were eight of the ugly things squealing and squeaking at the barrier, while men without dart reloads were doing the best they could. The Japanese forces had put together two-man teams that each had a fifteen foot steel pole. With the back man stabilizing the pole, the front man could step forward and ram any silicate trying to get over the barrier, while staying out of reach of those tentacles.




Shit. And Graham had hoped the colonel might be exaggerating just a bit. He waited until the nearest two-man team knocked two silicates back, and then he stepped up. He fired a dart from his rifle, and then he aimed at the just-tipped-over silicate in front of him and put a tranq dart into it using his handgun. It looked like the dart went in, even if it clearly didn’t get the depth that the rifle-fired ones were getting. And it took an extra twenty seconds to kill the silicate, which could be extremely bad in close quarters fighting.




He stepped back from the barrier and checked on his team while he reloaded both weapons. “Miller to team. Status?”




“Lupo. Two down. Reloading.”




“Carlson. One down. Reloading.”




“Marshall. One down. Reloading.”




“Bailey. One down. Reloading.”




“Lupo to Miller. Just got the last of our eight targets, and reloading handgun. Handgun is not as dependable, and doesn’t provide enough penetration, so be advised.”




“Miller to team. Roger those sitreps. On my hand signal, we cross the barrier and take the silicates directly ahead or if too close on the flanks, then reload.” He made sure both his weapons were ready, and he checked the battlefield. The damn things were all over, but were spreading out. If his team moved forward and cleared the street ahead of them all the way to the first barriers, and they could tip that barrier back up, they could take their time re-establishing control of zone two.




“Advance.” He made the hand gesture and slid over the waist-height concrete barrier.




His team moved fluidly, even if Lupo on the far end was doing her limp-along bit. The colonel would probably have called her ‘Hopalong Cassidy’ or ‘Chester’ but that wasn’t Graham’s command style. They moved at the street full of silicates. “Carlson, you have our six. Lupo, you have point, and you take the first shot. Then Marshall, me, Lupo’s handgun, Bailey, my handgun. Carlson, you fire as needed on anything coming up behind us. Everyone reload ASAP.”




“Yes sir.” Lupo naturally picked off the first thing that even moved her way.




They moved down the street. Graham saw several doors left open or knocked open, so there were probably silicates inside some of these buildings too. He’d have to make sure his team didn’t have too many unloaded weapons at any time. He took his turn and picked off a silicate near the tipped-over barrier. Then, after another hundred feet, it was his turn again. He carefully walked around one silicate, which didn’t bother to turn after him. So he had an easy shot with the handgun at close range, right into the thing’s back. That was the way he wanted to use the handgun.




He had another turn with his rifle before they reached the tipped barrier. He did a quick check to make sure nothing was lurking just out of sight on the other side of the upright barriers, and he checked behind the team to make sure they had time for this step of the operation.




“All right team, stow weapons, move into place, and lift this bastard back into position. On three.” He wasn’t surprised when Lupo took position near the center and moved Carlson into the other near-center spot. Carlson was a beast, but Lupo had a hell of a lot more upper-body strength than you’d think, even after she kicked your ass in the dojo. “One… two… three!”




Graham lifted for all he was worth, and he felt the massive concrete piece coming up off the ground. It tipped back into place with a loud crash. He checked, “Everyone okay?”




He got four thumbs-up gestures.




He said, “Okay. We need more ammo before we’re ready to move on to zone one, so we move back to Point Able and have our armorer load us up again. Lupo, you have point again, and Carlson, you’re still on our six. Everyone keep an eye out for anything coming out of one of these open doors, or coming in on our three or nine when we get to the cross street. Let’s move.”




By the time they got back to their armorer, the Japanese forces had new loads, and were clearing the streets. Colonel Watanabe directed his men to move in cordon-and-search operations to clear every room that could have been invaded by a silicate, so they could re-take zone two. In the meantime, Graham was going to take his team into zone one, alongside three of Colonel Watanabe’s teams.




The good part was that they had hours to cut this population down to something manageable before the silicates divided again. And Terawatt would be here soon. The bad part was that they had an unknown number of silicates loose in the four block area of zone one, and they had a limited number of darts. Even if they started pulling used darts from dead silicates, they still had a limited amount of radioisotopes available. If they ran out of radioisotope before they killed off every silicate, they were going to be in massive trouble.




And he had no idea how the defense forces were going to handle the aftermath. If it was his call, he would put a one-week quarantine on the entire infested area, with cameras monitoring everywhere, while doing a full-fledged search, just in case there was one silicate left alive in a closed room or a closet or something. These things were too much of a threat to risk leaving even one loose in Tokyo.







Colonel Watanabe sighed inwardly. They had control over zone two once again. He had cordon-and-search teams moving through every building the silicates could have gotten into. His computer people had a count on the number of silicates that had gone through the breach, thanks to the traffic cams, and his lieutenant had a count on silicates that had been shot, so he knew there were only two silicates left alive in all of zone two. His teams just had to track the two things down and dart them.




Zone one would be a much bigger problem. They had no count on enemies in there. They would have to clear the streets, clear that laboratory building, and then clear the other buildings one-by-one. After that, the politicians would probably step in with their own ideas on when it would be politically reasonable to take down those barriers. If it was up to him, the barriers would stay up for a month, while animals were staked out in the intersections to lure hungry silicates out of hiding.




It would probably take at least that long to clean up the radiation problem from the contaminated silicates anyway.




And he was going to have to thank Captain Miller and his team. He didn’t like admitting that his people needed help from outsiders, but it had been a very timely rescue. And his people had informed him that the Americans had not missed a single shot. Not even with those handguns. Not even the cowboy who fired at a silicate while rappelling down from a helicopter and still forty feet in the air. In addition, they had simply lifted that concrete barrier back into place. That bothered him, because he knew exactly how much the barriers weighed, and he would not have attempted that without at least eight men equipped with heavy levers. Was it possible that the large sergeant on Captain Miller’s team had superstrength?




His communications officer signaled him, and he clicked on his comms. The Americans had an SR-71 entering Japanese airspace, and Terawatt was onboard, so they would soon have superhero assistance too. He sighed inwardly. Why couldn’t it be a Japanese superhero, instead of an American one? Not that there were any Japanese superheroes yet. He had a brief mental image of Terawatt flying to the rescue like a manga character.




He was not going to imagine Terawatt in a tiny seifuku and white panties. He was not.







Graham was keeping an eye on the Japanese teams as his team cleared the silicates that were still on the street. His team had the easy job. All they had to do was aim and shoot from a safe distance. The Japanese teams were doing building entry against a foe that couldn’t be frozen by throwing a flashbang into the room first, couldn’t be stopped instantaneously with a one-shot kill, and couldn’t be handled by lobbing a few grenades in ahead of your team. The Japanese teams one and two were checking open doors and broken windows on either side of the street, while his team acted as a plug force to keep any new silicates from oozing into the search area.




Okay, officially they were teams ichi and ni, but he knew enough Japanese to get by. He couldn’t give these soldiers a coherent lecture in Japanese on what the silicates were and how big a threat they posed, but he could certainly count to ninety-nine in Japanese and order food. He didn’t think his Japanese was as good as Willow’s, but Willow was a genius. He figured Riley probably spoke more Japanese than he did, but Riley was a lot smarter than people gave him credit for. You didn’t get to be valedictorian of your class at West Point by being a dummy.




Suddenly he heard rubbery squeals and darts guns being fired and men screaming.




He instantly reacted. He signaled for Lupo and Marshall to move with him, while the other two stayed in position. He ran into the open door on his left, where the screams were coming from.




Two men were down, and three silicates had been darted but were still mobile. He moved the rest of Team Ichi back, and let Lupo drag one guy out of the room. He moved back toward a window, just trying to lure the silicates toward him. He could see the darts in their fronts, so he knew they would drop at any moment.




The wall on his right fell toward him, and rubbery squeals told him why it had fallen. He tried to dive out of the way, but the upper portion of the wall still swatted him to the floor. The weight of the wall had his legs trapped, but he still had his rifle. He put a dart into the first silicate that clambered onto the crushed wall, but there was one more live one behind it, and he was lying atop his handgun so he couldn’t get at it.




Two tentacles waved through the air and aimed for his throat.





93. Silicified



Graham reversed his tranq rifle and used the butt to block the closer tentacle. He was surprised when he made contact. He had unconsciously been assuming he could just knock it aside like an extended hand. But it was like hitting a steel pole.




He hit it as hard as he could, and managed to move it aside. It simply swung back at him. And the other silicate moved in closer.




A tranq gun fired behind him, and a dart plunged into the second silicate. But both of them were a good ten or twenty seconds from being incapacitated.




He treated the closer tentacle like it was a pugil stick with a strong fighter behind it. He held the rifle in both hands and blocked the tentacle, knocking it aside. The tentacle wrapped itself around the middle of the rifle. He realized that if he could hang onto the rifle for another dozen seconds, that silicate would collapse before it got to him. But the other one was still moving toward him, and it was snaking its tentacle right at his face.




Lupo came flying through the air and landed right on top of that second tentacle with her bad foot. Only it was the ‘good’ foot for this, because whatever the silicates used to inject their calcium-liquefying poison into you was not going to get through a solid plastic boot like Lupo was wearing. But Graham didn’t see how she expected that her weight would be enough to hold one of these things at bay.




At least, that was what he was thinking until he saw she was also holding a metal display case in her arms and using its length to fend off the rest of the bulk of the creature.




Meanwhile, the first tentacle was doing its best to pull his tranq rifle out of his hands. These things were a lot stronger than they looked. He struggled to hang onto the rifle, and he told himself he only needed to last for another ten seconds. Just ten stinking seconds.




Lupo groaned with the effort of trying to push the second silicate backward, while being unable to adjust her footing because she was pinning a tentacle down with one foot. She cursed creatively and rammed the end of the metal case into the creature hard enough to leave a mark in the thing.




Graham briefly wondered what a relatively sheltered seventeen year old girl like Alex Mack thought of Jo Lupo’s cursing. Graham still hadn’t heard Alex say anything rude. According to Lupo, when she had yelled a wake-up order in Alex’s face, Alex hadn’t managed anything worse than ‘oh crud’.




Carlson came charging into the room with a yell like a Viking berserker. He had one of the fifteen foot steel poles the forces had used as a two-man weapon, and he was running with it like it was a polevaulting pole. He rammed it tip-first into Lupo’s silicate so hard the thing was knocked back several feet.




Lupo used the opportunity to jump off that tentacle and smash her display case on top of the tentacle that Graham was still fighting. She jumped on top of the case and pinned the tentacle down.




First one, then the other tentacle sagged limply. Graham yelled, “Pull me out before these things start leaking radioactive crap all over me!”




But he was talking to Lupo and Carlson. They were already grabbing him by the shoulders and hauling him out from under the wall before he got past ‘pull’.




He backed out of the store and brushed himself off. He noticed that Marshall and Bailey were still doing their job, standing in the street and making sure nothing else came their way.




He said, “Good job, everyone. And Lupo, you’ve really got to stop putting your legs at risk to save my ass.”




“Yes sir,” she answered crisply.




He added, “Because Doc Fraiser’s still not happy about you being on this op. And Carlson? Nice work. Can you carry one of those poles and still shoot effectively?”




“A little unwieldy, sir. Why?”




Graham answered, “Because that pole’s just what we need for close-range combat with these bastards. If we dart one and hold it off with that pole, we don’t have to worry about it getting within six feet of us.”




Marshall said, “Sir, I can take one end of the pole, so we can have one along.”




Graham said, “Good. And Carlson? Next time you wield that pole, aim for that thin area right underneath where the tentacle comes out. If there’s any part of the front that you might be able to punch through to pin it in place, that’s probably it.”




“Yes sir.”




Graham moved his team forward, fully aware that as soon as his adrenaline stopped spiking, he was going to be one aching officer.







Colonel Watanabe accepted the reports.




Team Two had lost a couple members to the silicates, and Team ‘American Cowboys’ had charged to the rescue. If they weren’t so competent, he would be really upset with them. Instead, he was just… discouraged. Even knowing that these had to be the cream of America’s fighting forces, he still wanted his people to look good in comparison.




And radar had just reported that something had dropped off the SR-71 and was flying in at several hundred miles an hour. It looked like Terawatt was going to make a splashy entrance as well.




Was it a requirement that Americans had to be showoffs?







Alex soared downward, following Willow’s directions. Alex was still a silvery blob, but her tPhone was floating in front of her and her injector was floating fifty feet behind her. She had spent the entire time in the Blackbird being in a silvery puddle in her seat, with the injector on the floor below her. She was still uncomfortable about the possible effects from having a radioactive injector pulled into her morph. And she hadn’t busted the first needle yet. Although she was hanging onto the two spare needles just in case.




She really could use a utility belt. Maybe Jack knew some guys who could make a really cool one for her. She was thinking two wide pockets in the back for energy bars, and smaller pockets in the front. Maybe a couple zipcuffs, like Riley had used in Tromaville. Okay, once she zapped people, they tended to stay down, so maybe not. But it just seemed a little weird to ask for a utility belt that was nothing but a snack holder.




She knew Selina carried things like lockpicks and anti-burglar alarm gear that Alex didn’t need. It was a shame Batman hadn’t told her all the stuff he carried around in his belt.




She had a signal from Graham’s comm system, and Willow had an app on the tPhone so Alex could sync up with that. So she just aimed at the building Willow had highlighted on the map app as the pharmaceutical lab that had the outbreak.




And really, how creepy did you have to be to unleash things like this on three major cities on three different continents at the same time? If Alex hadn’t made contact with Hermione back in Berlin, Petrie’s Island would probably be a nightmare by now. And if Hermione hadn’t called her about the island, the silicates would be all over Tokyo and Rome and New York City by now.




What would happen to the world if three other countries had to nuke their most important city, only days after China had to drop nukes on one of their big cities? And the United Nations was in New York City. And the Vatican was in Rome. This could have been so mega-awful.




Okay, it could still be mega-awful, because Tokyo wasn’t saved yet, and no one knew how many other labs around the world were running these same experiments right this minute. Someday she was going to catch up with The Collective, and she was going to give each of them a huge zap. Or at least a punch in the nose.




Ooh! Maybe a tiny fold-up telescope! She could use that about now. She could see that she was about two miles out from Willow’s point on the map on her tPhone, and she couldn’t see anything yet. Okay, even if she had a really great telescope she’d only be able to see tops of buildings, because everything was so built-up around here.




She slowed down a little, because she was still moving pretty fast. But she was in a big hurry, just in case too much badness was going on.




And she could see down one long street to where there were barriers set up. So maybe they had things contained, at least. That would be good. She slowed down to maybe a hundred thirty miles an hour and called Graham. “Terawatt to Team Miller. Terawatt to Team Miller. Come in please.”




“Miller here. Terawatt, come in on my position. We now have containment in zone one, but that’s four city blocks. We have yet to reach the lab. Silicates have forced at least three exits out of the lab, and are in a lot of the other buildings now. If you can clear the streets and along the barriers, the self-defense forces can move more people in.”




“Roger that.” She swept in to where Graham’s team was stalking down a street looking way more dangerous than the silicates, and she gave him a wave as she went normal and started doing as he asked.







Colonel Watanabe watched in shock as the American superheroine flew in and made it all look… easy. She passed over a line of silicates trying to get out over the barriers, and in seconds the things wilted and died. She landed in the middle of a trapped team of Japanese defense forces and simply stood there with her hands on her hips. But silicates began sliding across the streets, crashing into one another and having their tentacles tied together in square knots, as if by magic. In under a minute, she had disabled fourteen unstoppable monsters and saved that team. She flew completely around the zone one barriers and wiped out everything trying to get out. No wonder Captain Miller wanted to wait for her.




Colonel Watanabe had naturally assumed that the reports of Terawatt’s abilities were exaggerated, as usually happened when Western newspapers and television got hold of anything. But he was beginning to believe. It should be impossible to do what she was doing, but she was doing it.




She flew up to his post on the rooftop and simply floated in mid-air as easily as he was standing. “Colonel Watanabe? Captain Miller asked me to check and see what you needed done next. We have the streets clear, but as you know there’s still a lot of room-to-room that has to be done. Do you want me to move on the lab building?”




“Yes, please. If you could clear that, we would at least know that we do not have an unending flood of the creatures sweeping toward us.”




She gave him a big smile. “Will do.” She turned in mid-air and darted away at a ridiculous speed.




He gritted his teeth as he concentrated on military maneuvers. Was there a reason that a real superheroine had to be curved like a superheroine in a manga? At least she wasn’t really wearing a seifuku and white panties.







Alex swooped through the ceiling vents and down into the pharmaceutical lab’s rooms. Every room that she cleared, she shut the door after her. She worked her way from the fourth floor down through the third floor and into the second. It was gruesome. There were those rubbery, boneless corpses everywhere.




And why were there three silicates squealing and squeaking and thrashing at a refrigerator? It looked like they had been beating at it for a long time, because the fridge was totally covered in dents.




And there were two plastic tubes sticking up out of the top, where the rubber gasket was supposed to seal everything in. And there were refrigerator shelves on the floor.




Oh crud.




She slid the silicates, one by one, out into the hall and then injected them with more radioisotope. Then she shut the door and barricaded it with a lab table. She flew over to the fridge and knocked gently. “I’m here to rescue you! Are you okay?”




She yanked the door open. The woman inside the fridge shrieked as she tried to get her underwear back up. The poor woman had been trapped sitting sideways inside a fridge with her panties down so she could use the shelf as a toilet, and holding a big gallon can of fruit juice as her only sustenance, and breathing through plastic tubing like a snorkel. And besieged by monsters. And sitting over a pretty stinky open toilet. For maybe two days. Alex was surprised the woman hadn’t gone nuts.




As soon as the lady had her panties back up under her skirt, she clambered out of the fridge and hugged Alex and burst into tears and sobbed out a story in Japanese that Alex had no idea what she was saying. But it was probably really horrible. Alex just patted her on the back and let her cry for maybe five solid minutes.




“Terawatt to Captain Miller.”




“Miller. What’s the matter?”




“I have a survivor. She’s been hiding inside a fridge the whole time. She needs a medic. Or maybe a shrink. And I’ve got more things to stab.”




“Miller to Terawatt. We’re working our way inward, but you’re at the center of zone one. You’re on your own until we can clear some more buildings.”




“Roger that.”




Alex looked at the woman. She was really petite. Even in what were probably four-inch heels, she was hardly over five feet tall. Alex hugged her and lifted as hard as she could.




They lifted off the ground. The woman squealed in terror.




Alex said, “I’m going to fly you out of here, but it’s going to be scary. You held up really well just hiding in that fridge with monsters after you. Can you do this?”




The woman started babbling in Japanese, but then stopped and switched to fairly stiff English. “I do not know. I will try. You have rescued me, and it would be… impolite to refuse to cooperate with you in turn.”




Alex said, “Good girl,” even though the lady had to be twice Alex’s age, and probably had only said ‘impolite’ because she didn’t know the right English word for what she really meant. Alex went silvery and pulled the woman into her morph. Then she strained as hard as she could. It was just enough to lift the two of them into the air.




She darted up into the ductwork, out the roof intake she had come in through, and flew over to Colonel Watanabe’s rooftop. Then she went normal, standing the woman up beside her. “Colonel, please get this woman immediate medical attention. She’s been hiding inside a refrigerator the entire time, with nothing but some fruit juice, while silicates beat on the outside trying to get at her. At a minimum, she probably needs a nutritious meal. And some Prozac or something.”




Alex flew back to the lab building, with the woman yelling thank-you’s in Japanese the whole time.







Colonel Watanabe watched the medics help the woman down the stairs and off the roof. He wasn’t sure he would have held up as well as the woman had, under the circumstances.




But his forces were winning. Even thirty minutes ago, he had been looking at losing containment. Now his teams had nearly cleared zone two, and were moving successfully into zone one. Terawatt had nearly cleared the entire pharmaceutical lab all by herself, and Captain Miller’s team had made it possible for the defense forces to turn zone one into a cordon-and-search effort.




Terawatt was flying out the front door of the lab, so that had to be clear now. It really looked like his people could clear all the silicates and not have to worry about the next division time.




He did not consider himself a religious person, even if his wife was. But he told himself that when she next visited her shrine, he was going to go as well.







Alex flew down to where Graham and his team were providing backup for several Japanese teams doing the icky part: room-to-room when there might be silicates in there somewhere, maybe lurking around the next corner.




She landed beside Graham and said, “Lab cleared, barriers cleared, and streets cleared. And it looks like they got zone two cleared out. What do you need me to do next?”




Graham asked her, “How are you holding up?”




“Starving,” she admitted. “I could really use a massive dinner and maybe half a dozen energy bars. All this powers stuff burns calories like you wouldn’t believe.”




Lieutenant Lupo told her, “I know a lot of women who would kill to have that problem.”




Alex tried not to grimace. “It sounds great. It isn’t.”




Jo quoted, “For every complex problem there is an answer that is simple, clear, and completely wrong. H.L. Mencken.”




Graham told her, “We’ve got this. The local teams haven’t found another silicate for five minutes. We’re probably down to our last two or three. Get Willow to vector you to the Blackbird, have her get Walter to make them bring you a couple MREs or something, eat while they’re fueling up, and head home.”




Carlson smirked, “MREs? What, you don’t like her?” Bailey snorted with laughter.




Graham made a face like Carlson had a good point. “Okay, I’ll see if Walter can work his magic and get her something other than—”




“Meals Rejected by Ethiopians,” contributed Bailey, to general snickering.




Alex figured that meant the MREs wouldn’t be that great. Still, she was really hungry. She said, “Anything you can come up with is better than starving.”




Graham gave her a tired smile. “We do want to take care of you, particularly when you’re saving three continents in one day.”




Alex left the injector with Jo, because if anyone around here could use it, it would be her. Once Willow gave Alex a vector, she took off. It only took about a quarter of an hour to fly to the airbase, and the Blackbird was getting fuel and lots of inspection when she arrived. Her pilot had a gift for her from Walter, too. Somehow, Walter had talked someone into bringing her two big bowls of donburi, one of gyudon and one of tendon. She loved donburi. There was a great place at home where this nice old Japanese couple made really great donburi and yakizakana and udon and… Well, they had a ton of great stuff. Even better, someone had provided a spoon so she could eat fast. She totally couldn’t eat as fast with chopsticks as she could with a fork and spoon, unless she cheated and used her telekinesis too.




By the time she’d polished off both bowls and started on one of the energy bars from her gymbag, she was feeling like she would last long enough to get home. And her pilot was ready to go. She really hurried, and she managed to get through three more energy bars before the Blackbird took off and got high enough that she needed to go silvery.







On the flight home, Alex managed to get a nap in. It was a little tricky, because she had to stay silvery and still nap, so it wasn’t like it was really restful. And the flight was only a little over two hours at Blackbird speeds. And it was nighttime in California, so it was pitch dark when the pilot started descending so she could bail out. 




When she flew down from the plane and zoomed toward Paradise Valley, she popped her tPhone out of her morph and flicked it from ‘airplane mode’ to ‘normal mode.’ And once it found a local cell tower, it told her that she was flying home at three in the morning.




That was crazy. She’d left yesterday morning. She’d flown to Ireland. She’d fought monsters. She’d flown to an airbase and then to Rome, where she’d fought more monsters. Then she’d flown to Tokyo and fought more monsters. Then she’d flown home. She’d flown all the way around the world, fought three awful battles against monsters, and she was back home seventeen hours later. It just felt like it should have been days, instead of hours.




She dove into her favorite creek, went silvery, and flew as a puddle all the way through the tunnels and into her garage. The lights were out, except in the kitchen, where there was a note on the fridge saying ‘Honey, whatever time it is when you get in, please wake us up and let us know you’re safe.’




Crud, they had to be really worried about her. She totally needed to be nicer to them.




She flew up to their bedroom door and knocked a couple times. Then she opened the door and stuck her head in. Her folks were just barely awake, so she said, “Mom? Dad? I’m back. And I’m fine. Not a scratch on me.”




Her mom asked, “Have you eaten yet?”




She admitted, “Well, not for a couple hours, and I could eat again…”




Her dad yawned, “Your mom made your favorite roast pork with gravy, so we can heat up some leftovers.”




Her mom said, “George, you don’t have to get up too. You have to be at the plant by eight.”




He groaned in that dad way and stretched out his arms. “I don’t think I could sleep, anyway. And maybe I’ll have a glass of warm milk.”




Her mom said, “That sounds like a really good idea.”




Alex thought it sounded yucky, but she didn’t say so. “I’d take a mug too, if mine can be hot cocoa.”




Her mom smiled a little. “You probably need the calories after all those superhero fights.”




Alex admitted, “Well, I thought the lightning was what really burned up the calories, but just being in my morph for a long time really makes me hungry too. And flying is just lots of telekinesis, and that burns up the calories too.”




Her dad frowned, “I need to do more theoretical research on that.”




Her mom put a nightrobe on over her pajamas and headed downstairs. Alex flew with her gymbag to her room and did a silvery quick-change into her regular clothes. Her hair was a disaster area after being under a wigcap for nearly a full day, so she just slapped on one of her hats. The cute teal and green knit hat with the fun tassels. Even if she was home, and inside, and it was nighttime.




Her mom must have thought she was starving to death. There was a ton of roast pork, all sliced the way she liked it, with her mom’s gravy poured over the top. And mashed potatoes with blue cheese and garlic and butter mooshed into it so they were extra yummy. And peas with pearl onions. And a couple rolls with butter and grape jelly. And a pretty salad with chopped up veggies in it, and nuts, and some currants.




Okay, maybe she really was starving to death, because she ate almost everything her mom had heated up.




The huge, embarrassing burp afterward didn’t help, either. “Oops, sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.” Then she made sure to hug her parents and tell them how much she loved them, because worrying about other people was way more stressful than you’d think. She’d found that out the hard way.




She showered and put on her pajamas and went right to bed, even though she really needed to get her uniform into the laundry.




94. Afterswarm



Alex woke up when her phone rang. It wasn’t her tPhone, either. It was her regular phone, playing Ray’s ringtone.




Ugh. It was a quarter of eight, and Ray was probably driving to work. And she’d only been asleep for about four and a half hours, tops.




But it was Ray, and he wanted to talk. She could take a nap later. And she was hungry again. Ray wanted to make sure she was okay, and he wanted to talk to her before eight, because the last time they were chatting during his work hours, he got chewed out by his boss, even though he was doing his work and just using an earjack to talk with her.




She tried to sound really reassuring. “Oh, I’m fine. No bumps, no bruises, nothing.” She fixed half a dozen English muffins with butter and grape jelly while she talked.




He worried, “But the news… They said these things could kill you just by touching you. And they wiped out an island near England. And they had pictures of you fighting the things in Rome, and there were dead soldiers all over the place.”




She told him, “Yeah, it was a busy day. Ireland, Rome, and Tokyo. And I got home at like three this morning.”




“Wow! It sounds like you flew around the world!”




She said, “I pretty much did. In an SR-71 Blackbird. Which is the coolest thing ever! I mean, imagine flying more than three times the speed of sound, and flying so high you’re pretty much in outer space.”




He insisted, “You’ve got a really hard job. You deserve some awesome perks.”




Since it sounded like Ray hadn’t gotten a big update from Willow, Alex checked with Acid Burn as soon as she finished eating. Only when she Skyped Willow, Willow was in a way-too-teeny robe and not in her computer room or her bedroom. And that robe was showing a ton of cleavage, and was really slinky like black satin. “Willow? You’re not home?”




“Umm, maybe I didn’t mention it, but I wanted to drop in on Jack and Charlie and see how things were going, and I sort of didn’t tell Jack early enough for him to get housing arranged for me, so I’m at their house, and Jack kind of got banged up last night…”




“Oh fer cryin’ out loud, Will! Just tell her!” Well, that was definitely Jack.




Willow turned the laptop so Alex could see Jack was lying in a queen-sized bed, propped up with a ton of pillows, and with his ribs all wrapped up with elastic bandages. And he had a lot more muscles than she’d thought. But the bedsheet was only up to his waist, and he didn’t have anything on above the sheet except those bandages! Okay, it wasn’t as bad as if he was in swimtrunks on the beach, but still, he probably didn’t have anything on under the sheet either.




She was going to pretend Willow had something on under that robe, and Jack had pajama pants on under that sheet. Because the alternative was majorly ick.




Jack gave her a smirk and a little wave. “Hi, Alex.”




“Jack! You’re not supposed to get hurt! You’re supposed to be the guy who saves everyone else!”




He grinned, “Well, this time it was Hanna who did the save. Pro Tip: never let Hanna tackle you full-speed and full-strength, unless you want to be broken in half. Janet said if I hadn’t been wearing my tac vest, the impact might have broken half my ribs. That kid hits like a freight train.”




Willow pouted, “And he has bruises on his back and his butt, and one on the back of his head he didn’t want to tell me about, and it’s really not fair when Charlie’s off on this project thing today with Hanna and Cindy and some other kids, so we have the place to ourselves, and I was really hoping to—”




Jack yelled out an interruption, “Willow! TMI!”




“Oops, sorry, I said I was gonna work on that, and it was just slipping right out anyway,” Willow muttered.




Jack grimaced, “So my ribs are bruised, but I’m still alive and not a boneless blob, so I’m counting it as a big win. Oh, and we didn’t tell Janet that Hanna’s rescue move knocked me down the hall but left her right where two silicates almost got her. So let’s keep that under our hats.”




Willow smiled, “And Jack picked up two new cooperators! They’re cops in New York City, but one’s a marshal from Taos, New Mexico.”




Jack smirked, “Yep. Sam McCloud. Or ‘Sam McCowboy’ as I think we’ll call him. Or ‘McClod’ or maybe ‘McCowpie.’ He goes out of his way to play the harmless, folksy country boy. But he figured out right away that Hanna’s got superpowers. And when they had a silicate on the loose and a jammed tranq rifle, he had the guts to lure it into the front seat of his squad car and trap it there for long enough to get the jam cleared and kill it. It ruined the car, but apparently the marshal specializes in wrecking cars and equipment and rooms in the process of always getting his man.”




“ ‘We always get our man’ is the Canadian Mounties, Jack,” Willow pointed out.




“Oh, I think it applies here, too.” Jack added, “And we got lucky. All the labs had university cooperators who were going to replicate their experiment, which would have been extremely bad. Of the bad, as someone we know likes to say.” Willow blushed and stuck out her tongue at him. “DHS investigators found the ones for the New Yorkers and shut them down in plenty of time. Hermione found the European professors and stopped them, and Miller’s Japanese buddy Colonel Wasabi got the Japanese scientists. Then General Hammond made a big speech at the U.N. a couple hours ago, so every country on Earth is rushing around making sure their cancer researchers don’t create more problems than they solve. And the Chinese contacted Hammond’s boss: they wouldn’t say what went wrong over there, but they were willing to admit — off the record, naturally — that it wasn’t silicates or blobs. Or giant spiders the size of Tibet.”




Willow excitedly added, “Oh! And Colonel Watanabe said really nice things about you and Graham’s team to the press, and Graham thinks the colonel might be willing to be one of our cooperators too.”




Alex said, “I’d like to get Hermione’s friends Ron and Harry onboard too, if it’s okay.”




Willow checked, “These are the guys who have the doubles in the magical universe?”




Alex nodded. “Right. Here, they’re Harry Potter, SIS, and Lord Ronald Wellesley, one of the grandsons of the current Duke of Wellington.”




Jack pretended to sound really impressed. “Wow, why don’t you just draft the queen mum while you’re at it?”




Alex pretended she was ignoring him. “And one of the victims from the Petrie’s Island thing? The only victim who survived? Dr. Brian Stanley. We should get him. He’s really smart, and he’s really tough. He lost a hand to a silicate, and I think they had to chop his hand off to save him, and a couple hours later, he’s up and running things and being all smart-alecky. He’d be a great asset, and I think he’d really hit it off with Jack.”




Jack casually asked, “Did you ever find out how the SIS got wind of the problem early enough to send in a team, lose it, then send in a backup team?”




Alex tried not to blush. After all Hermione hadn’t said not to tell anyone. “An SIS cooperator overheard Dr. Stanley explaining the problem to Dr. West, and called it in just in case.”




Willow looked over at Jack, who guessed, “Probably the brunette who tagged along with them for no reason. People always overlook the bubbly girlfriend who’s just along for the ride.”




Sometimes Jack’s brain was just scary. And Alex had no idea where he’d picked this stuff up. She figured if she asked him, he’d just smirk at her and tell her it was need-to-know.




Jack said, “Oh, and I asked your dad to check your uniform and you for any signs of radiation exposure, so make sure he gets that done, and if you have any symptoms at all, you get over to your doctor at Camp Atron ASAP. Got it?”




“Okay,” she murmured uncomfortably.




Willow asked, “Anything else? Because his meds are going to kick in any minute now, and he’ll be pain-free for a couple hours, and I think it’s an excellent time to take care of this little problem I’ve been waiting to have taken care of…”




“Will! Can we not talk about this in front of the children?” Jack complained.




Willow reached over and disconnected, but not fast enough that Alex didn’t see Willow was stripping off her teeny robe and she didn’t have anything on underneath.




Alex was pretty sure she didn’t cringe. Much.




After that, she had to call her dad, who said, “Jack called me while you were still asleep. It was pretty obvious you’re not showing the classic early-onset symptoms of high doses, like nausea, vomiting, or bleeding. After all, you’re still eating like a whole herd of horses.”




“Dad!”




But he kept going, “I still pulled the Geiger counter off the storage shelf in the garage and checked your uniform, and your wig, and you too, and there weren’t any signs of contamination. How are you feeling? Headache? Lethargy? Fatigue? Weakness? Diarrhea?”




Ick. “Dad! I mean, I feel fine.”




He said, “Okay, but call me if you feel funny. And I’m going to see if I can come up with a chemical that acts like a dosimeter so I can paint a stripe on the inside of your leotard, just for the next time.”




Then she put her phone on speakerphone and had a chat with Robyn and Nicole while doing exercises and her morning martial arts workout. She was adding something new, starting today. She’d gotten the idea from when she carried that woman out of that lab in Tokyo. All she had to do was go grab her dad’s old free weights out of the attic. Her dad had two dumbbells, and a great big barbell she didn’t need. She just took the dumbbells and all the 25 pound weights and the 10 pound weights and some 5 pound weights too. It took her two trips to get as much weight as she wanted, because she was carrying it all with her telekinesis while she chatted on the phone call. But then she did arm exercises with the dumbbells while she picked up as much weight as she could telekinetically.




When she checked after the phone call, she figured out that she had managed to lift 215 pounds at one time on her best telekinesis lift. So she was going to do this every day and see if she could get stronger. Because if she put on more muscle, she’d be heavier, and then she would need to be able to lift more with her telekinesis just to keep up.




As long as she didn’t end up looking like those female bodybuilders in those competitions on tv, because some of those women looked pretty much like guys from the neck down. And it wasn’t like any of them could lift as much as Hanna.




And after she Skyped with Hanna and Cindy and Grover, she called Hermione, who promptly answered, “Hello, Terawatt.”




Alex made sure her voice was right, and she said, “Miss Granger. I just wanted to check in with you and make sure that the island and Rome were okay.”




Hermione replied, “It looks like both are clear. However, Colonel Leonetti is continuing to be a huge pain in the bum, so I would really appreciate it if you could call Mister Hendriks and give the colonel a rather scathing review, so the EU Terawatt Liaison Office can find a better representative for Italy.”




Alex smiled to herself. “I would be happy to, if you would give Colonel O’Neill some contact numbers: Harry and Ron, their friend Mike, and Dr. Brian Stanley. I’d like to have all of them ready and willing to contact me or the SRI if another Terawatt Code Red pops up anywhere.”




There was a long pause before Hermione carefully said, “And if Harry was known to be a cooperator for the Americans, he might become ineligible for the Double Oh series. Hmm… That sounds quite promising.”




Alex smiled to herself. It sounded like Hermione had already figured out just how to get Harry to agree to join Team Terawatt, and then how to leak the news in a way that would make the SIS ‘old guys’ get nervous about using him as a Double Oh.




Hermione added, “Oh, one other thing. We found some notes in Dr. Phillips’ journals. It appears he got the macro-molecules for his anti-cancer cells from some secret source. So far, all we have are some initials.”




Alex cringed, “Please don’t tell me the initials are MKW.”




That was greeted by a deathly silence. Finally, Hermione admitted, “The initials are MKW. How did you know?”




Alex grimaced, “Margaret K. Walsh. Dr. Maggie Walsh, now America’s Most Wanted. She’s been behind more Terawatt situations than anyone except Danielle Atron. She may have just passed Atron as my biggest problem. She’s certainly a bigger problem for the people of this planet.”




Hermione complained, “I should have known that one! I was still going through names of European and Asian research centers.”




So then Alex needed to contact Jack and give him the bad news. Okay, she knew what Jack and Willow were doing, so she just emailed him instead of Skyping him and seeing stuff she totally didn’t want to see.




And then Terawatt had to make a personal phone call to Aart Hendriks — and it was at his home when he wanted to go to bed, too, so Alex felt sort of mean — to complain about what a jerkhead Colonel Leonetti was. Not that Alex used the word ‘jerkhead,’ because she wanted to sound really professional and superheroic. No, she stressed that the colonel treated her like a useless little girl and ignored her advice, as well as that of Hermione Granger, and as a result, most of his platoon was killed, and Rome was nearly infested with silicates. Then she warned Mr. Hendriks that she would not work with the Italians again until the colonel had been moved out of the liaison office, and someone less offensive and less obstructive was put in that position.




Alex figured that went okay, because Mr. Hendrix even said he would do what he could. But Alex knew there was no way she was going to let Italy get destroyed just because Colonel Stupidetti hadn’t been removed from his liaison post. She hoped Mr. Hendrix didn’t know she was bluffing.




So then she finally got around to washing her uniform and re-packing her gymbag with more energy bars. And some really great mom-type had already done both for her! Plus, the new energy bars were chocolate raspberry, which sounded awesome.




And when she did some websurfing while she got a couple units done on her programming course, stuff about the silicates was all over the internet. She hadn’t realized someone was filming her from some distant Rome building. They probably used a tripod and a telephoto lens, but that was definitely her flying around looking like a superpowered person. And there were some long-distance images of her in Tokyo too.




Oh great, the team could get photographed like this the very next time they were out on an op.




She sent Jack and Willow a note that Action Girl needed to start wearing some kind of mask to protect her identity, and she needed to wear her hair totally different. Long at home when she was just Hanna, and in some kind of bun or braid or twist when she was Action Girl. With expert makeup at home and none as Action Girl, so she’d look totally diff.




Alex was pretty sure Hanna wouldn’t want to have to change into a superheroine costume too.




When she went downstairs to thank her mom for putting the uniform in the washing machine, she found out the silicates made the front page of the local paper too. Her mom said, “And it was all over last night’s news and the morning news programs. You’d think the Today Show had hired you as a co-host the way they talked about you. Oh, and that creepy guy CBS This Morning always brings out to say that Terawatt’s a dangerous vigilante? They brought out someone else instead.”




Alex smiled, “Yeah, Professor Perelman’s a real jerkhead. Who’d they have this time?”




Her mom said, “It was some officer from the Department of Homeland Security. Davis, or Davies. But he was really cute. And he said really nice things about you, and that the DHS wanted federal laws in place to help superheroes and to cope with supervillains. He pointed out that Danielle Atron walked out of a high security prison like it was made of kleenex, and she kidnapped her cellmate and mutilated her as a side activity because she wasn’t worried about someone screaming for help.”




Alex teased, “So the main thing you got out of this was the DHS has some really cute officers?”




Her mom blushed a little, but admitted, “Well, that Colonel O’Neill of yours is pretty cute, and those guys Finn and Miller? Pretty hot stuff.”




Alex wasn’t sure she wanted to be having this talk with her mom. She still mentioned, “Yeah. And they have some other pretty hot teammates. Most of the Berlin conference guys thought Lieutenant Lupo was too sexy for her shirt. And she speaks really fluent Spanish, so I think the Spanish diplomats pretty much did whatever she asked.”




Her mom smiled mischievously, “Well, we just won’t expose your father to that.”




Alex knew she wanted her parents to treat her like an adult, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to be having talks like this with her mom. At least this wasn’t those TMI talks like with Willow. That would be mega-icky.




Her mom went on, “And how is it that you got the best hacker in the world, and she’s a gorgeous twenty-something, instead of a fat forty year old guy with acne and a neckbeard and Cheetos dust all down his shirt? Because the computer science students that I’ve seen at the university are not that attractive.”




Alex just shrugged, “I think there’s something important there, but I don’t know what. Because every one of my teammates in that other dimension was just amazingly pretty. I felt like the ugly duckling.”




Her mom smiled warmly, “Remember: the ugly duckling turned out to be the most gorgeous bird after all.”




Alex said, “Okay, so I felt like the ugly stepsister. I was so not ‘the fairest in the land.’ And they were all smarter than me, too. I kind of had an inferiority complex or something.”




Her mom told her, “In case you hadn’t noticed, half the internet thinks Terawatt is the hottest woman on the planet.”




Alex pointed out, “Well, that’s the fake boobs. And the blond hair.”




Her mom insisted, “I don’t think so. There are lots of fake blondes with fake ‘boobs’ out there, and they’re willing to wear a lot less clothing, and they’re not getting the attention Terawatt is. And that’s your legs in those pictures. And your body — not counting the breast padding — and your face. And Terawatt’s hair color isn’t that far off your real hair. You’re a very pretty young woman with a lot going for her.”




She hugged her mom, but she knew moms all over the world said that, no matter what their daughter looked like. There were probably girls who looked like the wolfman but their mom still told them ‘you’re a very pretty young woman with a lot going for you.’




After lunch, she washed her old Terawatt wig and brushed out the new one that Jack’s people had sent her mom. So now Alex had two entire Terawatt uniforms, including the plastic ‘makeup’ stuff, and Jack’s team had a spare uniform for her. Maybe two. That was good, and bad. Now she also had to worry about hiding all this stuff.




Oh wait, she had an idea on that.




She sent Willow an email asking her to send the two Kitty Pryde costumes, and any other costumes Willow had made in Alex’s size. Because if Alex had a closet in the guest bedroom that was partly full of cosplay costumes, and Terawatt was just one of the costumes, then that would look pretty normal. After all, it looked like hundreds of young women had Terawatt costumes now. And the costume stores on the internet all had Terawatt costumes for this Halloween. They were right on the front page, along with the Black Widow costumes and the ‘naughty nurse’ costumes and the Slave Leia costumes and the Lara Croft costumes, and whatever else was probably the top sellers. Maybe Spiderwoman and Black Cat and ‘sexy vampire.’ Like vampires were really sexy. Ugh.




She was definitely not going out as Terawatt on Halloween. Maybe Kitty Pryde, Agent of SHIELD, but definitely no way on the Terawatt.




And did she need to talk to Louis about the Terawatt costumes on all the internet costume websites? Probably.




She grabbed her regular phone. “Hi, Louis? It’s Alex.”




“Alex! Great to hear from you.” It sounded like he was on speakerphone, with Aerosmith playing in the background. And there was a kind of continuous whooshing sound too. “What can I do for you?”




Marsha chimed in, “Hi, Alex! What’s up?”




Alex asked, “Are you guys in the car? Is it safe to talk on the phone like that?”




Louis laughed and said, “Marsha’s taking a turn driving. We’re going up the coast to another con, and checking out another couple state parks along the way.”




Marsha complained, “Disneyland and Knott’s Berry Farm were totally on the up-and-up, but there were a couple other places that were pretty sleazy about Tera-gear.”




Tera-gear? That was almost as bad as the Teramom and Teradad. Why did everyone have to turn everything into Tera-something?




Louis said, “I talked with a couple people at Disneyland, but if they decide to license Terawatt shirts from us, we’re really going to have to ramp up production. Dad’s working on a plan to cope with that kind of jump in production if we need it.”




Marsha added, “And after San Diego Comic Con, we may have to have a U-Haul trailer full of boxes of Terawatt merch just to keep up with demand.”




Louis chipped in, “Fortunately, dad was able to overnight a dozen boxes to us in San Diego, because the Terawatt appearances really jacked up the demand.”




And Marsha said, “It’s too bad I can’t cosplay as Terawatt, because we really ought to have a Terawatt at our booth.”




Alex insisted, “You so could! All you’d need is the right wig, and some falsies. Pretty much all the Terawatts at Comic Con had wigs and boob padding.”




Louis told her, “I already found a couple websites with a page on how to put together a Terawatt costume. And Marsha would look amazing as Terawatt. I just haven’t convinced her. Yet. But never let it be said that Louis Otto Driscoll knows the meaning of the word ‘defeat’!”




Marsha teased, “Ooh, that doesn’t sound promising for your SAT verbal score.”




“I’ll have you know my SAT scores are just fine,” Louis insisted. “Even if they’re not as high as Alex’s.”




“What?” Alex squeaked. “My scores? Why would you know about my scores?”




Louis scoffed, “Oh please, like Ray doesn’t brag about you constantly.”




So then Alex got really embarrassed, and it was like ten or twenty minutes before she got back to the whole ‘licensed Terawatt costumes on costume websites’ thing. Which Louis’s dad was already on top of, naturally. Although there wasn’t anything they could do about the website that was basically ‘how to take your Terawatt costume and make it really slutty.’ Eww.




Alex took a peek at the SexUpYourTerawattCostume webpage. Ick. And some of the ideas were so dumb. Why would anybody want to take a perfectly good white leotard and cut a big circular window right in between your breasts?




Oh. And she had an email back from Willow. The two Kitty Pryde costumes would be on their way when Willow got back home, along with a Mayday Parker Spidergirl costume Willow had been working on for Alex but hadn’t had ready for Comic Con. And there was more…




Crud. There was a note from Jack underneath Willow’s message. ‘Don’t forget, I need the two standard SRI auxiliary personnel forms, plus a full after-mission report that covers Petrie’s Island, Rome, Tokyo, and also whatever you talked about in private with Hermione and her two buddies.’ Rats. Sometimes it would be handy if Jack would stop being so intuitive. But just some of the time, like when it wasn’t so great for her… but not on missions, or when figuring stuff out, or when doing really great stuff for Willow, or when he was being a good dad, or when he was making sure Hanna and Grover had good lives, or…




Okay, maybe he did need to keep being intuitive and stuff.




She got out her tablet to do her auxiliary personnel forms, and she did her report on her laptop where she could really type. There was so much stuff to cover that it took her almost two hours to write everything up, even doing the speed essay writing thing. And then she needed over half an hour to re-read it and edit it to fix all the really stupid mistakes and misspelled words and spastic grammar. And her stupid software had been extra ‘helpful’ and every time she wrote ‘Wellesley’ it had changed it to ‘weasel.’ Crud.




And would the Queen get mad at her if she got Lord Ronald Wellesley on her team?




After she sent off the stuff to Jack, she spent another hour reading time management stuff and working on her Gantt chart for the yearbook. The more she worked on it, the more she figured they just needed to get the headshots and senior ‘action’ pictures done early, and then they’d have tons of time for everything except the dozen or so things happening near and after the turn-in deadline for the printers. Without the ‘problem editors’ in the mix this year, it ought to be pretty fun.




That night, she didn’t do anything. She just lounged around the house and watched reruns of The Fuzzy Family with her dad, like she was twelve again. He even let her snuggle up against him with his arm around her. And she went to bed early. After she had a really big ice cream sundae.




Her dad had an ice cream sundae with her, so it wasn’t like she was being a pig. At least, that was what she told her mom when her mom walked in on them. And her dad said he was just having a sundae ‘to be supportive of Alex’s food requirements.’ Her mom called it ‘aiding and abetting’.







Alex woke up early enough Friday morning to chat with Ray while he drove to work. Then she started her new routine. Exercises, weightlifting with and without her telekinesis, and her martial arts workout, all while chatting with Robyn and Nicole, or chatting with Hanna and Cindy. Hanna didn’t mind if Alex Skyped with her while practicing her martial arts, but Cindy thought it was a little weird. Alex kept her chat with Willow to phones only, because Willow still had her laptop in Jack’s bedroom, and can you say ‘TMI’ a hundred times in a row?




And after she got another whole unit done in her programming course, she and her mom spent an hour going through slow cooker recipes and figuring out what they were going to make for the next two weeks, which led to grocery shopping and eating lunch out with her mom, which was tons of fun even if she couldn’t eat as much as she wanted to at the restaurant. Her mom gave her the ‘mom look’ and the ‘eyeball roll’ when they got in the car after their nice sit-down lunch and Alex asked if they could drive through the nearby Carl’s Jr. so she could get a guacamole bacon six dollar burger with their chili cheese fries and a large diet coke. And her mom thought it was crazy to get a jillion calories worth of food and a diet soft drink. It wasn’t her fault she liked diet coke!




On Saturday, she did her weekly flight to Camp Atron for martial arts training, even if she had to do the new security thing because of that psychic illusionist badguy: flying in and landing at the security gate and giving them a password. But Jack didn’t show up to take her to lunch. She figured he was way too busy with work and Willow and Charlie, back at his base in West Virginia.




But she did get a call from Jack and Willow on the tPhone in mid-afternoon. She switched to her Terawatt voice and said, “Terawatt here. What’s the crisis?”




Willow giggled and then said, “Hi! Jack and I were talking about you and college, and we figured it out!”




Jack spoke next, “Corcoran College of Art and Design in Washington, DC. Number one or two photojournalism program in the country, depending on who you ask. You’ve got grades and SATs more than good enough to get in, without any help from us. But they have faculty from a bunch of the local hotspots: National Geographic, the Washington Post, museums, you name it. There are several of them who are already DHS ‘cooperative individuals.’ And the faculty work as individual mentors and help the students craft individualized programs. So we read one in and use him—”




“Or her,” Willow insisted.




Jack continued, “—or it as your smokescreen. Any time you need to dash off, she says that she’s sent you off on a personalized mentoring project or whatever they call it, and you have an excuse to be gone from classes for a day or two. Or five. And we have tons of people in the DC area who are already read into DHS secrets. We can get one of them to take on a sexy college girl for renting a room from them, and we can set up appropriately secure ingress and egress for you. Maybe even the same sort of thing you have now at your house.”




Willow bubbled, “And then we could see each other any time I’m on the East Coast!”




Jack pointed out, “And we’ll be sure to fly Terawatt to Cali pretty regularly for one thing or another, even if it’s just having you fly across the La-la-land skyscape so people continue to think Tera’s still on the Left Coast.”




Willow added, “And anyway, Graham and Jo want you around for helping with Team Two ops.”




Alex checked, “So you’re definitely going to have Team One out of West Virginia and Team Two out of Roswell?”




Jack said, “We have enough ops going on that I think we need to. I’ve got Team Four pretty much permanently stationed in Eastern Europe and Team Five in Siberia, even if Gates complains all the time about the cold, mainly in Russian phrases he doesn’t think I know. And right now we’re rebuilding Team Three as part of an international team near Chernobyl, because they have ongoing freakiness there.”




Willow grinned, “Jack keeps getting memos from higher-ups and people in other agencies telling him the teams over there are great for diplomacy, or horrible for DHS strategies, or good for international defense, or bad for national defense, or whatever. But they’re all different, and they all want him to do what they say right away if not yesterday, and they all conflict.”




Jack smirked, “So I just send ’em up the line and let Hammond’s boss tell ’em what they can do with their memo. I think it usually involves printing it on posterboard, folding it seven ways, and then shoving it where the sun doesn’t shine.”




Alex clenched her teeth until she was sure she wouldn’t giggle. Jack was so naughty!




Jack admitted, “I really wanted to get Teams Four and Five in to help you with Rome and Tokyo, but Siberia keeps flaring up. The forest of mutated critters is bad enough, but now they’re having trouble with this radioactive lake too.”




“Wait a minute!” Alex squawked. “A radioactive lake? How does that happen?”




Jack casually explained, “Oh, the usual, you know, years and years of really stupid guys dumping radiation experiments into the nearest lake instead of proper disposal techniques. The Russians in the 50’s and 60’s were so wacky they make Maggie Walsh look like an actuary. But they’ve got a radioactive lake, and now they have radioactive things in the lake, and the radioactive things are now trying to slither out onto the land for a little exploration and chowtime. And they can’t nuke the lake, because radiation is why the things are there in the first place, and it’s not a natural lake.”




Not a natural lake? “What, you mean there’s a dam at one end of the lake?” Alex asked in mounting horror.




Jack nodded, “Yep. And it’s a big earth dam that needs restoration, but the things in the lake are making that a problem, and if the dam goes, there are towns downstream. So the whole thing’s one golden retriever short of a Dean Koontz novel waiting to happen. We’re having big discussions with the Russians right now about the problem. I think they need to set up a large-scale pumping and filtration system to empty the whole damn lake and extract the radioactive chemicals, then they can kill off everything still moving in it, then they can do a couple years of hazardous waste abatement across the entire lakebed. But the Russians don’t want to put three hundred million bucks into fixing one lake, when they’ve got major financial problems and major hazardous waste problems all over the country as it is. You should see the headaches they’ve got up around Novaya Zemlya, and they’re pretty much just avoiding the area instead of cleaning up stuff their navy dumped all over the seabed.”




Alex didn’t even know where that was, but it sure sounded Russian. She asked, “Why not ask Paradise Valley Chemical to go do a cheap study and see if there’s a cost-effective way of handling it?”




Willow gasped, “I know! Better yet, tell them to make it a contest! Any company anywhere in the world who’s interested in showing off their hazardous waste abatement chops can put in a proposal and then use the lake as a free testbed for their new methods. That way, the Russians don’t have to spend billions of rubles to fix a problem they shouldn’t have had to start with, and the whole world finds out who’s really the top bananas in hazardous waste abatement. And the HWAAA can help!”




Jack said, “I’ll talk it over with Hammond on Monday. Assuming Willow lets me out of the bed. But I wanna know how Corcoran College sounds for Alex.”




Alex had to think it over. She was already thinking about them or the Rochester Institute of Technology, even if Rochester would be freezing cold all winter long. Western Kentucky University made a big deal about all their William Randolph Hearst national photojournalism championship winners, but Alex was already a professional photographer, so she wasn’t even eligible to put her work in that contest. And Corcoran would be pretty close to Jack’s base, and to Annie’s college, and to the Pentagon in case Terawatt needed to make any appearances for General Hammond. And California would only be an hour or so away by SR-71. “Okay, I’m in.”




Jack smirked, “Eggggcellent. Once school starts up this fall, your principal and teachers are going to get a chat with some people from Corcoran, who are going to tell them that they really want you to attend, and several different professional reporters and photographers are fighting over who’s going to be your mentor, and so they’re going to fly you to Washington D.C. on really short notice several times over the course of the year when said big names are available, to meet with them to see who’s going to be the most compatible mentor for you.”




Oh! Jack was so sneaky! “So now I have a reason to take off at a moment’s notice and be gone for a day or two!”




Jack agreed, “Right. Although I’ll try to schedule all world crises for Friday evenings and Saturday mornings, so you have time to get back home and get your homework done before Monday morning.”




Willow jumped in, “And that reminds me! The Pulitzer people try to keep their stuff a big super-secret deal, but KPVC put you up for two of the photojournalism prizes because of the Terawatt thing. And the prizes will be picked in February and March, but they won’t announce ’em until the beginning of May. So I’ll peek through their firewall and let you know in March if you won.”




Alex said, “I’m not going to win. I’m only a kid. They’ll pick some big name photographer who has some really artsy photo of a kid crying with some super-dramatic stuff going on in the background.”




Willow pouted, “Well, if they don’t pick you, they’re a bunch of doodyheads.”




“Wow, that’s really telling ’em,” Jack teased. “I’ll bet they’re already crying to mommy that you were mean to them.”




“Oh, stop it… you doodyhead,” Willow rebutted.




“No, you’re the doodyhead.”




“No, you are… oh no, no tickling! You know I’m super ticklish there! Stop!” And Willow started squealing in a way that was totally not an ‘I hate this a ton’ noise. Alex figured she needed to hang up before even ickier noises started heading over the phone line.




Oh, and she’d better tell her folks that she knew where she was going to college. And she’d better get an application in like… tonight. Fortunately, she already had copies of the applications for all the top photojournalism schools Jack had found, and she already had a lot of the really hard stuff done for the applications, like raw and edited video or still photography for your ‘portfolio’ was pretty much set for her, because she had her original footage of the various Terawatt battles, plus the raw footage of the meatpacking plant exposé, and she also had the final edited versions of all of them that Willow had downloaded for her. And she already had a bunch of references lined up, mainly with KPVC and the local paper, because Alex Mack sure couldn’t use Terawatt references. And she already had copies of her school transcripts and her new SAT scores.




Really, all she had to do was put her stuff down on the forms and attach some big files she already had ready to go, and then write an essay about why she wanted to be a photojournalist, and do another essay about how she became the photojournalism type person she already was.




Well, that, and not think about Jack and Willow and tickle-sex.




95. Hushaboom



The next week was actually pretty quiet around town. Alex got lots of time with Ray, and lots of time working on her programming course, and lots of time talking or Skyping with her friends, and lots of afternoons helping out Gloria. Naturally, helping out Gloria also meant lots of incredibly yummy donuts.




Her martial arts workouts were going great, and Sergeant Meadows was talking about moving her up to the next belts in both Kenpo and MCMAP. She’d even managed to strain really hard and lift 220 pounds with just her telekinesis, even if afterward she had a miserable headache and she ate two entire boxes of instant macaroni and cheese. The good kind, with the cheese sauce stuff instead of the cheese powder.




The only big thing was the bombing of Beirut, which was a huge deal. Jack called her on her tPhone to give her a special heads-up, because he thought it was Terawatt business, and he thought the SRI might have to go in. But no one knew exactly what had happened.




Jack explained, “Ever since Hezbollah pretty much moved out of Beirut, it’s been quiet. But all of a sudden, the entire city was at war. With itself. No one knows what was going on, but something was happening, and the Lebanese couldn’t stop it, and they couldn’t contain it, and it looks like the troops they sent in just stopped doing their jobs and went wacko too. They had to ask Israel to nuke their capital, which everyone agrees is insane. But the Israelis did it. And they did it with a medium-range ballistic missile, which we’ve suspected they had, but still it scared the hell out of every Arab country in the Middle East. We — I mean the U.S. military — have a military barracks at the Beirut Airport, but whatever happened, it happened there too. The Pentagon’s running a closed assessment now, but Acid Burn took a peek at their data anyway. It looks like the military barracks reported a sharp spike in violent incidents among the troops, and then they just stopped communicating with anyone. That was right about the time the whole city went apeshit. And when I say the whole city, I mean the whole city: the radio and tv stations went dead, the political leaders stopped making statements, the police stopped doing their jobs, everyone in the entire city went bananas at the same time. So now the Lebanese Army is encamped around the remains of the city, and they’ve asked for military backup from Syria and Jordan, and the U.N. is moving a peacekeeping force in right now. If we get a chance I’m going to have Team Three sweep through what’s left of the city, because they have experience with high-rad conditions… And I want to know what the hell happened!”




Alex asked, “You really think it was an SRI problem?”




Jack grumbled, “I don’t know what the he- heck else it could be. I mean, if one religious sect attacked another, or attacked the Jews in Beirut, I’d think it was business as usual. But not this. And not with the U.S. military barracks doing this. The French and the U.N. have military presences there too, and Acid Burn’s hacking them, but right now we think all their people did the same thing.”




Alex wondered, “Could this be what happened in China?”




Jack said, “I’m wondering the same thing. And I’m worried it is. Because if it is, then someone’s figured out how to make an entire city implode. And that sounds like our pals the Plan A people, which means if they can make it work in China and in Lebanon, they can probably make it work in any city on Earth.”




Alex shuddered, and her stomach felt queasy. “And if it’s not them?”




Jack said, “No idea. But it could be even worse. I’ll keep you apprised. Over and out.”




After that, Alex just stayed at home and worried for the rest of the day. And she ate all the ice cream in the refrigerator freezer. Even her mom’s Cherry Garcia.







The next week, there was nothing but buzz about the Beirut thing. Maybe China had managed to keep a lid on the Lanzhou thing, but this was international news. Mega-huge international news. Nicole was busy with a big food and water drive for Lebanon, and Alex helped for five afternoons in a row. Everyone wanted to go do the door-to-door ask-for-donation stuff or do the protest thing downtown, but not nearly as many people wanted to do what was really needed: the sorting and carrying and packing at the miserably hot warehouse where everything was coming in.




So that was what Alex was doing, because it was just as important as anything she could be doing that minute. She sorted bottles and cans, and she moved stuff to the areas it was supposed to go, and she kept people from just dumping stuff in piles or putting heavy cans of meat on top of the bread and bottled water, or stuff like that. Then she helped load the container trucks that were hauling all the stuff in big metal containers that would go right onto big freighter ships that were going to sail right to Lebanon to help people. It was hard work, but she could lift a lot more with just her body than she’d been able to six months ago, because she’d been working out hard ever since she started martial arts, and she’d started lifting weights too. Plus, she could help herself out with a little subtle telekinesis anytime she wanted.




And Alex was pretty sure Jack was right and this was another Plan A from The Collective, because nobody took credit for it. If it was a regular terrorist plot, then someone would be bragging about it and threatening people. If it was part of a war, people on both sides of the fight would be yelling about what monsters the other side turned out to be. But none of that had happened. And Alex couldn’t talk about it with anyone except Willow and Hanna and Grover and Jack. Okay, she could talk to Riley or Graham or Jo about it, but she didn’t know them as well.







But the next Monday, she got a call from Willow that Willow would be home late that night. So Alex planned to drive up and see her the next day. She had tons of stuff to talk about.




Tuesday morning, after chatting with Ray and then doing her morning exercise routine, she set off in her car, with just the small cooler and her gymbag and her purse. And her tablet in the gymbag too, because there was no telling what Willow might be up for. Even with some annoying traffic problems, she got to Willow’s house a little after noon.




Willow had lunch all set up, and it was Chinese. Lots and lots and lots of really good Chinese food. And Willow had remembered all of Alex’s favorites too, so it was awesome. 




While they ate — okay, it was mostly Alex eating and Willow watching her weight — Alex asked for ideas about things for a utility belt.




Willow took a sip of her green tea she’d brewed herself. “Let me think. You don’t need a piton with cable to climb stuff, because you already fly. You don’t need ninja throwing spikes or throwing disks, because you can zap your opponents. You don’t need handcuffs either, because you can knock people out for a while. Gas grenades or smokebombs? They’re really bulky. Lockpicks or handcuff keys? No. Maybe a flashlight? No, you can do the lightning arc thing. How about a cutting tool? Maybe a little diamond-coated cutting disk you could spin really fast with your tk? Maybe some thermite, or even thermate-TH3 you could set off with your lightning. Or some sort of plastic explosive, but then you’d need a detonator and a trigger system too, and you’d have to keep all three apart until you were ready, and you’d have to get that stuff from Jack.”




Alex grimaced. “Yeah, I could’ve used something like that when Danielle Atron had me trapped in a sealed box that time. But I guess what I really need a utility belt for is energy bars. I get hungry when I use my powers.”




Willow looked at the ceiling. “Hmm. Maybe three pouches on the back of the utility belt, each of ’em with three energy bars tucked in sideways, but that’d stick out like an inch or more. Or we could go with one of those funky leg pouch things.”




Alex frowned, “Eww, you mean like a Rob Liefeld costume? Ick. I’d rather just go with a small fannypack full of energy bars.”




“Ohhh-kay. No on the Liefeld-ness. But I can talk to Jack about getting someone to make you a nice utility belt. Maybe in solid white, and small enough to stay in place around your waist.”




Alex said, “A fannypack would be okay. I mean, I can put my GoPro in the fannypack, anyway. And if you figure out how I can charge my own gear, then I’m down to the earjack and the tablet.”




Willow smiled, “Oh, and I figured out about the tablet, so you don’t have to bring your own anymore. We’re going to use one of my computers as your primary storage, and every time you turn off one of your tablets, it first updates to the primary storage, which then propagates to all the other tablets. So you can leave your tablet at home now if you’re meeting up with us. Jack’ll have one on the Cessna with a gymbag for you, and we’ll have one at Roswell and one at HQ, so we should be able to treat all your tablets as one tablet. And Graham says from now on he’ll have a pouch in the Blackbird for you that’ll have a tablet and a dozen energy bars, so you won’t have to haul stuff along anymore.”




So after they cleaned up in the kitchen and put a bunch of the food away in plasticware, Willow led Alex into the computer room and got Alex to show how she charged up a rechargeable battery. Alex had to pretend to hold a rechargeable AA battery while letting Willow measure voltage and stuff between her fingers.




Willow looked at her meter and said, “Oh, that’s easy. You just go until the battery gets warm?”




“Umm, yeah? Pretty much.”




Willow nodded. “Okay, so all we need is a connector and contacts for your fingers, and you can watch the phone or the tablet until it says ‘fully charged.’ That’s easy. The earjack we’ll have to pop the battery out so you can charge it directly, so you don’t burn it out.”




“Wow. I thought it would be a lot harder.”




Willow nodded, “Oh, there’s a lot of leeway on charging. Most chargers are set up to do a charge rate of somewhere from one-fourth C to one-tenth C. But chargers can do it a lot faster, maybe four C or six C, as you found out. You just have to monitor the temperature and the terminal voltage really carefully. And fingers are going to measure temperature changes a lot more precisely than most battery chargers want to try.”




Then it took Willow under two minutes with a wire stripper and a soldering iron to make a charger for Alex’s phones and tablet, and another minute to make one for her laptop too. And they were just a little plug and some wire and some electronics and two fingertip connectors Alex could run current through. And that meant Alex wouldn’t need voltage converters when she was in foreign countries, too. She could leave her regular chargers at home, and just take these with her, maybe in a little pocket of her fannypack or in the utility belt she didn’t have yet.




So then they sat around and ate chocolate zucchini cake and watched some Doctor Who episodes on tv. Willow had a sliver about an inch thick, and Alex had about a sixth of the cake. They were just eating and watching and chatting, even if Alex was getting Willow to think about the whole ‘Harry and 007’ thing too.




But the next episode was ‘Boom Town.’ Willow said, “I like this one.” Alex hadn’t seen it. And Alex wasn’t really a huge fan of Captain Jack Harkness, who was really cute, but he was just too horny and flirty and stuff for her taste, although Willow really liked him. But Alex wasn’t going to say anything, because Jack was bi and sexually active and liked to talk about it, and Alex was worried that if she dissed him, Willow might feel like Alex was dissing her too.




Some of the things in the ep were so dumb, like the scientist who came to talk to the mayor about the nuclear reactor that he thought might explode. And the mayor asked him, “Have you told anyone else about this?” Which anybody who’d ever watched tv knew really meant ‘I am the bad guy and if you say no I am going to kill you right away.’ So naturally, the guy said ‘no’.




Alex complained out loud, “Hello! Is there no tv or movies in your universe?”




So naturally, the evil mayor killed him. And then, later on, the girl reporter comes to talk to the mayor, and she’s noticed tons of dead people connected to the nuclear reactor, and then the mayor asked her if she’d told anyone.




Alex fussed at the screen, “Say ‘yes’! Don’t be stupid! Say ‘yes, I told my editor and I told him I was coming here, and I posted it on-line already’!”




“No.”




“Aagh!” Alex complained. “Why are these people so stupid?”




Willow said, just like that wasn’t totally a rhetorical question, “Because if they weren’t, the evil mayor’s plan would’ve been scotched three years earlier, and there wouldn’t be anything for The Doctor to do.”




So then they just sat there and made fun of all the dumbness, like The Doctor deciding to deal with the evil alien villain who planned to destroy the world by… taking her out to dinner. And Rose had gone off with The Doctor and left Mickey behind, and she’d been gone for a year, and Mickey was being blamed for her ‘death,’ and she was just ‘oh hi, I’m back honey, why are you so grouchy.’ And the TARDIS solving all their ethical problems for them with what Willow called an ‘asspull,’ which made Alex laugh so hard she nearly spit chocolate cake on herself.




Then Willow wanted to talk exercise programs, because she wanted to look sexier for Jack, so she wanted to know what Alex was doing to get her abs looking like that. And Alex told her about the sit-ups and leglifts and crunches, but she thought Willow already looked just fine, and obviously Willow’s exercise regime was doing the job. But Willow didn’t think that running a couple days a week and cycling a couple days a week and aerobics a couple days a week was enough. But Willow was running for a whole hour in the morning, or biking for a whole hour, or doing a really serious fifty-minute aerobics routine. And Alex had a feeling Willow wasn’t talking about going for a slow jog around the block.




It took Alex most of the rest of the afternoon to get Willow to consider that maybe she was already doing enough. Or more than enough. Even after Alex pointed out that if Willow could go running in the mornings with Jack and keep up with him the whole time, her aerobic fitness level had to be pretty darn high already. And Alex had seen Willow in cosplay costumes, so she knew Willow already had the kind of body guys drooled over.




They had so much fun just talking at dinner that Alex didn’t get around to driving home until nearly eleven. But that was okay, because she had some really rocking music to listen to on the drive home. And she didn’t bother to get the cosplay costumes or the chocolate zucchini cakes out of the car until the next morning.







On Sunday, Annie flew in for a two week visit before she had to get back for the start of school. That was okay, because Alex’s school was starting up at almost the same time, and Alex was going to be swamped with registration and start of school and everything. Alex pretty much guessed ahead of time what Annie was going to be bringing home. Okay, her mom and dad guessed the same thing. One suitcase full of dirty clothes, one computer bag with a laptop and a stack of file folders crammed in it, and one cardboard box full of textbooks. Fortunately, the box was small enough that it only had about a dozen textbooks in it, or Annie would have been paying major overweight charges.




Alex carried the box and the suitcase when they walked out to the car. But she smiled, “This is as far as I go. You have to do your own laundry!”




Annie frowned, “As long as I don’t have to do my own cooking. I can follow a recipe like I’m doing an experiment, but that’s about as good as I can do.”




Their mom hugged Annie and grinned, “Oh honey, that’s already better than most women can manage.”




“And ninety percent of men,” added their dad. “Scooter’s brother thinks recipes work like electricity.” Then he did this funny imitation of Scooter’s brother too. “Let me see, I can bake this pizza for ten minutes at four hundred degrees… So I should be able to bake it in one minute at four thousand degrees!” When they stopped laughing, he said, “I don’t understand how anyone can pass a couple chemistry classes and not understand how to make food.”




Since her dad was really good at cooking weird stuff like soufflés and meringues, Alex was pretty sure he had to be right. Her dad’s angel food cake was awesome.




Annie laughed, “Oh my gosh, one of my housemates is working on an EE, and he’s great at designing chips, but do not let him work with house current. And his homemade battery charger fried every battery we let him try, until he blew up two batteries and the whole charger.”




Alex decided not to say anything yet about her private recharging method.




It wasn’t until they got home and they got settled on the couches in the den… and her dad used the anti-bugging hardware that he used at least once a week… that Annie realized things had changed since she was last home. It took Alex almost two hours to tell everything that had happened since she met the Hermione Granger of another universe.




Annie just sort of made the guppy face for a while. She finally managed, “You know Willow Rosenberg.”




“Yeah.”




“The Willow Rosenberg.”




“Yeah.”




“Red Tree Software Willow Rosenberg.”




“Still yeah.”




“You went to San Diego Comic Con with Willow Rosenberg.”




“Uh-huh. She asked me.”




“You have a computer tablet she gave you that she hacked for you.”




“Uh-huh.”




“You’re taking online computer courses Willow Rosenberg personally picked out for you.”




“Yeah, and she wants me to turn my laptop into a linux box and do it for college credit.”




“Willow Rosenberg bakes chocolate cakes for you.”




“They’re really good, and I got some footage of dad totally over-reacting after he ate a big slice and then we told him about the secret ingredient.”




“You know two different Willow Rosenbergs, and the other one is the most powerful magic user ever, and magically pummeled a giant hellgod. While you watched and rescued other people.”




Alex nodded. “Pretty much. But let me tell you, it totally ruined fantasy movies for me.”




Annie tried again. “And you know another version of Samantha Carter, the astronaut. And you chose the name Terawatt from stuff they told you, and you’ve been flying around the world saving the planet. And the tv stuff isn’t exaggerating.”




“Right.”




Their dad said, “Alex had to rescue us from Danielle Atron again. And so we met her ‘team.’ Who are pretty amazing in their own right.”




Alex nodded, “And they’re a lot smarter than you’d think. Jack figured out who I am and who Willow is, in a couple days. And they’re incredibly brave.”




Annie said, “I saw the first Terawatt footage, and I thought maybe you took it. And I saw the news about you fighting the fire manifester, and you fighting that giant spider, and the things in Rome.”




Their mom and dad exchanged looks. Her mom admitted, “Annie, that’s not even half of it. And it turned out she’s sort of not told us all the really horrible parts.”




Alex winced inwardly. “Well, there are some things that I can’t talk about because they’re national defense secrets, some of which aren’t even American national defense secrets. And there are some things that just aren’t my secret to tell. And there are some things you just don’t need to know, because you’re already stressed enough watching me fly off to fight supervillains and monsters.”




Her mom complained to Annie, “She came back from the giant spider mission absolutely covered in bruises from head to toe. And she just sort of forgot to tell us how she got them.”




Alex refused to get all embarrassed, because this was important. “I didn’t tell, because it was the most terrifying minute of my life. And I had nightmares about it. And if I told you, you’d have nightmares too, and you’d never let me out of the house again. This is a really important job, but it’s not safe. And if I hadn’t done it, most of the southwest would be a battleground right now, with the U.S. military fighting an army of giant spiders.”




“An army of giant spiders? Like what we saw on the news?” her dad checked.




She nodded. “It was a giant tarantula. They’re burrowers. And it was a female. And it had already laid eggs.”




Annie shuddered. “Okay, I don’t want to hear anymore.”




Her dad asked, “Tarantulas lay hundreds, maybe thousands of eggs at a time, all in a big silk eggsac. How many were there, and how big were they?”




Annie quickly got up and hurried into the kitchen with her hands over her ears so she didn’t have to hear.




Alex quietly admitted, “About four hundred, maybe five hundred. And each baby was the size of a VW Beetle. With fangs about a foot long.”




Her dad stopped for several seconds and finally said, “Okay, I don’t think I can stand to hear what actually happened.”




She wasn’t sure if he was letting her off the hook, or if he was really that creeped out, but she still told him, “Thanks. Because I don’t think you should hear the details.”




Her mom added, “Good call, George. I bugged her and got some more detail than that, and I’m sorry I did.”




At bedtime that night, Annie got in bed and asked, “It was really even worse than hundreds of giant spiders down in a cave?”




“Yeah.”




Annie murmured, “I could never do what you do.”




Alex said, “I have superpowers and I could fly away. I don’t know how Jack and Riley and Graham and Jo do it.”




Annie yawned, “One more thing.”




“Okay.”




“Could you introduce me to Willow Rosenberg?”




Alex automatically said, “Sure.” But with her luck, Annie would tell Willow she had a huge geek-crush on her, and Willow would make a pass at her, and mega-ickiness would ensue. Or they’d have a huge screaming fight and hate each other. Alex couldn’t decide which would be worse.







The next morning, Annie was up before six. She had been getting up every morning at six Minneapolis time for her internship, and she was going to be getting up at seven Massachusetts time when she went back to M.I.T. in two weeks, so she was doing what she could to keep from having to reset her internal clock completely when she went back to school.




And that was okay by Alex. She hadn’t really thought about what she was going to do with her schedule if Annie wanted to sleep in, because Alex was basically getting going about seven every morning so she could eat and then chat with Ray and get her morning workout done and get some coursework in, and everything else.




So they ate breakfast together, and split up to make phone calls. Annie only had a couple friends in Paradise Valley. And every local guy Annie had ever drooled over had eventually dumped her or been such a jerkhead that Annie finally faced facts and dumped him. The more Alex thought about it, the more she realized that Annie really hadn’t made the effort to know anyone outside the Science Club and the Computer Club. So there were only two of Annie’s friends — Joan and Carol — who were in town, and Carol was packing to go back to school early for something, so Annie really only had Alex and their mom and Joan to hang with.




That meant that Annie kind of hung around reading textbooks on her bed while Alex did her morning exercise and martial arts routine, and chatted with Robyn and Nicole, and then Skyped with Hanna. Okay, Annie knew Robyn and Nicole, but not super well, so some of the stuff Alex would have talked about with them was kind of not up for topics. And Alex first had to introduce Hanna to Annie and warn Hanna not to talk about anything classified. But then mainly Hanna wanted to show Alex the makeover pictures Cindy had been taking, and Annie wasn’t interested in that at all, even if Hanna in wigs looked totally different from Real Hanna, and Hanna could do lots of accents, so it was pretty amazing seeing Hanna as an Irish lass or a stiff Londoner or a Berliner or even a Boston girl.




Hanna had like the most awesome cheekbones ever. If Hanna was six feet tall and thin, every fashion designer in the world would be begging her to do runway work.




And how the heck did you genetically engineer great cheekbones? Maggie Walsh had to be terrifyingly smart.




Then, after the call, Alex ended up explaining how she knew Hanna, which really kind of freaked Annie out. After all, it wasn’t like Hanna was Miss Ordinary in any way you could ever think of. Janet had said Hanna was pretty close to high school sophomore or junior in math and spoken English and science, but totally not in things like global studies or written English, but that would probably be okay if Hanna was ‘the foreign exchange student who wasn’t perfect at English yet.’ Alex figured Hanna would have to be way out of date on most ‘global studies’ things, except for stuff her ‘dad’ told her that was probably classified and Hanna couldn’t talk about. Still, Hanna had actually been to other countries, which lots of American kids had not. And if there was any foreign language taught at the high school, it would almost certainly be Spanish or French or German, and Hanna would totally rule in those classes.




Alex figured she just needed to talk to Willow and Jack and Grover and Hanna in private until Annie went back to school, because there was stuff that was not for everyone’s eyes. Or ears.




Then Annie wanted to see what Alex was doing for her online computer course, and that kind of slowed Alex down a lot. But Annie had taught herself Fortran and APL (because that was what the biochem computers at the plant had), and she had learned a couple specialized math languages at M.I.T., but she was kind of impressed that Alex was learning C.




Okay, Fortran looked pretty okay, especially after C. But APL? That was just crazy. Maybe mega-crazy. Because seriously, tons of mega-weird symbols that weren’t even on your keyboard? That made no sense whatsoever. And who thought it was a good idea to make a symbol that was a domino that you had to make yourself by typing one secret symbol and then backing up and then typing a totally different secret symbol over the top of the first one? She needed to ask Willow what was the deal with APL, because that was just mega-weird.




Annie went down to the chemical plant to see people, while Alex went and did waitressing for Gloria. Then the whole family had dinner together, which was great. And the beef stew came out really well, and the crescent rolls were good even if they were from the store. Well, anything was good if you put enough real butter on it. Alex was sort of sad when Annie said she was on a diet, because Alex really thought Annie looked fine and just needed to work out more instead of deciding not to eat much.




But after dinner, when just the two of them were up in their bedroom, Annie admitted, “I haven’t been on a diet, but I need to start one, because I felt really fat and… blobby after watching you working out in just that sports bra and those aerobics shorts.”




So then Alex felt really awful. She said, “I could put on a big t-shirt and yoga pants before I work out, if it’d help.”




Annie stared at the floor. “It’s not you. I… Can I work out with you?”




“Oh sure!” Alex smiled. “That’d be great. And if there’s something you don’t want to do, you can just stop while I do it.”




Annie winced, “I think it’s more going to be me pooping out while you’re doing a hundred sit-ups every morning.”




Alex just said, “Okay.” Because she used her telekinesis to hold her feet firmly to the floor so she could do her sit-ups extra fast, and she was up to two hundred every morning, in about five or six minutes. She was thinking about changing to upside-down sit-ups where she held her feet up in the air so her head pointed down, and then she did sit-ups from that position. With telekinesis, she wouldn’t need any fancy equipment or anything.




But she knew Annie wouldn’t want to hear about that. In fact, Alex figured she’d wait until Annie left before switching to the upside-down sit-ups. So they just talked about school friends and classes and what college was like, just like they were totally normal sisters, and not one super-genius and one superheroine.




“So… mom says these soldiers you’re working with are pretty scrumptious…”







On Thursday, Alex and Annie drove up to see Willow. Alex did her Cheerful Alex routine the whole way up, even if secretly she was really worried something would go drastically wrong.




But it went great. Willow had Italian for lunch, a bunch of it she’d cooked herself, like the zucchini and tomato vegetarian casserole, and the rotini with the red sauce made with roma tomatoes right out of Willow’s garden. Okay, Alex knew Willow hadn’t made those little raviolis by hand, but they were really good too. And Willow had a big paper bag of zucchini to take home to their mom.




Annie got Willow to show her all about her computer room, and Alex got Willow to show her how to bake a chocolate zucchini cake, and Alex even took notes on her phone. So they had a ton of fun, and Annie got to make nerdy jokes with someone who got her sense of humor, and it went great. Alex took a couple pictures of Annie and Willow, so Annie could show off to her friends at school, and Willow gave Annie her email addy and phone number too. Willow even promised to send Annie some Red Tree Software merch when Annie got back to school.




So naturally, since stuff was going too well, Jack called Willow right before they were going to go out to dinner. Only Jack called on the Terawatt system, which meant trouble. “Hey Burn, I need you to do some research for me.”




Willow complained, “Jack, I was just about to take Alex and her sister out to dinner.”




Jack pretended to be the stern grown-up. “Willow! We’ve talked about this! Alex is too young for you. And dating two sisters at once? That’s just not okay.”




Willow turned bright red and squeaked, “Jack! Stop it!”




Annie sort of blushed a little and looked at Alex, who whispered, “Boyfriend.”




Jack must have known Willow had the phone on speakerphone, because he actually stopped and moved to the real reason he called. “It’s New York City. Marshal McCowpie has a problem. He’s gotten credit for several arrests and thwarted crimes he didn’t do. He’s sure he’s not the only one, but no one else wants to ‘fess up. They’re all happening in the middle of the night, and it’s making the local criminal element really jumpy. But here’s the part where it becomes an SRI case. The carjackers last night who got stopped and beaten up before Marshal McClod caught up to them were really insistent that they were attacked by some sort of half-man half-bat thing that flew down, beat the snot out of them, zipcuffed them to a lightpole, and then ducked into the darkness and vanished.”




Alex slapped herself on the forehead.




Jack went on, “I need you to see if there have been any bat-related research projects at any of the research sites in the Big Apple. And I need you to check all night-shift police reports for changes in the frequency of certain categories of crimes, like robberies going down while attempted robberies go up.”




Alex said, “It’s not a bat-thing. It’s a guy with no superpowers, just a lot of training, and he’s dressed in a bat costume. With a utility belt and lots of fancy gizmos, like a bat-shaped grapple he can fire out of a thing and then it pulls him along on an attached cable so he can actually do stuff like swing from building to building like Spiderman instead of running around the town.”




Jack teased, “Hi, Tera! Why didn’t you tell me you’d become psychic? I’ve got some lottery tickets I could buy, and—”




Alex groaned, “Remember I told you about going to that other dimension? One of the backups that one of my other teammates brought in was her boyfriend. Who had a black-and-gray batsuit with bat ears on the cowl and a fancy black cape and a utility belt and a bunch of gadgets. And he was about 6’2” or 6’3”, and built like one of those pro wrestlers, maybe 230 or 240 pounds although some of that was probably armor on his costume, and he had a chin like Josh Holloway. And S- umm, someone said he was really, really rich, so maybe there’s a mansion and a butler too.”




Jack thought it over. “Well, a gadget like that would cost a small fortune to design and test. I’ll see if there’s a military application and if anyone’s built something like that for the DoD.”




Willow said, “And I’ll check and see if there are any tech geeks who could build something like that, and who look like that.”




Alex suddenly remembered something else. “Oh wait, Catwoman and Batman were in Gotham City, I think, not New York.”




Jack smirked. Alex could hear the smirkiness over the phone line. “Tera, hasn’t anyone ever told you that another nickname for New York is ‘Gotham’?”




Willow asked, “Is it okay if we go eat dinner before I get started on this?”




“Oh sure,” he said. “Homer and Jethro are going to be sweating over a hot CPU, and you’ll be off dining on caviar and staring at waiters’ behinds.”




“Jack!”




“Or maybe waitresses’ behinds.”




“Jack! Stop it!”




Jack blithely went on, “Well, you just go enjoy yourself, while we’re working ourselves into the ground out here…”




Alex frowned, “Jack, stop it. Willow’s beet red and totally embarrassed now.”




“Oh! Then my job is done!” And he hung up.




Willow blushed some more and growled, “I am so going to get even with him.”




Annie asked, “This is your boyfriend? And Alex’s military guy? And a real colonel? Because he acts like he’s about eighteen.”




Willow said, “Eight. Sometimes Charlie says Jack’s been eight his whole life.”




Annie wondered, “And he got promoted to colonel anyway?”




Willow locked the front door as they walked to Alex’s car. “Let me explain about one Colonel Jack O’Neill…”




“Without lots of TMI!” Alex hastily inserted.







They had a really fun dinner, but Alex could tell Willow was really anxious to get started on the computer searches for Jack. So they dropped Willow off and made sure she got inside okay, then Alex drove home.




In the car, Annie asked, “Is that what it’s always like? You never know when stuff’s going to drop in your lap and you’ll have to rush off and go save the world, or maybe just go check out something that might turn out to be really important?”




Alex admitted, “Well… yeah. It’s been worse when I’m in school, except the time Jo Baker attacked because I was already where she was going.” She stopped and thought for a second about that particular mess. “Okay, maybe that was mega-worse.”




Annie checked, “That’s Azure Crush? The fat bully who was mean to you and you were the first one who stood up to her?”




Alex said, “Nobody should have to put up with bullying. And especially not when the bully can throw an engine block at you.”




Annie cringed some. “Do you think they’ll find anything?”




Alex told her, “This is Willow Rosenberg we’re talking about. Sure she’ll find stuff. And Jack’s people are really good too. Let me tell you just how amazing they are…” So she told Annie about Acid Burn and captainmal and jackryanrules finding out CIA stuff that even the CIA people didn’t know, and solving a string of fourteen year old crimes, all while the team was sitting in a jet listening to a weasely CIA guy. Alex couldn’t tell Annie the classified parts, but she told her how they shredded the CIA’s firewalls and found stuff in their computers even the CIA didn’t know was there.




Annie finally asked her, “And is that why you put on an earjack?”




Alex admitted, “Yeah, and it’s set for my Terawatt phone too, because I’m figuring someone might come up with something any minute now.”




But it wasn’t ‘any minute.’ It was about an hour. They were still on the road driving home, although they were in the middle of a really important discussion about which music to listen to, and why Pink was way better than Annie thought she’d be, but how Alex had to listen to her at home using her earbuds because Pink had a potty mouth, and you should totally not sing Pink songs in the shower really loud.




Willow called the tPhone. “Hey Tera, we got some hits.”




“Burn, you should get some sleep, so when Jack calls at eight his time, you’ll be ready.”




Willow said, “Seven his time. Or earlier. He’s got the military morning thing going for him. Even if he is totally sexy when he’s waking up and all sleepy like a big cat.”




Alex totally didn’t need to hear that, especially about an old guy. She just moved on, “So what did you find out?”




Willow said merrily, “Jack was right! So get some sleep, because someone may be going to the Big Apple tomorrow. That grapple system is probably from a military contract. PaineTech and Paine Industries, which are the military and industrial research arms of Paine Enterprises. And guess what their primary stockholder Bruce Paine looks like?”





96. Gotham



Alex guessed, “6’3”, 230, drop-dead gorgeous, and a chin you could hammer granite with.”




Willow pouted over the phone. “Oh poo. Sometimes you are no fun.”




Alex pointed out, “If he’s like Selina’s Batman, he’ll have a history. And a cover. Maybe several covers. He’ll probably come off like someone who couldn’t possibly be a superhero. And he’ll have help. Someone in his company who pulls hardware for him, or builds hardware for him. Stuff like that.”




Willow said, “Okay, I’ll set up some search parameters and send mal and rules some notes. Then I’ll try to get some sleep. And if Jack’s sending the Cessna for you, remember he’s got a tablet and a uniform and snacks and stuff for you.”




Alex told her, “I may show up in uniform anyway. Annie hasn’t seen the whole production yet.”




Willow said, “Well it is a pretty ginormous change from you.”




“That reminds me. I want to get my hair cut a little shorter before school registration and pictures. Maybe I’ll make it half a shade darker, too.”




Willow thought out loud, “I was thinking about making my hair a little richer red. You think someone we know would like it?”




Alex grinned, “He’d like it no matter what color it is. I bet he liked Psylocke’s purple hair.”




Willow admitted, “I think once he got a look at the bodysuit, he never even noticed what color the wig was.”




After Willow hung up, Annie asked, “Selina’s Batman? And hair color? And Psylocke?”




Alex explained, “Yeah, in that other universe, he used the codename Batman. In a world full of really powerful superheroes and supervillains who make me look like nothing, he’s considered one of the top heroes in the game. And he has no powers at all. And I’ve been coloring my hair so Alex Mack is a brunette while Terawatt is a blonde. I was going to make Terawatt’s hair more blonde over time, but that isn’t going to work, since everyone has pictures of her now. But I can still make Alex Mack look more brunette. Oh, and Psylocke? I have got to show you the pictures of Willow at San Diego Comic Con.”




Annie asked, “If you go to New York after this Batman guy, can I go too? It’s really pretty boring without you around if dad’s got his own research projects going in the garage so I can’t work there.”




Alex sighed, “I’m sorry, but no way. We’re talking Department of Homeland Security. Private military transport. Dealing with special ops teams. Possible massive danger that no one expected.” Annie pouted. So Alex added, “But when we get home, I’ll show you my Terawatt costume.”




The first thing Alex did when they got home was show Annie all the video and stills of Willow in her Comic Con costumes. Okay, really the first thing they did was get stuff out of the car, and go pee, and put stuff away, and tell their mom and dad they were home, and all that junk. But Annie was totally wowed that those pictures were Willow.




Then Alex showed Annie the silvery quick-change into Terawatt. She hovered a couple inches above the floor with her hands on her hips, so she looked even taller.




“Holy…” Annie peeked to see if either of their parents were in the hallway. She whispered, “Holy… crap. That’s… amazing. I mean, there’s no way anyone meeting Terawatt is going to say ‘Alex Mack.’ Now I can see why Danielle Atron looked right at you and didn’t twig.”




Alex smiled wickedly, “Mainly she looked right at my fist. I don’t really like hitting people, but I really, really got a lot out of punching her in the face.”




Annie wondered, “Did you get to punch Lars in the face too? Because he’s really a creep.”




Alex smiled naughtily, “No, but you should definitely talk to mom and dad about that part. Mom beat the pee out of him.”




“Mom?”







The next morning, Alex was surprised she got to eat breakfast and chat with Ray before Jack called on the tPhone.




Jack said, “Hey Tera, think you can tear yourself away from big sis long enough to come play superhero in Gotham tonight?”




“Tonight?” Alex checked.




Jack reiterated, “Tonight. Batguy doesn’t do his schtick in broad daylight. And Bruce Paine’s supposed to be at a ritzy shindig starting at eight tonight at some museum having a big opening of a new wing, with contributions from the Paine Foundation.”




Alex asked, “Cessna or Blackbird?”




Jack replied, “Roswell’s Cessna. I can’t justify the SR-71 for this op, because there’s no time crunch. Be at Camp Atron at noon, so you’ll be here at six our time. A gymbag will be waiting for you on the jet, so don’t bother hauling stuff, unless it’s a nice, big lunch. And we’ll brief you on the flight in. And if it’s a big lunch, maybe you could bring me a brownie or something?”




Alex made an effort not to giggle. “Okay, that sounds doable. Except for the brownie. But what if Batman doesn’t show up tonight?”




Jack said, “Then we’re going to camp out in Gotham for two days afterward. If Batboy hasn’t made a move in three nights, we call it quits and let Marshal McCowpie try to deal with it until it becomes an official SRI case.”




“That doesn’t sound so good.”




Jack agreed, “I know, but if Batdork doesn’t want to come out and play, we have no evidence anything’s going on.”




Alex told him, “I think maybe you shouldn’t call him that when we talk to him.”




Jack went into a funny voice. “We? What you mean ‘we,’ paleface?” He dropped back to his normal tones. “You. I’m figuring you need to make first contact. If a famous superheroine drops in on him, he knows what’s up. If a mysterious black ops group targets him, that’s completely different.”




Oh yeah. She’d been totally suspicious when Riley and Graham showed up and ‘wanted to chat.’ Batman would be way more suspicious than that. Selina said he was suspicious of everyone and everything and everywhere, until proved otherwise, and in their universe he needed to be just that paranoid. She said, “I think that’s a really good idea.”




“Of course it’s a good idea!” Jack said in a deep, booming voice.




She managed not to giggle. Much.




She chatted with Robyn and Nicole while she did her morning workout and Annie tried to keep up. Which wasn’t really fair, because Alex had been in way better shape to start with, and Alex had been working out really hard for months. But still, she helped Annie do her sit-ups right, and the leg lifts, and she made Annie stop before she’d have sore stomach muscles all day. And Annie just sat and watched open-mouthed while Alex went through all her martial arts practice.




Then Alex chatted with Hanna and Grover and found out they were both going along on Jack’s little ‘bat hunt.’ Alex really hoped Jack didn’t say stuff like that in New York City and make Batman hate them. And Hanna said Janet Fraiser wanted Alex to come in for a ‘complete physical’ too, since Alex probably needed stuff like that for her senior year and then starting college. Alex said sure, because she really wanted to get to talk to Janet for once. Other-Sam and other-Hermione really liked Janet — well, other-Janet.




Alex ate a big early lunch, grabbed her tPhone, went silvery, and took off to Camp Atron. She got there early enough to fly down to the security gate and give the password while she stayed silvery. Then she only had to wait about a minute before the Cessna came zooming in and taxied over to a refueling truck that was out on the tarmac waiting.




Alex stayed silvery and waited until someone inside popped the jet’s door, and then she flew in. Once she spotted her new gymbag, she dove into it, changed clothes, and flew out to go normal as Terawatt. She pulled out the tablet and checked that it was all set up for her. Wow, Willow was so amazing.




Once the Cessna took off, Alex just used the tablet and worked on her C programming course, with a couple breaks for an energy bar, until the sat phone rang for her. “Terawatt here.”




“O’Neill, with Finn, Scott, Walters, Action Girl, and Klar.”




“Acid Burn here.”




“Miller here, with Lupo, Marshall, Bailey, and Carlson.”




“Tang and Winkelman and Christiansen here.” Alex knew from Willow that Jeremy Winkelman was captainmal and Franklin Tang was jackryanrules, but she didn’t know the Christiansen guy. Or gal. Or whoever.




“McCloud here, with Sergeant Broadhurst.”




Jack started off, “Great. I’m glad we could get everyone on the call so we can do the briefing once and once only. We got a tip from Marshal McCloud that there may be some sort of bat-guy-thing scaring the crap out of criminals at night in the Big Apple. But we have intel from Terawatt about an analogue in another universe, and that other Batman is a highly-trained man, 6’2” or 6’3”, 220 to 240, built like a pro wrestler, lantern jaw, with no superpowers and a high-tech combat suit and cool gadgets.”




“And a utility belt,” Alex added.




“Right. More importantly, Terawatt saw the other Batman use a really sophisticated grappling system he fired from a pistol-sized launcher, then used to swing through the air on a long, unusually thin cable. That means some real high tech for the launch system, the aiming system, the grapple system, and the tensile strength on the cable. So our IT people checked DoD components, and most of those pieces are in a system that’s part of a DoD research grant. From New York City-based Paine Enterprises, majority owner Bruce Paine. Burn?”




Willow jumped in, “Right. Bruce Paine. Adopted son of Thomas Paine and Martha Paine, with Thomas being a direct descendant of Revolutionary War-time Thomas Paine. When he was like nine or ten, his parents were shot and killed right in front of him in a nighttime robbery only a block or two from a downtown theater they had left a little early. It was a huge deal at the time, and lots of ‘law and order’ types used it as a big symbol of the crime and depravity of the big city. A couple guys used the ‘law and order’ deal to get elected as mayor or state senator and then do the rampant corruption thing, so on the whole New York City just got worse since then. Bruce was pretty much raised by the family butler, Alfred Pennyworth, who just happens to have connections to the SIS and may — I repeat, may, or maybe may not — have been one of the early members of the Double Oh ranks. So Bruce could have gotten a lot of training early on in stuff like martial arts and intelligence gathering and building a cover story. Bruce finished high school early, finished college early with a major in business administration but if you peek at his college records where you’re not supposed to be able to look you see a lot of side classes in criminal justice and chemistry and forensics. He had a big rep as a playboy and wild party guy back then, but still managed good grades. And then he went overseas, supposedly to Monte Carlo and the French Riviera to be a rich playboy, but his paper trail and credit card receipts say no. He vanished for nine years, then just reappeared, and as far as I can tell from INS records, he just showed up on a flight from Hong Kong to New York City, with nothing about where he’d been before that or how he got to Hong Kong. He came back here, went right back to the heavy-drinking womanizer image, but still somehow managed to pull off some fancy business maneuvers and boot out the guy running Paine Enterprises, and put Lucius Fox in as the current CEO and Senior Vice President of Finance. Bruce is the Chairman of the Board. He has a 51% majority ownership of the common stock, as the controlling stockholder, and a quick scan of the share ownership suggests that maybe another 10 to 20 percent is in the hands of his close allies, like Mister Fox.”




Jack thought out loud, “So… not so much the useless playboy, and more the ruthless business shark who’s really good at pretend.”




Willow agreed, “Yup. And Paine Enterprises is pretty darn huge. It’s one of the Fortune 500, and one of the big multinational corps. So it would be of the good not to have them mad at little old us. There’s Paine Foods, and Paine Shipping, and Paine Yards, which has a ton of U.S. Navy business, and Paine Steel, and PaineTech and Paine Electronics and Paine Industries, which all their DoD research grants are in, plus Paine Mining and Paine Medical and Paine Biotech and Paine Entertainment. Then there’s the Paine Foundation, which has two main charities, the Thomas Paine Foundation and the Martha Paine Foundation, plus some others. The first one is a huge charity for medicine and medical research and medical help, and it pays for pretty much every free clinic in New York City. The second one is one of the city’s biggest patrons and supporters of the arts, along with a ton of charities for families and education and tolerance. Most of the city orphanages and women’s shelters and family support and stuff like them get major Paine moolah.”




Jack said, “So he’s also a huge philanthropist. And he’s only, what? Thirty-three?”




Willow chirped, “Just turned thirty-one. Almost the same birthday as me!”




Jack insisted, “We cannot accuse him without really, really solid evidence. Catching him as Batman and chatting with him then would do it. Otherwise, we’ll have to find where he keeps his suit and his gadgets and his transportation. And bear in mind that if it’s around stately Paine manor, the kindly old butler may double-tap you if you cross him.”




Eww. Alex asked, “So you think the butler’s in on it with him?”




Jack smirked, “Yep, the butler did it.” Alex had a feeling that Jack had probably been waiting ages to get to say that. “The butler, maybe one of Paine’s bimbos who’s not really as bimbo-esque as she looks, probably at least two people at Paine Enterprises — one to actually pull the gadgets off the storage room shelves and put them together, and one in admin or accounting to hide the thefts — and maybe someone in the police department who’s keeping a lid on this.”




“McCloud here. I’m not exactly on Chief Clifford’s barbeque invite list, but I can’t see him putting up with that. He’s not even happy when I don’t stick to the letter of the law.”




Jack said, “Good point. But Clifford’s only your Chief of Detectives. There could easily be someone a lot higher up who could be talked around with an invitation to some really swanky shindig he’s been dying to get invited to.”




“No one says ‘swanky’ or ‘shindig’ anymore,” Willow pointed out.




Jack complained, “My son won’t let me say ‘par-tay’ anymore.” He just went on, “Thanks to a crime profile from McCloud and Broadhurst, we have some results. IT force, you’re up.”




Jackryanrules said, “We came up with a list of possibles based on Marshal McCloud’s crime intervention profile, or mentions of anything like a bat or a man in the shadows breaking up a crime, or criminals ending up unconscious or beaten up before the police apprehended them, or criminals being brought in already secured in something other than police handcuffs. So we’ve got what look like geographical patterns we’d expect to see more from Terawatt than from, say, Action Girl. So we think he’s really using that grapple-and-cable system, maybe two of them simultaneously, and swinging around from building to building in big arcs, looking for crimes happening below him. That’s also the best explanation for him picking off a couple criminals on rooftops or the like, in the middle of crimes. Jer?”




Captainmal sort of stammered, “Okay. Umm, the, uhh, injury patterns on our Batman-tagged perps are pretty indicative, too. Some really hard martial arts, mostly strikes from the fists, elbows and knees, feet, and the sides of the hands. Probably reinforced gloves too. We asked Major Finn to look over the medical reports…”




Riley spoke up, “I’m not a real expert, but I’d say that our Batman has not had training in, say, MCMAP, but more classical hard martial arts. And a mixture of mostly Asian styles, too. Probably Wing Chun, Taekwondo, and Muay Thai, plus jujutsu or hapkido. If he has weapons, he hasn’t needed to use them yet, which probably means he’s good enough to hold black belts in more than one style. But I’d prefer that you got a true expert to look over things and come up with a better evaluation.”




Jack said, “Thanks major, that’s expert enough for our purposes now. So Bruce has maybe eight or ten years of training with the butler, then vanishes into Europe or Asia for nearly another decade until he can snatch the pebble from someone’s hand, and he comes back here via Hong Kong. We have to assume he’s up near Finn levels of martial arts skills, so don’t treat him like a pushover.”




Hanna snapped, “Yes sir.” So Alex guessed Jack was staring at her when he said that.




Jack continued, “Once Terawatt lands, we’ll pick her up and feed her. Remember people: always feed her because she’s like Audrey II.”




“Jack!” Alex was pretty sure Willow complained too.




Jack blithely went on, “We know where Bruce is supposed to be at eight, and we’ll assume he’ll show up apparently drunk and with at least one bimbo on his arm, which seems to be his style. He’ll open the new wing of the museum, drink a lot, gladhand, and leave with a hottie. According to the Society pages, which I did not know Klar’s mom reads until a couple hours ago, Bruce may even leave with a hottie other than the one he brought. That’s when we start tailing him, which will mostly be Klar and Terawatt. Finn and Action Girl will be overhead doing overwatch in one of our helicopters, although they’ll have basejumping parachutes so that they can get down to the street in a hurry if need be. Sergeant Scott will be in a vehicle at a rear post, so he can move in and pick up Klar, but only if needed. If Bruce follows the pattern we expect, he’ll sweep around troublespots and ‘patrol’ his city, then retire after several hours. Ideally, we’d like to catch him in his downtown penthouse or his manor just outside the city, taking off his costume, so there’s no chance of misidentification. And we want Terawatt making the first moves here. She’s demonstrated she’s better at this than me or Finn. And other supers are obviously going to be a lot more willing to listen to Terawatt than some suspect military types.”




Once Jack wrapped up the phone meeting, Alex went back to her online course. C maybe had plenty of useful features, but it had plenty of un-useful features, too. How was she supposed to make this program work if she didn’t know ahead of time how long the array was supposed to be? Because nobody could know that! Oh crud, if she couldn’t work it out, she’d read in the next chapter about that stuff. Or she’d ask Willow. Or she’d just give up and make it a gazillion bytes long so it would be big enough no matter what.







Bruce let Alfred stop in front of the museum’s front steps, and then he escorted Julie out of the limo. He was just using her, but then she was just using him. Thanks to Alfred, Bruce already had three very solid cover identities, including ‘Malone.’ Malone was taking a payoff from a retiring high-end callgirl who was letting Julie ‘buy out’ her operation, and Malone had promised to help Julie ease into the business by aiming her at a couple really easy dates. Bruce still had to figure out how he was going to help Julie once the Batman brought down the entire callgirl ring.




But Julie was lovely, and young, and well-educated. Bruce had found out the details, even if Julie wanted to keep that part of her out of their arrangement. Julie’s parents had put her through a very fancy private school, and had even started a substantial college fund, before her father, Harold Alvers Chandler, lost everything in the dot-com bubble and committed suicide, leaving Julie and her mother penniless and helpless. Her school ‘friends’ had turned their backs on her once she had no money. The only person who had leant Julie a helping hand had been her father’s ‘girlfriend,’ who had turned out not to be a girlfriend at all, but one of the high-end prostitutes that a town like this always had. This particular callgirl just happened to be part of a high-end ring which was backed by the local mob, and Bruce wanted to cut that connection between the crimelords and the wealthy men who controlled the cleaner side of the city.




Each time Bruce took Julie out, he took her back to his penthouse in the Paine Foundation Building, put a little something in her drink, and let her pass out. Then Batman went out and patrolled for hours. Julie woke up in the morning in bed with Bruce, with a mild headache and convinced she had done her job as Bruce’s escort.




Bruce had also given Julie the opportunity to ‘walk off’ with some diamond earrings, and then with a thumbdrive purportedly full of Paine Foundation data that would be worth a fair amount of money to the right buyer. She hadn’t taken anything. He was going to have to work out a reasonable way of helping her.




Julie also had the wardrobe, so Bruce wasn’t buying her dresses. No, this was a slinky pink satin dress that looked like it could be real couture. Granted, if you knew your way around the New York fashion houses, there were often ways to get impressive discounts, or even get a young designer to design for you if you were going to be wearing it where the city’s wealthiest women could see how it looked on you. He had looked into the matter, and Julie was getting the gowns from Roberto Carelli, an up-and-coming twenty-something designer who was probably strongly attracted to her even though he was reputed to be gay. Maybe it was just that she made his dresses look remarkable. On the other hand, ‘Roberto’ could be bi, or he could be faking the ‘gay designer’ persona so no one found out he was really Bob Kramer from Camden, New Jersey.




Bruce walked up the stairs with her, and into the museum. He led her straight to the first waitress he could spot, and he picked up a flute of champagne for her before he took one for himself.




She gently tapped her flute against his and said, “Here’s to a successful opening.”




He took a sip. Not too sweet, and not too dry. A hint of pear, and perhaps melon in the aftertaste. He was fairly sure he knew the winery it came from, and it was not a genuine French champagne. That meant someone was skimming funds and buying a cheaper sparkling wine instead of the real champagne that was supposed to be poured tonight. He’d have to let Lucius know, so Lucius could have someone in the Paine Foundation look into it. Given that the guilty party had to have a broad knowledge of sparkling wines, had to have the ability to choose a really good sparkling wine to replace the champagne that was supposed to be poured, but didn’t quite have a good enough nose to select a wine that could fool Bruce Paine, that cut down the suspect list to just two people already.




Bruce escorted Julie around the room, chatting with museum patrons and society matrons. He had to admit it: squiring a suspected hooker around definitely made the society matrons think twice — more than twice — about pushing their little darlings at him. A couple of the ‘little darlings’ didn’t care. One of them had flat-out told him the other day that she was more interested in Julie than in him.




The museum’s new wing was a South American exhibit focusing on rare plants and animals from some places that were seldom seen by man, along with some quite rare gemstones and rocks mined in the area. One entire section of the exhibit was made up of plants and animals that were essentially unique: they had been discovered on the top of one tepui while Paine Mining geologists were looking for some particular geologies that might have more rare earths in the right strata. The exhibit also had some interesting cultural material from the Pemon tribes who lived in the area, and a few interesting fossils, since a number of the tepui were partially composed of Precambrian quartz arenite.




He wasn’t looking forward to giving the opening speech, but it was a prerequisite, and it didn’t have to be long. Also, he could make several blatant mistakes about the exhibit that would emphasize his role as a rich idiot who drank too much.




He patted Julie on the arm and stepped toward the small podium where he would give his speech and then do the ribbon-cutting for the press.




He got within twenty feet of the podium when he saw something out of the corner of his eye. He turned and looked. The plants in the exhibit — the thick-vined lianas that were supposed to be part of the tepui display on the east wall — were writhing and crawling along the hall, toward the large room he was in.




And striding along amid the vines was a woman. A woman with long, vibrant red hair. A woman with a green cast to her skin. A woman who was apparently wearing nothing but a maillot of leaves and boots of leaves.




The woman strode out of the exhibit hall. A thick vine lashed out and severed the ribbon so the woman didn’t have to move it. Another thick vine wrapped up the security guard who rushed over to deal with her. As the guard fell to the floor, another plant crawled over to his face. A pod on the plant burst open, and a yellow spray jetted into his face. The guard stopped struggling and passed out.




Everyone who saw that hastily moved away from the exhibit hall.




The woman stepped up onto the podium and announced, “Nobody move, or my little green friends will have to hurt you. I am here because you think you can rape and pillage the uncharted greenery of places like the Guiana Highlands, after you have already destroyed so much of your own ecosystems. If you cannot treat Mother Earth with respect, she will have no choice but to return the favor!”




A reporter and a photographer pushed past the stunned crowd. The photographer took picture after picture, while the reporter called out, “What’s your name? What group do you represent?”




The woman smiled widely. “I suppose you could say ‘I speak for the trees’ if you don’t mind me ripping off Dr. Seuss. I am not a part of any cult or group or organization. I simply need to help my green friends. And you may call me… Poison Ivy.”




While the entire room focused on Poison Ivy, or else on not fainting, Bruce slid back through the crowd. Once he was behind the waiters, he ducked into the service halls and cut through to the loading dock behind the kitchen. He’d known that memorizing the floorplans for the entire museum might pay off some day. He just didn’t think it would happen this soon.




Alfred was parked in the limo at the back of the parking lot, so Bruce had no trouble slipping inside and starting to put on his uniform.




Alfred asked, “Sir, has something come up?”




“Yes. Call 911 and report a disturbance at the museum, and a potentially dangerous supervillain who can control plants.” He finished strapping on the body armor and moved to the boots and gloves.




Alfred flipped on a voice modulator and mimicked a Texas accent as he called it in. Bruce tugged on the cowl, secured it, and adjusted the utility belt. He fastened the cape and made sure he had a couple of the newest gadgets from Lucius: bat-shaped boomerangs with a wickedly sharp cutting edge.




He sprinted from the limo and used his grapple to haul himself up to the museum roof, and then he used a key to open one of the security doors onto the roof. One of the advantages of being on the museum’s board was easy access to everything while the museum’s security was upgraded.




He swung down from the upper balcony and landed gracefully, facing the potential threats. He went with a deep, gravel-voiced threat, “You. Surrender peacefully, because this is my city, and I won’t tolerate crime here.”




She smiled smugly, and her vines writhed toward him. “Ahh, the batlike figure that has so frightened the criminals of New York. I was told you might show up.”




And suddenly he was hit by a freight train. At least, it felt like one. His body armor only protected him from a fraction of the impact. He was knocked through the air.




He managed to land in a parkour move that he turned into an aikido forward roll, followed by a quick front handspring. That saved his life, because a statue smashed onto the floor where he had been a fraction of a second ago.




He sprang to his feet to face a masked Mexican wrestler. Assuming masked wrestlers were seven feet tall, built like Arnold Schwarzenegger only wished he could look, and covered in unnatural veins that throbbed and pulsed menacingly. The man had just picked up a four hundred pound statue and used it to try and swat him like a fly.




The man growled, “I am… Bane. And I was brought here to make sure this is your last night on Earth.”





97. Gotham Evenings



Grover had been watching the museum stuff for maybe ten minutes, and he was hungry. And thirsty. Bruce Paine had only just arrived in a limo, but the people who were already in there were eating little fingerfood things off fancy silver trays carried around by even fancier waitresses in still fancier waitress outfits. The things that looked like scallops wrapped in bacon were making his mouth water even though he was outside, looking through a window. And everyone was drinking champagne or at least something sparkling out of really tall, thin, expensive-looking glasses, even though every wedding he’d ever seen had champagne in plastic glasses that were flat and on a stem.




Grover watched as Bruce Paine and a very hot brunette made their way inside. Mister Paine had that walk. The ‘I have had way too much to drink, but I’m used to being loaded’ walk that Grover had seen before. Old Mister Chandler down the block, and Aunt Margery. If it was an act, it was a really good one.




The brunette had a different kind of walk. Grover knew that walk too. It was the ‘I’m too sexy for my dress’ walk. Cindy could sort of manage it when she wanted to, but this brunette could give lessons. Grover was already wondering if he could find a really tight, shiny dress kind of like that and get Cindy to wear it.




It was a little windy, standing on the windowsill like he was doing. He was really glad he finally had some clothes. Invisible clothes. Okay, the wool didn’t make for really comfy underwear because it was a little itchy, but it was warm. And it beat the tar out of running around naked just to be invisible. And his mom really had figured out how to felt wool, so he had boots. They were sort of like Uggs with a soft sole added underneath, but they were real boots that came up above his ankles. He had needed to trim the invisible horns off his invisible sheep so it didn’t ram anyone else, and he’d used the horn to extract some invisible keratin monomers to make pretty sturdy soles that were sturdy and flexible and really quiet when he walked. He also had two invisible weapons, thanks to Hanna, who knew way too much about how to injure or kill people.




He had an earjack too, but it wasn’t invisible. That was why it was lying down on the ground, where no one would see it. Dr. Lee was a really bright guy, but Bill didn’t see any way to make an invisible earjack. Dr. Lee’s suggestion was to go with some components that were so tiny no one would notice them, and run them off a separate base system. So right now, earjack ten feet away, down on the ground.




Grover watched as Mister Paine chatted with people and paid lots of attention to his date, and just seemed to be aiming for a waitress with champagne glasses all the time. Even if he did disappear off to the men’s room a couple times with a full glass in hand, so maybe he was pouring out what he had and puking up what he’d already swallowed. It seemed like a ton of work.




And finally it was time for the ribbon cutting, which looked just like Grover had always imagined it would.




Except for a green supervillain walking out of the exhibit and controlling some pretty massive plants. He scrambled down to the ground and hid behind a bush to talk on his earjack. “Klar to Lead. Klar to Lead. We have activity.”




“Lead to Klar. Describe, please.”




Grover told Riley, “Very hot redhead with green skin and a leaf bathing suit, and she controls plants. She’s interrupting the ribbon cutting.”




“What is Target doing?”




Grover got back up and peeked through the window. “He’s vanished. Plant Lady has all three security guards wrapped up in plants and sprayed with some sort of plant poison and unconscious. Or dead. I can’t tell.”




“Lead to T. Please move to rooftop and assess. Lead to Klar. Move inside with earjack and take up a position behind an object so you can keep updating. Lead to Action. You have clearance for parachute.”




Grover listened as Alex and Hanna said their ‘roger’ bits. He moved as quietly as he could manage over to the front doors. Shit.




He retreated a good fifty feet and ducked down behind a wall. “Klar to Lead. Guard on door. Mean-looking guy with a machine pistol.”




“Lead to Klar. Retreat and try rear entrances.”







“I am… Bane. And I was brought here to make sure this is your last night on Earth.”




Batman watched as a man dressed like a law officer fresh out of the southwest stepped forward, holding a Colt .45 that he had pointed at Bane’s center of mass. The man was even wearing a real Stetson. He drawled in a New Mexico accent, “Now hold on right thur. Sam McCloud, New York City Police Department. We don’t take it too kindly when people come in and abuse our hospitality. So why don’t you jess…”




Batman moved at the motion out of the corner of his eye, but the flying knife wasn’t intended for him. It caught the New Mexican right in the center of the back of his gun hand, making him gasp in pain and drop the handgun.




Still, that meant that Bane had brought cohorts. Maybe even minions. And he was smart enough to keep them under wraps until they were actually needed. So what else did he have up his sleeve?




Bane was clearly a lot stronger than Batman, so the usual ‘hard’ martial arts he preferred would have to be… adjusted.







Chris Coughlin cringed as Sam took a knife in the hand. She should have known.




Ordinarily, Sam was about as anxious to go to one of these things as he was to get a root canal done. Oh, she’d known he was up to something when he’d asked if she had anything going on tonight. 




He wasn’t as tricky as he liked to think he was. She’d suspected there was someone at the soiree that he suspected of some crime, and he wanted a chance to meet them in a nonconfrontational setting.




But supervillains? Sam was definitely stepping up to the major leagues tonight.




And the Bat-man. Now that was news. Chris knew the Commissioner of Police had been trying to squash anything about that guy, ever since the host of anticipated ‘police brutality’ charges had not been filed, and the criminals involved had all insisted it wasn’t the arresting officers. But someone who lurked in the darkness and swooped down to beat the tar out of violent criminals? That was just too good to pass up, if she had material to write about. And here she was, getting to watch the Bat-man fight a supervillain. Or two. Or perhaps more.




The big guy, who called himself Bane, was strong. Just ridiculously strong. Picking up a stone statue to use as a club? That was pretty scary. But the Bat-man moved like a martial arts master.




Bane strode forward with a punch to the ribs that would have caved in the Bat’s chest if it had landed, but the Bat pivoted smoothly and grabbed Bane’s arm in a throw.




Which Bane tried to reverse.




And the Bat tried to counter.




And Bane had a counter to that. These guys were astonishingly good.




And Bane used a brute force move that the Bat simply went with, flipping through the air to land gracefully in a three-point stance twenty feet away.




But Sam wasn’t out of the woods yet, either. He had been down on his knees, trying to wrap a handkerchief around his wounded hand, but one of those massive vines had snaked its way over and had him by the wrist. Judging by the way he was straining, it was a lot stronger than he was. Well, it was as big around as Chris’s forearm. If it managed to get around Sam’s neck, he was a goner.







Hanna was already out the door of the chopper before Major Finn completed his orders. But she was in a hurry. The helicopter was at five thousand feet to make it undetectable, and she had a long way to go to get to the ground. So she dove.




Hands first, head tucked in, legs straight, she pointed herself at the ground like an arrow and flew. She knew she would be down to the level of the buildings in seconds, but it still wasn’t fast enough for her.




It was times like this that she was jealous of Alex. Alex wasn’t as strong or as quick or as tough as Hanna, but Alex could fly. Alex could squeeze out of a three-inch port on a modified SR-71 canopy and fly into a firezone at hundreds of miles an hour with no plane around her, no parachute, nothing. It had to be the greatest feeling in the world.




Major Riley had let Hanna operate with a modified basejumping parachute that would open abnormally quickly. Most people would find it too abrupt. But she wasn’t most people.




Major Riley had also insisted on her wearing a ‘disguise’ this time. The disguise was simple enough that she put up with it, mainly because Charlie thought it was a good idea. But she had her hair up in a tight military braid so it was out of the way, and she was wearing a half-mask that fit tightly to her skin from the top of her forehead to the top of her upper lip.




The ceiling of the museum’s ballroom was about sixty feet above the ground. She was planning on popping her chute at three hundred feet and punching through the security glass just above the front doors.







Batman used an aikido glide and a hapkido move to turn Bane’s offensive move into a miss, but Bane was too well trained. And something mechanical buzzed through the air to clip him in the heel, knocking him to the ground.




He rolled to his feet and backflipped, avoiding a three hundred pound planter and Bane’s follow-up move, but the flying mechanical weapon zipped toward him and tried to shoot him in the face. The new boomerang he had been about to try out on Bane had to be used to thwart the flying threat. He threw, and caught the flying threat cleanly in mid-air with one sharp tip of the boomerang.




The flying machine exploded, knocking him to the floor and planting shrapnel in his body armor. If he had been wearing ordinary fabric, or even Kevlar, he would look like a swiss cheese now.




Bane took advantage of the opening and moved for him.




But a sharp, authoritative, female voice called out, “Hey! Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”







Alex was plenty frustrated when she finally got into the ballroom. First, there was no easy way in from the roof, because the roof doors were special security doors with sealed edges she couldn’t squeeze through. Then she had to find the special HVAC system on the next part of the building, and deal with a whole bunch of filters and fans and special pressure control systems just to get inside. And then she found not just Batman, but two supervillains, and probably a bunch of minions, because she spotted that little flying jet thing that exploded in front of Batman and threw metal shards everywhere. But she was already flying in, so she used as much telekinesis as she could afford to block the shards that would have been flying at the people off to the side.




And she just wanted to slap herself in the forehead again, because she should have told Jack about the green supervillainess with the creepy plants. What had Selina and other-Batman said? ‘Poison Ivy is an ecoterrorist.’ ‘Pammie has terrible taste in shoes.’ Something like that. So, because Alex hadn’t remembered every stupid detail of that five day trip, someone else was in danger.




She flew down and hovered a couple feet off the ground, so she was looking down slightly at Mister Muscle. Holy crud, that guy was built! But she pointed one finger at him and snapped, “Hey! Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”




Okay, that probably sounded stupid when the guy was obviously three times her size. Maybe more.




Batman growled in a really familiar tone, “Watch it, he has minions lurking nearby. A knife thrower and a gadget user, at a minimum.”




She glared at Mister Muscle. “So you cheat, too. What a surprise. And you probably used a biochemical to get that body.”




Bane sneered, “As if you didn’t, as you fly in the air like that.”




Alex asked, “And is there a reason you’re fighting him when you’d rather be fighting me?”




Bane growled, “I was flown here to stop him, and I was paid to stop him. But you’re right. I’d rather fight you.”




Alex was pretty sure he’d even bring his minions with him if she could just get him out the doors and in an area where they wouldn’t be endangering tons of rich museum patrons. She opened her mouth to make a suggestion, and a window behind her exploded.




Alex jetted twenty feet upward and spun around as she moved so she was above and behind Mister Muscle, instead of having him at her back. And so she was just in time to see Hanna coming feet and gun first through the second-story window she had just shot out, her parachute cords streaming behind her.




Hanna shrugged out of her already-unbuckled harness, and she leapt through the air. She shoved her handgun into its holster, did a forward flip, and smoothly landed on her hands. She rolled forward, came up on her feet, and charged straight at Mister Muscle, yelling, “He is mine!”







Batman slid backward in a modified aikido glide-step, but the crazy girl wasn’t even looking at him. She had parachuted through security glass and leapt a ridiculous distance before landing as easily as if she’d hopped down a couple stair steps. And he could judge that she was moving too quickly. Strength, speed, durability, quickness… The girl had to be yet another superpowered being.




He had never run into a super-threat in his entire life, and suddenly he was in a room with four. That was insane. Or perhaps it was causal.




Two knives came whirring out from the darkness of a service door. He swept his cape through the air and intercepted both of them. It wasn’t as if his cape was merely a bulky pile of black fabric.




Then he whirled in the opposite direction and used one of his boomerangs to pick off another one of the flying mechanical menaces. He dropped one of his smoke pellets and stomped on it, providing enough cover for him to dart to the side and go deal with Bane’s accomplices before some innocent bystander got hurt.







Bane looked at the girl charging at him. If he hadn’t seen the superheroine Terawatt in the flesh, he might have been deceived. But forewarned is forearmed. And this girl came through security glass as if it were nothing. She looked like a hundred twenty pounds of beauty queen in a silly costume. He would not treat her that way.




He blocked her first punch…




Or at least he tried. But she was startlingly fast. Her fist shot out faster than he could block, and struck him in the stomach. And she hit far harder than the Bat. If he had been an ordinary man, she would have broken him in half by the time her third punch found its mark.




But he was not an ordinary man. He struck back with a lightning-fast jab and a fast elbow-knee-foot combination. She dodged the jab, and fought her way into his combination, trying to close the distance that his superior reach made a clear advantage for him. She successfully blocked his elbow and knee, then dodged his foot.




He managed to land his next blow, though. He threw a tight hook while she was warding off his leg, and he caught her right in the jaw. She went flying backward.




If he had not felt the force of her blows, or seen the way she leapt from that parachute, he would have assumed that his punch had not only knocked her out but had also shattered her jaw. But he wasn’t going to make an assumption like that. He was going to make sure she was crushed before he moved back to his original target.







Alex would have called Hanna off, but she saw something a lot more pressing. The green woman was still on the little podium, but she had two huge vines that had trapped two men in expensive suits, and it looked like the vines were strangling them.




She darted over and used her secret knowledge against the woman.




“Pammie!”




Poison Ivy’s head snapped up, and she glared at Alex. “Who are you? How do you know my old name?”




Alex said, “Poison Ivy, put those men down unharmed, or I’ll be forced to destroy your plants.” She flashed a huge spark between her hands and moved threateningly toward some more of the vines.




“No! Don’t hurt my babies!” Poison Ivy looked around frantically, but whatever support she was expecting was probably already busy fighting someone.




Alex pushed her luck, flying in closer to Poison Ivy so she could intimidate the woman more. “Then do as I say! I can make things a lot harder on your plants, bec—”




She wasn’t expecting Poison Ivy to breathe out a cloud of yellow stuff right at her face.







He peered out through the hole he had cut in one of the curtains. He had yet another model airplane up and ready to attack any of Bane’s opponents. This one had razor-sharp wings and a spray can of Teflon to undermine anyone’s footing.




He still was not sure why Bane had not been able to take down the petite blonde in the military outfit. But Bane had hit her three times, and she still wasn’t down. And for every blow Bane got in, the girl got in four or five strikes, several of which had staggered Bane.




He figured that if he ran his model plane behind her and slashed her back, she would lose all focus and be an easy target for the boss. So all he had to do was…




He spun around at the noise, dropping into a capoeira stance, but the service hall behind him was empty. Not dark, or shadowy, but utterly empty. He turned back, model controls in his hands and moved to get another peek through the hole.




Out of nowhere, something wrapped around his ankles and pulled, dumping him on his face. He felt the controls break as he landed on top of them. His face slammed into the floor as his feet were pulled upward.




But he rolled with a smooth kick, and freed his feet from… Nothing?




There was nothing there and no one in sight. The hall was still empty. He leapt to his feet and looked for some sign of what was going on. He stepped forward and felt something like a rope under his foot, but there was nothing there.




Just as he was asking himself if there could possibly be an invisible rope, there was the faint swish of movement in front of him, even though he could see nothing there… and a foot caught him right in the crotch. An invisible foot.




He folded in on himself, helplessly grabbing his groin. An invisible hand slammed his head into the wall.







Hanna watched as the giant adjusted his stance. The man was an excellent fighter. Not as fast as Major Riley, but still as fast as Captain Graham. And stronger than Major Riley, although perhaps not stronger than the scarred monster-man in New Jersey. The giant didn’t need to be stronger than the monster-man, because the giant was extremely skilled, and the monster-man had all the fighting skills of a baby caribou.




He had managed to punch her three times, once in the jaw, once in the solar plexus, and once in the cheek. She had blocked or dodged all the other attacks, although she would have an assortment of interesting bruises from them. She would have to wear something frilly and long-sleeved for the next day or two, so Janet would not spot all of them, or else there would be a lot of fussing and unnecessary pampering, which admittedly made her feel warm inside.




The giant moved. He launched a kick at her knee, which she easily dodged and managed to hook his ankle. But when she tried to use his mass against him, he turned her jujutsu throw into a grapple that let him get one arm around her waist so he could smash her into the floor.







Batman moved through the dark hallway. He had knocked out two minions carrying machine pistols, but someone else had taken care of the man who had the remote controls. He didn’t know who it was, and he was not yet sure if it was an ally, or a rival of Bane’s forces, or something even less obvious.




The pale man with the throwing knives was simply standing there, in the doorway, waiting for an opportunity to put a knife in one of the young women. It looked like he was trying to get a shot at the lightning-fast fighter who was engaging Bane. Batman had no idea who or what the girl was, but she had taken two punches to the face that would have killed a normal human, and she still looked like she was enjoying herself. He didn’t want to think what condition he would be in if Bane had punched him in the jaw like that.




Batman moved silently into position, and then struck. Two swift blows, and the man was unconscious.




“Jesus!” a young man squeaked in the darkness behind him.




Batman whirled about and moved into a fighting stance with a boomerang at the ready.




The voice said, “Hey! No hurting the good guys, okay?”




Batman flipped on the hall lights, and… there was no one there.




The voice said, “Umm, yeah, about that, I’m not exactly easy to see anymore. But if you could put down the dangerous sharp thing, I’d really appreciate it.”







Hanna hit the floor with a crash, but she was already twisting into position. The giant tried to land atop her and pin her for some groundfighting moves, but she wasn’t going to hold still for that. She got her legs under him and kicked hard enough to flip him over her head and into a big planter.




He crashed through the solid material of the planter and hit the marble floor on the other side with a thud that she felt through the floor.




She started to leap to her feet when she realized she was already pinned down. Vines as big around as her upper arm had snaked around both wrists and her waist. Another was trying to ensnare her right foot, and yet another one was writhing toward her throat.




Even if the vines did not kill her, she was now a very easy target for the giant. It occurred to her that this was the kind of thing that Colonel Jack was always telling her she needed to avoid, and this was what a fear response was for.







Sam McCloud was wrestling with a chunk of plant. How was he going to explain that when the Chief got wind of this? He hadn’t gotten his hand bandaged fully, but he was too busy now to finish the job. At least the plant had grabbed him around his right wrist, and so he’d twisted his arm a couple times until the plant was not only holding him in place, but also accidentally serving as a tourniquet.




And he wanted to know who was that good at throwing knives. Even knives like that one, which was a lot thinner and more aerodynamic than a normal knife.




He kicked out at the other end of the vine, as it tried to grab him around the ankle. He just knew Chris was gonna be mighty upset about this mess.







Alex instinctively went silvery as the yellow stuff came her way, and she jetted straight up. She didn’t know what the stuff would do to her, but she didn’t want to find out.




Poison Ivy started to yell something at the plants that were already attacking Hanna, so Alex let loose. First, a lightning bolt right into Poison Ivy’s considerable chest, and then a bigger blast into the over-muscled bully as he tried to get back up to attack Hanna again.




They both dropped, although it was pretty clear the big guy wasn’t down for the count, just slightly stunned.




The vines went crazy.




Uh-oh. Maybe she shouldn’t have blasted their mommy.




98. Gotham Nights



Hanna struggled against the vines. The ones at her wrists and waist were squeezing much harder, but they did not seem to have the purpose they’d had seconds ago. She kicked the one near her ankle, and it flew over her head. So she rolled onto her shoulders and used her feet to fling the vine near her throat far away.




It landed right in the giant’s face as he rose to his feet, and promptly tried to strangle him. With a roar, he tore it in half.







Alex dropped down on the three vines writhing toward the patrons, and put a massive shock through each of them. Then she leapt into the air again and headed at Hanna. The big guy was handling his vines just fine.




Alex dropped to her knees and used both hands to grab the vine that had an end around Hanna’s left wrist. She ran a nasty current from one hand to the next, and the vine seized up.




Mister Muscle started to pick up the whole planter, obviously planning on dropping it on Hanna while she couldn’t defend herself, so Alex hit the big jerk with another lightning bolt. Mister Muscle yelled in pain and fell backward, with the planter still in his hands. He hit the tile floor pretty hard. The planter broke when it landed across his stomach.




Just in case that still didn’t stop him, Alex grabbed his ankles, one in each hand, and sent a bigger jolt right through him.







Hanna reacted instantly. She slid her left wrist out of the dead vine’s coil and rolled to put her weight on the vine hanging onto her right wrist. Then she twisted the vine in a move that would have broken a man’s wrist.




The vine didn’t like it, but it wasn’t damaged.




She reached over and yanked the combat knife out of the scabbard strapped to her right ankle, and then she gave the vine a long, diagonal slash.




It really didn’t like that. It uncoiled from her wrist and retreated toward the podium. Hanna looked, and maybe twenty vines that Alex hadn’t electrocuted were frantically writhing over to the podium, where they were either protecting the green woman, or else seeking her protection. Hanna couldn’t tell which.







Batman had found two more armed minions guarding the loading dock exits, and dispatched them with boomerangs before they even knew he had spotted them. The invisible boy had apparently come along, keeping quiet when he needed to. And having an invisible guard watching his back was surprisingly useful.




The boy finally whispered, “I think that’s all of them.”




Batman growled, “You can’t be sure of that.”




The boy said, “Nope, but I did look down some hallways you haven’t got to yet. By the way, I’m Klar. You’re the Batman, right?”




“Now is hardly the time for introductions.”




The boy sounded like he was shrugging. “Okay, if you want to be that way. I’m gonna go back and make sure my friends are okay. If you want to make a fast disappearance while no one’s looking, now’s the time.”




Batman listened as the footsteps raced off down the hall and around the corner. He didn’t like the fact that the boy had been confident it was time for a quick vanishing act. He moved across the loading dock and into the shadows. He scattered a handful of powder behind him to make sure no one was tracking him, not even invisible supposedly-helpful boys.







When the SWAT team and the four uniformed officers came charging up the steps, Sam swung the doors open. “Come on in, boys. I could use some help.”




“McCloud!” one of them groaned. “We should’ve known.”




Sam smiled, “This time, it wasn’t me.” He held his badly-bandaged hand up for everyone to see. “And I could use a few stitches.”







Alex had all the vines and pod-plants herded into a pile around Poison Ivy, and she was floating a couple yards in the air where she could hurl a lightning bolt at anything that tried to scurry away.




“Excuse me! Terawatt? I’m Chris Coughlin…”




Alex insisted, “Excuse me, but these plants are all still alive, and still dangerous. I really need you to move back with the other patrons, and not distract me.”




But the redhead insisted, “I’m a writer for one of the local papers, and I would really love an interview with you.”




Alex called out, “Action Girl!” Hanna came trotting over. “Ms. Coughlin is a member of the press. Please take her over where it’s safe, and get a business card from her.”




Hanna carefully went with one of her American accents. This time, she sounded like she was from Boston. “The police are here. I don’t know what they think they’re going to do with handcuffs. Nothing they have is going to go around the giant’s wrists.”




Alex didn’t say anything, but she was figuring it would take the SRI to confine someone as dangerous as the big guy, unless he needed regular doses of whatever biochemicals he was on. As for Poison Ivy, she would be a major problem if this version of ‘Pammie’ was anything close to as dangerous as other-Selina’s version. And this Pammie would probably not want to go shoe shopping with Alex and Hanna.




Alex had no idea what to do about the vines, either. They were alive. Not just plant-alive, but ‘creepy attacking tentacles’ alive. How in the world had Poison Ivy managed that?







Bruce strolled over to where the young woman was trying to talk Chris Coughlin into not making a nuisance of herself. He’d known Chris long enough to know that wasn’t going to happen.




Chris looked over in his direction, and her eyes dove down to the nearly empty champagne bottle in his right hand. He took a swig and put a little slur in his voice as he asked her, “Hey Chrissie y’want a swallow?” He knew she’d say no, so he wasn’t worried about her finding out that he had emptied the champagne and replaced the contents with part of a bottle of 7-up.




She sighed as she looked at him. “Bruce, maybe after you talk to the police, you could get your ‘date’ to take you home. You look like you could use some sleep.”




He waved his arms exorbitantly, “But the night is young! And the whole party got ruined. I didn’t even get to welcome everybody to the new wing, and I had a speech an’ everything. Even if the green babe in the leaf bathing suit looked ready for action.”




Julie stepped over and took his empty hand. “Bruce, there’s a nice detective who’d like to talk to us about what happened. Maybe we could go do that now, and they’d let us go sooner.”




“Oh, good idea, Jule! Anything you say.” He let Julie lead him over to where Chief of Detectives Peter B. Clifford was standing irritably. The man was probably regretting switching from cigars to nicotine patches right about now.




Bruce knew about Terawatt, but Klar and Action Girl weren’t regular features in the news. And Action Girl was a little too fluent with accents. He suspected the accent he had heard when she burst through the window was her real accent, which would make her Scandinavian. And Klar might have a German codename, but his voice was very clearly Middle America, probably Illinois but well outside of Chicago. Based on superpower-related news reports this year, he was going to peg Klar as coming from the Bloomington-Normal area of Illinois. Was Terawatt putting together her own power base? That could be good. Or extremely bad. It all depended on what the woman was up to.




He turned away from that puzzle to deal with the police. “Chief Clifford! Great to see you again! Would you like some champagne?” He finished off the bottle before Julie could take it away from him.




It looked like Peter Clifford was about two incidents away from developing a facial tic from stress.







“Terawatt! I’m Sergeant Joe Broadhurst. I can see you’re still keeping threats under control, but can I get a quick statement from you while you’re here?”




Alex played along for the sergeant’s sake. “I’d be happy to cooperate with the NYPD. The DHS asked me to fly here on official business, because they were following reports of a possible superpowered problem. When the 911 calls came, I was asked to fly in and check it out. I was really not expecting to find three different superpowered individuals engaged in a battle, with several more threats lurking around the room and another half dozen heavily-armed minions posted at the exits.”




She then went on with details about the battle, the big guy — who had apparently identified himself as ‘Bane’ before she got there — and Poison Ivy, and Action Girl’s big entrance, which was probably going to be on the front page of the New York papers tomorrow, since there were several videographers present for the museum party.




She knew he wasn’t doing the ‘we do everything we can to help you’ thing that Dave Watt and the other Paradise Valley policemen did for her all the time, but she also knew from stuff she’d seen, like in Bloomington, that he was cutting her a lot more slack than a policeman at a major crime scene in a really ritzy spot ought to.




And that was a good thing, because she spotted when the police let Bruce Paine and his bimbo date leave the museum. Bruce looked like he was going to pass out drunk in about ten minutes, but she figured this was all part of the stuff other-Selina had talked about. On the other hand, Alex wasn’t sure Bruce would go out patrolling after this mess. For all she knew, he had some major bruises and stuff from fighting Bane — and was that a dorky name or what — so Bruce might not even patrol for a couple nights.




What a pain in the neck. If they lost him right now and he did go out patrolling, it would be a mega-pain. Still, she had to stay there and play ‘wholesome, law-abiding superheroine’ because there were tons of witnesses and a couple guys with videocameras. And the police would be really grouchy if she didn’t, and New York City policemen seemed to have this whole ‘oh yeah, ho hum, I saw stuff like this before’ attitude going on. This would probably really stink if she didn’t have an SRI ‘cooperator’ taking her statement and being nice to her.




And she really did need to stick around, because these policemen had no chance of controlling Bane when he woke up, unless they just shot him full of holes with every gun they had. She just hoped that Sergeant Scott would show up soon with some SRI backup and maybe some security cells that could hold someone like Bane.




And if this Poison Ivy had all the powers that other-Selina had mentioned, every guy in this room might be vulnerable. That would be mega-bad. Especially if Poison Ivy could just use her biochemical powers on them and then yell, “Everybody shoot Terawatt and Action Girl!”




At least she was pretty sure Grover had managed to sneak out without any trouble.







Grover hoped that Alex and Hanna were having it easier than him. He was hanging onto the trunk of Bruce’s limo by his fingertips. Pretty much literally. He had a pretty weak grip with both hands at the front side of the trunk where it snugged down against the rear window, and this thing was well made, so there wasn’t a handhold. He couldn’t get his feet down to the rear bumper for any support, either.




At least they didn’t know he was there. He had his earjack down in his boot, so it wasn’t visible from inside the limo. He had his invisible rope rolled up and shoved in his one pants pocket. At least he wasn’t freezing his butt off lying naked on a metal trunk while a car drove through Manhattan at thirty miles an hour. Or at zero miles an hour, because even at this time of night, traffic was brutal. He had no idea how people put up with it if they lived here all the time.




He was hoping Bruce was going to go home, ditch the girl, and do his Batman thing, so Grover could call in the big guns: Terawatt and Action Girl. Hanna had been teaching him and Cindy self-defense, and Hanna pretty much made the colonel’s crack troops look like wimps. Except Major Finn and Captain Miller and Sergeant Scott. Scott was just a bull, and always just let Hanna pound on him while he patiently worked to get her in an MCMAP-approved hold or armbar. Miller was damn good too. But Finn was the champ. Hanna might be stronger and faster than Riley, but Riley was really skilled in martial arts, including a bunch that weren’t part of the official armed forces training. Grover was pretty sure Lieutenant Lupo would be pretty impressive against Hanna too, but she had that whole broken leg thing until Janet gave her the all clear.




Grover decided he would pay money to see the Batman fight Riley. That would be awesome. Or Riley vs. that Bane goon. Okay, Bane against Hanna had been incredible. He just wished he’d been able to watch a lot more of it, instead of having to do his job. And he wished Janet wouldn’t be too mad at Hanna — and Jack too — when Hanna came home with a black eye and a goose egg on her jaw. And a hundred other bruises.




Rats, Bruce was taking Julie to some fancy nightclub first. Was there any point in sneaking in to keep an eye on Bruce? Bruce did know that there was an invisible guy loose in the area. Would he try something sneaky, like ditching the limo and going out a back door to hail a cab and head off to patrolling? But if he did that, wouldn’t Julie realize something weird was going on?




But if Grover tried to follow Bruce into a really crowded nightclub, it might be pretty much impossible not to be discovered as soon as someone bumped into him. He decided to stay with the limo, but if it stopped anywhere and Alfred got out, Grover was going to slide off the trunk and move to a safe spot, because he did not want an ex-SIS agent hunting him down, invisibility or no.







Alex waited, doing her best to look patient when she really wasn’t. All the museum patrons were gone. The security guards were all off to the hospital. The police had arrested Bane’s minions. She’d had to fly over and zap Bane two more times. And still no one had any way to contain Bane or Poison Ivy or the vines. It wasn’t like you could just handcuff a woman who could spray anyone with poisonous yellow stuff. Some smart guy had some heavy chain and some padlocks, and he’d used that for handcuffs and legcuffs for Bane. Alex thought the legcuffs were a really good idea, considering Bane could probably dropkick a policeman over a squad car.




Riley and Sergeant Scott finally arrived with an SRI security truck and half a dozen heavily armed soldiers. Bane went into one of the heavy security cells in the truck. Sergeant Scott had a big fishing net with a really tiny mesh that Alex could telekinetically scoop all the vines into, so they could haul all the vines out and shove them into one of the other cells. And Alex warned Riley about all the stuff the other Poison Ivy might be able to do.




Riley nodded, “Right, we’ve got CBW gear in the truck, and an airtight cell with a private air circulation system, so we can handle her.”




It was probably a bad thing that Alex spent so much time doing SRI stuff that she knew CBW meant Chemical and Biological Warfare.




Riley added, “We’ve got bunny suits and even several MOPP-4 rigs.”




Okay, she had no idea what that meant. She was pretty sure ‘bunny suits’ meant full-body suits, maybe with airtanks so they’d sort of be like astronaut suits without the helmets, but she had no idea on the other thing. But she wasn’t going to ask when there were police and reporters listening in, because she didn’t want to look stupid. And what was she going to do if she asked, “What’s a MOP 4?” and somebody said “To clean floors, dummy!”




Once she was sure ‘Pammie’ and her vines were properly locked up, she flew over to Chief Clifford, who was looking extra grouchy. No wonder McCloud and that nice Sergeant Broadhurst got yelled at a lot.




She hovered a couple feet in the air and gave him her best Terawatt tones, “Chief, I wanted to thank you for your assistance and cooperation.”




He grimaced. “Well… Thanks for not letting Marshal McCloud get himself killed in front of his girlfriend. And thanks for protecting two hundred people who could have my badge in an hour if they wanted to apply pressure. I don’t suppose you can tell me what’s really going on around here?”




She fibbed, “I don’t really know. I’m here on a personal request from the Department of Homeland Security to help investigate reports of superpowered activity. But I have no idea why two new supervillains just happened to turn up the first night I’m here.”




He grumbled, “It’s probably the Batman. McCloud spotted the clues, but the commissioner didn’t want to believe it. If he hadn’t turned up, Bruce Paine and the Westons and the other museum directors would probably have been in real trouble.”




She said, “If there’s anything I can do to help while I’m here in town, please contact Major Finn and have his people call me.”




He growled, “Just don’t break anything. And if you can get that Bat to leave my city alone, I’d appreciate it.”




She lifted off into the air like she was heading for the top of the Empire State Building, but she was really headed for the top of the Paine Foundation Building.







Bruce carried Julie into the master bedroom of the penthouse. She was out cold, after Alfred drugged her drink. He needed to find the criminal element connected to the callgirl ring, deal with it, and find a way to help Julie, and he needed to do it soon.




He had previously downloaded the data from the chip in Julie’s phone, and his computers were still working on decrypting it. So he had to put the callgirl ring off for another night. But he couldn’t sleep. So he slipped on his uniform and silently slid open the door onto the penthouse patio.




Just as he was pointing his grapple gun at a nearby rooftop, a voice called out from above his head, “Hello there, Bruce. Is there a costume party you forgot to tell your date about?”




It was Terawatt, without any question. She was just floating in the air, like she was lying on her side on an invisible mattress. And she sounded so smug. He growled, “I would prefer it if you didn’t tell Mister Paine I just committed breaking and entering. I’m trying to break a criminal hold on this girl’s callgirl ring, and I needed to read the data off her cell phone as a start.”




She said sarcastically, “Oh yeah, I believe that one. Absolutely. You should know that my support people have you on film, changing from Bruce Paine to Batman in the back of your limo, and then switching back afterward. Not to mention that Klar saw you. Isn’t that limo pretty cramped for clothing switches? Speaking as one secret identity to another.”




“I don’t know what you’re talking about. If Bruce Paine was trying to impress the girl by pretending to be me, he’s playing a very dangerous game.”




She just smiled knowingly. “You should definitely work on your cover stories. Multiple layers, if you can work it. And I know you don’t have any reason to trust me. Yet. So tell me what you know about me.”




He refrained from giving anything else away. “Terawatt. First seen roughly a year ago in Paradise Valley, California. Believed to be a hoax at first, then as news about the supervillains you fought became more mainstream, your powers became more… believable. Danielle Atron seems to be your arch-enemy, and it’s possible your powers are connected to the GC-161 scandal that nearly ruined Paradise Valley Chemical. You were first photographed by A.L. Mack, and you used the situation to your advantage by putting your name out there, and giving the newshounds a sound bite. A.L. Mack also has connections to the chemical plant, but most of the town does in one way or another, so that’s not enough to prove causality. You have expanded your field of influence over the last several months, moving from just one city up to worldwide operations, probably in conjunction with the SRI, which is a black ops group under the DHS. You now have other supers on your team, although whether this is good or bad is still up for debate. I saw Action Girl and Klar. I have to wonder about your supposed connection to the Toxic Avenger of Tromaville, as well as a few other cases.”




She just said, “I stopped the man in Tromaville. That’s all, so far. But I’m going to wait and see what the legal system has to say about him. He does make superpowered vigilantes look extremely bad, you know.” Then she asked, “And what did you find out about photographer A.L. Mack?”




“You seem to know a lot about my activities and my behavior,” he pointed out.




She gave him a look. “When you’re ready to be honest with me, you’ll get full disclosure. But yes, I have a source on you that you’ll be really unhappy about.”




He went back to her question. “A.L. Mack is Alexandra Louise Mack aka Alex Mack, a high school girl. Good grades, but nothing like her older sister Anne Barbara Mack. High participation in school activities, according to her files. Several years of experience with photography before catching you. Stood up to a bully and indirectly led to said bully being expelled from school, then stood up to the bully again just a couple months ago and got the bully arrested, and finally that bully nearly wrecked the school when she became Azure Crush. Alex Mack is signed up for all AP courses in the fall, and is apparently looking at photojournalism majors in colleges. She may also be up for a Pulitzer.”




Terawatt smiled broadly. “You are good. Now then, I know who you are—”




“You think you know who I am, but you’re mistaken.”




Terawatt continued, “—and I’d like you to be someone I can count on, just like I want you to know you can count on me. So what can I do to convince you to trust me?”




He cautiously asked, “Why do you need me to trust you?”




She insisted, “So I can tell you my secret identity. So I can help you with computer support. So we can have a superhero team when one of us needs help.”




“I don’t need any help in my own city,” he growled menacingly.




She just gave him another smile. “So says the man who nearly died tonight. Bane would have crushed you, if Poison Ivy didn’t chemically enslave you.”




She was really getting on his nerves.




“And how do you know so much about Poison Ivy?” he asked suspiciously.




She smiled smugly again. “My secret source, which you won’t believe, and then if you ever do believe it, you’ll really hate it.”




Suddenly he felt tugs around his throat and at the sides of his head, and the concealed fasteners that kept his cowl from being removed simply… unfastened. His cowl was already off his face before he could grab it.




She said, “Okay, I know that wasn’t nice, but think about it. What else could I wield with my telekinesis?” He felt one of his batarangs lifting out of its compartment. It flew over to stop ten feet in front of Terawatt. She pointed at the batarang and said, “I am… Terawatt. This is my town, and any supercriminals who come here will have to face me.”




Of course. He had wondered, but Alex Mack seemed so young. And it seemed impossible that someone like Danielle Atron could overlook someone who would be right under her nose, since Alex was a daughter of Atron’s head researcher.




She waved her hand. The batarang flew back to his belt and his cowl flew back onto his head. Terawatt’s mask and lipstick and eyeshadow and wig all peeled off, revealing a face he had seen when she was interviewed on the Today Show. Terawatt was Alex Mack in a wig and falsies.




Unless Terawatt also had shapeshifting or illusion-casting abilities. He needed to consider a lot more options, now that he was dealing with superpowers.




He checked, “So you’re flying around the world fighting monsters and super-criminals, and you’re only seventeen?”




She pouted, “Hey, I’ll be eighteen in a couple days!”




All right, now he believed she was really a teenager.




She said, “You’ve been thinking about fighting crime since you were nine or ten. I’ve been coping with these powers, and weird side effects, and having Atron’s people hunting me down, since I was thirteen. In some ways, we’re very much alike. We both grew up in loving families—”




“My parents were murdered,” he snapped.




She huffed, “I was getting to that. My parents were kidnapped by Danielle Atron, locked in a room with a timebomb, and left to die. While I was trapped and forced to watch. It was the worst moment of my life. But I chose not to do this alone, so I had friends who helped me, so I was able to rescue my mom and dad at the very last second. And I wasn’t as secretive as I thought, so the one outsider who knew my secret identity that I didn’t know about was the one who got the police and the FDA and the National Guard in to help, just in time to capture Danielle and her sidekick Lars. I was lucky. I very nearly lost my parents too, so I think I have a halfway decent idea what you went through.”




She glanced at her mask. The ‘lipstick’ leapt back onto her lips. The ‘black eyeshadow’ leapt back onto her eyes. The mask leapt back onto her face. The wig leapt back onto her head. He realized the removable eyeblack would be a very handy addition to his mask.




But he would have to ask her for it. He would have to ask her for it, and then he would owe her something.




She pushed, “So let me help you out.”




“How? By flying around in a bright white leotard that people can see from a mile away?” he growled.




She morphed into a silvery blob, which was probably even worse for hiding in the shadows. The silver looked like it had an albedo as high as a mirror. She spoke while she was still in ‘morph’ form. “Give me a copy of the encrypted data. I have access to the fourth best decryption system on the planet.”




He thought out loud, “So you have access to… not the NSA or the CIA or… let me think… fourth… The SIS decryption computers in London.”




She gave him that smug smile again. “You know, maybe I should call it the second best.”




He made an induction and said, “You have a private computer specialist with a massively parallel computing set-up.”




She nodded, “Yep. She goes by the nickname Acid Burn when she’s working for me. If you’re a good boy, I’ll introduce you. Come to think of it, she might be a really good ‘date’ when you want to go with the womanizing jerk routine and you want to duck out early for bat-stuff. For several reasons.”




He had an extremely powerful computer of his own, but his decryption algorithms weren’t state of the art because PaineTech hadn’t needed anything like that. Yet. He thought about Julie, and he decided this would make a useful test. He said, “I can transmit a copy of the block of data right now.”




She gave him an email address that she said was a dead drop used by the Superpower Research Initiative. He had found rumors about the SRI, but nothing solid… and here was someone who clearly had useful links to them. That didn’t make him trust her more. In fact, it made him trust her less. But she had to know how suspicious he would be of a black ops group, so she had to know that too. Did that make it a double bluff or a con game?




He pulled out his communicator and used several codewords to get Alfred to make the transfer.




She pulled a phone out of her glove and pressed a speed-dial number. Then she flipped it to speakerphone. Wherever the call was being re-routed to, it took long enough to bounce the signal off half a dozen communications satellites.




A heavily AutoTuned and apparently female voice gave a chipper greeting. “Hi, Tera! Having any luck with Mister Paine?”




Terawatt coolly said, “He’s right here. Would you like to say hello?”




“Oh, hi, Mister Paine! I really love Paine Electronics’ latest PE-2080k high-end PROM burners. They’re way more convenient and more adaptable than the competition’s. Whoever you’ve got on the design group deserves a big raise!”




“Burn, he just tossed a file onto Jack’s dead drop. Go grab a copy and decrypt the code chunk he’s got there.”




‘Acid Burn’ asked, “Umm, Mister Paine, what’s the data source, and what’s the encryption program, and what’s the data supposed to look like?”




He explained, “It’s off an SD card in a late-model Samsung cellphone, and the data should decrypt into names and phone numbers and personal data. I don’t know all the encryption programs available for the Samsung Galaxy line.” Although he really should. He resolved to address that deficit as soon as possible.




Acid Burn merrily chirped — yes, even through the AutoTune it was definitely a merry chirp — at him, “Hey! You’re in luck! Samsung’s chip engineers made a bad choice on primes for their algorithm, so instead of having two to the 24 different possible encodings, they really only have two to the 17, and that’s pretty fast to crack especially if you know what you’re looking for, and ooh, this is a nice, small file, so let me get this cued up and launched, and… there we go. So if we use the information you just gave me, we ought to have this in no time.”




He growled, “And what constitutes ‘in no time’ here?”




She said, “Here’s a hint!” And she started humming the ‘Jeopardy’ theme song.




Surely she couldn’t mean that this was going to take seconds, instead of days. That would be ridiculous. But she had known about the weakness in the Samsung encryption algorithm, and she had known the stats off the top of her head. She had to know how fast her parallel processing system was.




In fact, it took her under two minutes. That made him want to grind his teeth until he cracked a molar. He had already been working on this problem, and she had crushed his computing power like he was running code on an old IBM XT.




She piped up, “All done! I’m sending it back to the addy you used to fire it off to Jack’s dropbox.”




“That shouldn’t be exposed,” he fumed.




She beamed, “Oh, it isn’t, but I can read all the packets, so I can see the chain of routers you really used along with the ones you spoofed, so I can chuck it back into the ‘thomas2’ mail server at your foundation, and I can peek inside your firewall even if you don’t want anyone to, so I’m looking at the logs for your internal mail server, and I can just fire it off to the address of the last outgoing personal mail that used SMTP and MIME, and there you go! Instant return address. And it’s for your butler Alfred, if that username means anything. But don’t worry, I won’t tell Jack if you don’t want me to. But you really should want me to, because Jack’s really awfully trustworthy for a military type.”




He clenched his teeth again. There was no way she should have been able to stroll through Paine Foundation firewalls like that. He was going to have to talk to Lucius about strengthening their network security. A lot.




Terawatt casually explained, “She means Colonel Jack O’Neill, supposedly head of the HWAAA group in the DHS but really head of the SRI. I trust him too, although I really didn’t until I went on an op with him and his Team One and found out what kind of people they really are. Klar said you found him, and he followed you around a bit. Well, Jack and his team rescued Klar and stopped the badguys, and then found a way to help Klar out even though he can’t stop being invisible.”




“By making Klar their personal invisible agent,” he growled.




Acid Burn smirked, “Nope, but thanks for playing our game! Jack made sure Klar has a home, and Klar’s mom and girlfriend are really happy too, and his GF is really a sweetie, even if the cheerleaders sure weren’t nice to me when I was a high schooler. And… hey, is this supposed to be a callgirl’s private address book? Because some of the ‘private data’ is preferred sex activities and preferred sexy costumes. Wow, I never thought of ‘naughty nun’ or ‘hot domina,’ I don’t think my boyfriend would go for those, and this one guy likes his hookers to dress him up like a baby girl and spank him and stuff? Kink-ky! These guys are really big names in New York society or business or both, so this would be really bad if it got out, so you’re not going to use this for badness, are you?”




“Does she breathe?” he asked caustically.




Acid Burn complained, “I don’t know why everyone says that, because of course I breathe, and it’s not like I even have any superpowers, I’m just good with computers.”




He asked, “Which of the customers aren’t high society or important city businessmen?”




“Okay, running a quick database join, and… you got your pick of Falcones. Carmine Falcone, Mario Falcone, and Sofia Falcone. Isn’t Sofia a girl’s name?”




He said, “She is a girl. She’s Carmine’s only daughter. Mario is one of his sons.”




Acid Burn fussed, “Ooh, that’s a little too icky for my tastes. Not the lesbianism, which I’m totally of the okay with, but the whole incestuous ‘Deliverance vibe’ thing there. And the stuff she likes to do to the girls is pretty… hardcore sadist.”




Terawatt asked, “Burn, can we keep the TMI to a minimum?”




“Sorry.”




He said, “So it looks like I need to drive out and pay Carmine a little visit. He won’t like that. And he tends to try and discourage unexpected guests.”




Terawatt flipped to a vertical stance. “Great! Can I go too?”





99. Gotham Dawn



Alex was totally surprised — not — when Batman snapped, “I work alone.”




She just told him, “Oh sure, that’s what you say now, but I know better.”




He fumed, “You think you know me better than I know myself? Isn’t that a little presumptuous? Or are you claiming you have psychic powers — other than your tk — or perhaps you can see into the future?”




She calmly said, “No. But back in the spring, I went into an alternate universe to help stop a hellgoddess, and one of the people I met was… you. An alternate you. That’s why I knew you were Batman, and how I knew a bunch of stuff about how you operated. And that’s how I know an alternate you has done the ‘I work alone’ surliness routine a lot, but he keeps protecting kids and helping out loners and giving hope to people who just don’t have any hope anymore. I know that other Batman has had sidekicks he’s trained, and sidekicks he’s training now, and people he tried to push aside but failed. In fact, one of them called it the ‘Bat family’ even though you keep claiming you’re a lone wolf… Besides, I can get you past Falcone’s guards, and I can get you back out, and I can cover your back without anyone seeing me.”




Alex watched him. He was thinking about it. He didn’t want to think about it, but he was thinking it over.




She told him, “You want to protect innocents and civilians. Me too. But I’m not a civilian, and I can handle stuff you couldn’t come close to dealing with. If you want to worry about civilians, worry about Julie, who I don’t think you’ve been all that nice to, even if you’re protecting her from way nastier stuff.”




He said in that gravel voice that sounded so much like other-Batman, “When you’re not paying attention, you sound like you’re seventeen. You might want to watch that.”




She shrugged, “It’s way easier to just do the act while you’re in superhero clothes, instead of all the time. You get to be a real person, with real friends.”




He growled, “I’ve made my choice, and I don’t need a kid half my age to second-guess me.”




She pushed, “Fine, but I’ve seen the other you, and he’s not a happy guy, even with a woman in his life who knows his secret and goes out of her way to protect it. You’re a genius. Think about how to slowly let playboy Bruce evolve into someone you wouldn’t be ashamed to hang out with.”




“This is none of your business!” he snarled.




She insisted, “Maybe, but I want it to be. Everyone needs friends. And if you’re going to be Bruce Paine, Really Drunk Lech, you’re going to need some friends, maybe on the superhero side, who know the truth about you. And…” She studied his face, and it dawned on her. “Hey! I just had another idea! I know someone who could impersonate Batman when you need Bruce and the Bat to be in two places at once. Or maybe you need both of them to be in the same place at the same time! He’s about your size, and he’s got the manly chin thing going on, and he’s got serious martial arts skills. Maybe he could even take you in sparring. And he’s a really nice guy.”




He complained, “It sounds like I am going to be sinking deeper and deeper in debt to you, until you own me, body and soul. Is that what happened to you?”




She frowned at him. “Wow, you’re really not earning any brownie points here, you know that?”




He growled, “Earning brownie points is not exactly on my to-do list.”




He did have a point. Other than the ones on top of his mask. She sighed, “Okay, I’m being totally a hypocrite here. When Colonel O’Neill’s people asked if they could ‘have a chat’ with me, I was just as suspicious as you are now.” She looked at his expression and revised that, “Well, maybe almost as suspicious as you are now. Or half as suspicious as you are now. But I was really suspicious. I didn’t give them my real name, or Acid Burn’s real name, or anything. And they were pretty suspicious of me. I was the first superhero they’d actually met. They’d fought mutated monsters, and a couple superpowered villains, but no good guys. And they were smart enough to figure out the drug that I probably got my powers from tends to make a lot of its users go ‘cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs,’ so not a lot of reason to trust me, either. So Jack took me along on a mission. The mission to save Klar.”




He noted, “Invisible teenagers. That would be Bloomington, Illinois, which ended with you rescuing a bank full of hostages from two unstable invisible supers.”




She smiled, “Right! I should’ve known you’d figure that out. Well, we worked together really well, and when things got nasty, we saw that we could really depend on each other. And then Jack also figured out who Acid Burn has to be, and went and talked to her. When he asked her what she wanted from him, she asked him to take her out to dinner. And they ended up playing a quiz game in a bar, and getting really stupidly drunk, and… she sort of took advantage of him even though he’s trying to be the ‘take your time and get to know each other’ kind of guy. So they’re dating now.”




“Your computer hacker and this military black ops guy. Sounds unlikely.”




She admitted, “Well, he’s way more handsome than you’d expect from hearing he’s an Air Force colonel, and she’s way, way prettier than you’d think from hearing ‘super hacker.’ She’s a lot more ‘Acid Burn’ than you’d suppose, not counting the goth clothing and the bad attitude and the ginormous Angelina Jolie lips.”




Crud, it was pretty much impossible to get him to smile.




She followed him back into the penthouse, into a secret room off the master bedroom, down in a secret elevator that wasn’t on the floorplans Willow had found, and into a little garage that had to be down near street level, since it had cars. It had a jet-black, low-slung thing that looked like it ought to be running at Bonneville Salt Flats. Probably what Selina had called the ‘batmobile.’ The garage also had a cornsilk-colored panel truck that had a sign on the side that said ‘Gotham Flowers’ and ‘we deliver 24-7!’ underneath that. And there was a fancy, pimped-out car that looked like it belonged to some kind of gangsta who wanted people to think he was super-cool. Plus a couple other vehicles.




A stiff-looking older man with an old-fashioned mustache and a painter’s cap was already sitting in the flower truck. Batman opened the side door and leapt in. Alex flew in before he could slam the door in her face.




She guessed, “Hi! You must be Alfred. I’m Terawatt.”




Batman growled, “I couldn’t get rid of her.”




She smiled, “You have no idea how hard it can be to get rid of me. Persistence is my middle name! Actually, it’s Louise, but you don’t have to tell anyone that.”




Alfred gave Batman a raised eyebrow from the front seat. Batman growled, “Apparently, it is. She told me her secret identity, since she knows mine. And she’s persisting in tagging along even though I’m going to face down Falcone in his lair.”




Alfred said in a dry British accent, “That seems ill-advised.”




Alex gave him another smile. “It’ll be a breeze.”




Batman frowned, “Hardly. He has a walled estate. The walls are topped with razor wire and sensors. The grounds are constantly patrolled by four guard teams with attack dogs. The house has a state-of-the-art security system. He has a dozen hardmen on duty inside the house at all times. Even his cook and valet and butler are soldiers in his organization. Getting in will be… intricate. Getting back out will be worse.”




Alex insisted, “Maybe you should trust me on this. I can get you past the guards, into the house, and up to Falcone. I can drop any guards you don’t, and I can knock out security cameras and alarm systems. I can also hide in places where a human obviously couldn’t be, so Falcone will never know I came along for the ride. And he’ll never be able to figure out how you got in and out, which ought to really freak him.”




“I still don’t like it,” he growled.




Alex just said, “Oh, I got that part already. Like ever since you walked out onto your patio.”




Batman looked at Alfred and snapped, “We need to increase our security, including cameras to spot anyone flying in… or parachuting in.”




She agreed, “Good idea. And you know, I’m not the only flying thing in the world now.”




Alfred told her, “We did note your battle with the individual who hurled fireballs about. That was rather impressive.”




Alex added, “Well, Danielle Atron has escaped from prison and has her powers back, so she may be able to fly by now.”




Batman snarled, “The part about her powers wasn’t released to the public.”




Alex shrugged. “We dosed her pretty hard with antidote, so we thought we had her. But she may have dosed herself with GC-161 and then antidote dozens of times until she got the power set she wanted, so she may be pretty resistant to the stuff by now.”




“And her powers are…”




Alex explained, “Mine. Lightning blasts, maybe more powerful than I can do. Telekinesis, probably a lot more powerful than mine. And the shapeshifting into a silver blob. She doesn’t have the practice with it that I do. If she figures out that flight is as easy as applying telekinesis to yourself, then she’ll be flying too. I was a complete moron. It took me four years to work that out. When I recruited Acid Burn and showed her my powers, she thought of it in like a minute.”




Batman asked, “And what am I supposed to do if Danielle Atron or some of her minions attack my city?”




Alex told him, “That’s what the SRI is there for. Just call Jack. He can have someone here in an hour or two with antidote. And you can try it on me, if you ever need to.”




Batman growled, “That makes me doubt that it would work on you.”




Alex just shrugged. She sort of suspected she might get a Danielle reaction. Complete loss of powers, and then they might come back fully over the span of a couple weeks. But there was no way of telling except trying it out, and she didn’t want to risk losing her powers forever, just when people really needed her the most.




Her tPhone buzzed, so she popped it out and flipped it to speakerphone. “Terawatt here.”




It was Jack. “Hey Tera, I just wanted to call in and make sure Mister Paine wasn’t being a royal pain to you.”




She rolled her eyes. “I have it on speakerphone.”




“Cool! Is he as suspicious about us as you thought?”




She said in mock exhaustion, “Yes, Jack. Maybe even more so. But he’s got a little op he needs help on—”




“I do not.”




“—even though he won’t admit it, so I’m going to go help him out, and then I’ll meet you at the tarmac.”




Jack said, “And good call on the Poison Pill. Her real name is Dr. Pamela Lillian Isley, radical ecobiologist and plant geneticist and plant-o-philiac. We have no idea what she did to herself, or to those plants, but that green coloring isn’t Rit dye. And she no longer has fingerprints, so Billy is freaking about that.”




Batman growled, “Dendrophilia is a recognized paraphilia. It’s an unnatural form of sexual arousal to trees. It’s unlikely that’s what Dr. Isley actually has.”




Jack went on, “So guess who Pammie’s old major prof was. She had two, I betcha can’t guess one of ’em.”




She groaned, “Oh no, not Maggie Walsh!”




Jack smirked so much she could hear it over the phone line. “Yep! And you know what else? I’d love a couple of those bat-grapple gun systems, if you’ve got extras. Action Girl would go ape for them. I’ll tell her they’re called bat-ples. Or brapples.”




Batman protested, “They take a great deal of practice and hand-eye coordination to use effectively, not to mention a great deal of upper body strength.”




Jack laughed, “You do know we’re talking Action Girl here. There’s a picture of her next to the phrase ‘hand-eye coordination’ in the encyclopedia.”




Alex frowned, “Don’t exaggerate.”




Jack insisted, “Well, there should be. We all know she’s faster than Batman, stronger than him, and probably has much better hand-eye coordination. Plus, she’s half his weight. And Acid Burn showed her Mortal Kombat, so you know she’d use the things as weapons too.”




Batman coldly asked, “Doesn’t putting these children on the front lines of a deadly battle bother you?”




Jack dropped the silly act. “Hell yeah, it bothers me. Action Girl’s only sixteen. She shouldn’t be thinking of anything rougher than cheerleader practice and getting the boy she likes to take her to the next dance. Instead, she gets to worry about whether her DNA predisposes her toward really hideous diseases, some of which might not even be human diseases, or if she can control her muscle memory enough not to kill someone who just walks up behind her and taps her on the shoulder. Or half a dozen other supremely nasty issues. I could no more keep her out of stuff like this than I could beat her in a footrace.”




Alex told Batman, “And there’s no way he could keep me out of these things. I was already superheroing a long time before his officers contacted me. Klar’s the only one he could keep out of stuff, and Klar’s eighteen already. Plus Klar is now friends with Jack’s son, so if Jack wasn’t treating Klar right, he’d be in big trouble on the home front.”




Jack added, “And my girlfriend would kick my ass, electronically speaking.”




Alfred stopped the truck. “We’re here.”




Jack asked, “Hey, is that Alfred Pennyworth up there?”




“Sir? Do I know you?”




Jack said, “No, but I asked Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson about you, and he said you were a hell of a good SIS agent back in the day, you should look him up the next time you’re in Merry Old, and there was no way he’d let me peek at your files.”




That reminded Alex of something. “Oh, by the way Alfred, if you still have some contacts in the Double Ohs, would you put a word in for me? They’re trying to press a new guy into taking on 007, and he doesn’t want to. If you could ask them to lay off, I’d really appreciate it.”




Alfred stiffly said, “Excuse me miss, but if I had such contacts, I certainly could not use them to interfere with internal SIS matters that I left a long time ago.”




Batman growled, “Do you just stick your nose in everywhere you can?”




Jack chortled, “It’ll seem like it until you get used to her.”




Alex glared at the phone, but answered Batman. “No more than you do, buster.”




Jack snickered at her answer. “Hey, she’s got mad skillz, as the cool kids say these days, so let her show you what she can do. She’s saved my life a few times, and the lives of my people, not to mention the lives of everyone in Rome and Tokyo and Philadelphia and all of Arizona, so you may need to have her on your speed dial someday. Hey Tera, I’ll see you when you wrap up, and I’ll make sure we’ve got plenty of food for the trip to go see Janet. Over and out.”




Alex put her tPhone away, and she waited for the inevitable questions.




Sure enough, Batman asked, “Plenty of food? Trip to see Janet? You’re using code phrases?”




Alex explained with a sigh, “More like smart-aleck phrases. My big weakness is the calories I use up when I wield my powers. So I need to eat like three teenagers. Jack knows this, and tries to keep food handy when I’m around. And the trip to see Janet? It’s a jet trip back to his main base. To see Dr. Janet Fraiser, who wants to give me a full check-up since I haven’t had a regular check-up since I was twelve. Once I got my powers, my biochemistry changed drastically, and I was afraid to let a doctor find out. If you spend any time talking to Jack, you’ll find out he’s pretty snarky for a military guy that Acid Burn says is probably going to make general in the next two to five years if he doesn’t die in action first. Or get court-martialed for smarting off at some general.”




Alfred cleared his throat. “We are now in the driveway of a house whose back yard abuts that of Mister Falcone. So it is only a hundred fifty yards due south to a secure wall.”




Alex said, “Perfect. Batman, it’s time to put a little trust in me.”




“What does that mean?”




She smiled at him. “You’ve seen my silvery morph. I can take other people in it, and I can move at about forty miles an hour, and I’m pretty much not noticeable in the dark. I’ve gotten past guards and dogs before. All you have to do is open the car door and take my hands.”




Batman obviously didn’t trust her, but he also wasn’t going to show any fear. He stuck his hands out, and she took them in hers. His eyes widened as she pulled him into her morph, and then she was puddling out of the truck and puddling across the grass toward the high brick wall.




It looked more like a wall you’d see around a prison. Really high, really solid, no handholds, and huge coils of razorwire all along the top. Ick. She puddled right up the wall, oozed between two sharp strands, and zoomed down the wall. Then she puddled across the ground to the house. She puddled under the back door and rushed up the wall to the ceiling to avoid security cameras. Then she oozed into the air conditioning ducts and zoomed around until she found Falcone’s office. The guy was giving some underling a bunch of orders, including more stuff about finding out what the Bat was up to, because the guy was bad for business. Wow, that was a surprise. Not.




Alex oozed out through a floor vent, snuck under Falcone’s desk, and used her telekinesis to break his phone line and the wires going to the big emergency button Falcone had under his desk. Alex moved through the ducts until she was in the hallway outside the office door. There were two goons on duty outside the door. Once the underling was long gone, she slipped out of the duct and zapped both guards unconscious. She let Batman out of the morph, and she whispered, “I’ll be right here. Just step outside the door and I’ll grab you, and we’ll take off.”




He stepped over the unconscious goons and closed the door behind him. Only a few minutes later, he stepped out of the room and stuck a rubber wedge under the door so it wouldn’t open. She grabbed him and they vanished into the ductwork again.




They were back at the truck only a couple minutes later, and no one had seen them despite the big alarm that Falcone had sounded. Alfred drove away quietly and waited a couple minutes before he asked, “Did all go as planned?”




Batman growled, “Falcone didn’t want to cooperate with the Bat, but I made him see the light. He’s backing away from the callgirl ring, and Batman will be closing it down over the next couple days by personally putting each of the girls out of business.”




Alex started, “Acid Burn could just—”




“No. I have this under control,” he snapped.




“And a major crime boss is just gonna knuckle under, when he can get a bunch of big, important names and blackmail them.”




He growled, “Falcone is scum. But he’s brutally protective of his family. And it would not be good for his family if word got out that his son and daughter sometimes use the same prostitute. At the same time. Or that his daughter is a lesbian whose violent psychosexual proclivities would land her in prison if she didn’t have daddy’s protection.”




Eww and mega-eww. When Willow had said those guys were icky, Alex hadn’t realized just how icky they could be.




He added, “The Batman is going to have a few chats with some important people and tell them they were nearly blackmailed by a crime lord, and he may let some callgirls know that this would be an excellent time to retire.”




Alex was checking her mapping app on her tPhone, so she had a pretty good idea when the truck was as close to the air force base as it was going to get. She finally said, “I’ll just get out here. Thanks for the ride. Acid Burn will have our phone numbers and email addys and stuff to you by now. So even if you don’t want to work with the SRI, or with me, just remember you can call me for emergency help if you ever need it.” She turned her head. “And Alfred, you can call me or Acid Burn too. If something ever happens to Bruce Paine or Batman and you need an emergency double, I have a guy in mind who’s about the right size, and he’s trustworthy, and he can even do the martial arts stuff.”




She used her telekinesis to slide open the side door of the truck, and she leapt out into the night.







Batman watched her fly off, and he slammed the side door closed. He grumbled to Alfred, “She was certainly… irritating.”




Alfred carefully said, “Yes sir. But I noted her powers are quite remarkable. Perhaps you should consider using her assistance on occasion.”




He growled, “I need to learn a lot more about her. If she really did meet a version of me from another universe, she may have information about me that I don’t even know about myself. That could be… problematic.”




Alfred asked, “Did she give you a quid pro quo?”




“Yes, she revealed her secret identity, and gave me access to her private hacker, and gave me access to the SRI.”




Alfred dryly pointed out, “I did notice that the SRI seemed rather unconcerned that you knew about them.”




He said, “That may be indicative, or it may be a double bluff, or it may be pure arrogance. We’ll have to see which it is.”




Alfred added, “And you might have to deal with a man who uses humor as a weapon.”




Batman groaned. “That would be all I need. Some laughing joker who pesters me mercilessly.”




He flipped open a control panel on the wall opposite the side door, and he flipped several switches. He smiled to himself when he saw that the tiny bug he had planted on her was signaling her flightpath. She was aiming for the closest military base with an airstrip.




He listened in as she landed. She said, “Hi, Jack! Hi everybody! Oh crud, that bruise looks terrible! Oh wait, don’t say anything yet.”




Then there was roughly half a minute of silence, until he heard Colonel Jack O’Neill say, “Yep, you were right again, Tera. One tiny little bat-shaped bug, right on your boot.”




Terawatt told him, “Yeah, the other Batman did that to his girlfriend, and he even trusts her. So I figured he’d tag me the first chance he got.”




Jack said, “Looks like a nice design. I think I’ll turn it over to Billy and his little pals.”




Klar said, “He really hates it when you call him Billy.”




Jack laughed, “Well duh, if he liked it, I wouldn’t bother. When he gets that stick out and he stops treating you like you don’t know anything, I’ll think about switching to his real name.” Then Jack’s voice grew so loud that Batman knew Jack was holding the bug up to his lips. Jack said, “Say goodnight, Gracie.”




Action Girl replied with a Scandinavian accent, “Goodnight Gracie.” And the bug went dead.




Alfred dryly mentioned, “It appears that Terawatt does know you surprisingly well, sir.”




Batman sat back and pored over the data that ‘Acid Burn’ had decrypted for him. The information on the Falcones had already proven incredibly useful. The rest was mainly going to tell him who was likely to be vulnerable to blackmail in the future.




And now he was going to have to be concerned about supervillains too. This was his city, and he was not going to allow supervillains to take it over, no matter what. Even if he had to call on Terawatt for help some day.




He rode with Alfred in the secret elevator, up to the secret room in the penthouse. All he had to do now was take off the uniform and go to bed. And take a couple ibuprofens as well, because Bane hit like a semi truck. He really wanted to know just what Action Girl was, because there was no way she was a normal human. Bruce Paine was at the very high end of the scale on athleticism and kinesthetics, and had always been the strongest kid in his grade thanks to Alfred’s training, but Action Girl weighed perhaps half of what he did, and she could probably benchpress Bane. He had a feeling that Terawatt would tell him, if he just put his trust in her first. But trust was a difficult thing to earn.




He stepped out of the elevator and began removing his costume, while Alfred hung up the components and set garments aside for cleaning. Once he was down to his shorts, he reached out for his robe. It was handed to him.




Alfred had already stepped out with the laundry.




He started to react, when Julie’s voice came from the closet behind him. “I wondered what the heck you were up to, because men? Don’t treat women that nice when they’re drunk. At first I figured you were gay, but you never looked at guys that way when you were drunk. And then I watched you. You don’t really drink, do you? You always find a way to get more booze, and then go through the motions, and then ditch it somewhere. So then I realized I was the one passing out every date. You were drugging me.”




He glared at her. But he had just ruined the cover he had spent years building. He might need to call Terawatt after all. In the next ten minutes.




Julie continued, “Tonight I didn’t drink the soda Alfred brought me, and I just pretended to fall asleep. You guys are not like normal guys, you know that? So I watched you turn into Batman, and then I watched you meet up with the flying woman — that was Terawatt, wasn’t it? — and I just waited for you to get back.”




“What do you want?” He couldn’t help the Batman’s bass growl from creeping into his voice.




Julie said, “I thought about that while you were gone. The first thing I thought of? Blackmail. Not a very nice person, am I? And then I thought, why would I want to do that? You’re the only person who’s out there, really trying to help people like me, or the other women in the ring. You’re the one out there, stopping Falcone and the other mob bosses. So I figured it out. I want to help.”




He growled, “You’re the third person tonight who’s said that to me. It’s becoming a trend.”




“Who else?” she wondered.




He admitted, “Terawatt, and one of her team. She has an invisible man who was moving behind the scenes, taking out Bane’s minions.” He wasn’t going to reveal more about Terawatt and her team. That wasn’t his secret to reveal. He was going to figure out who Klar and Action Girl really were, just because he needed to know what kind of people they were. But he wasn’t going to tell anyone. Klar would be easy, because he had to be a teen who was no longer at that high school in Bloomington-Normal. But Action Girl was presumably Northern European, and he had no starting point to search for her, other than Terawatt’s trip to Berlin.




“So you do need help, and I can help you with your cover story. You’re a real hero, and you should get the kind of help you deserve.”




He growled, “Julie Chandler, this could turn out to be dangerous.”




She rolled her eyes. “Like being a call girl with the Falcones hovering over me like vultures isn’t a lot more dangerous? Do you have any idea what Sofia Falcone does to the ‘girls’ she hires? Some of ’em can’t walk back out of that mansion the next morning. The whole ring lives in fear of being the girl who gets that next call.”




He told her, “I dealt with that tonight. The Falcones are going to back away from the ring, and Sofia Falcone is not going to be allowed anywhere near any of you anymore, and I am going to dissolve the callgirl ring over the next two weeks, including warning off all your clients.”




Julie insisted, “Most of them can’t afford to ‘retire.’ Hell, I can’t afford to retire, and I haven’t really started.”




He said, “You’ll buy them out, one by one. I’ll make sure you have the cash to do it. They won’t know I’m behind it.”




She nodded, “That’s workable. It’s not like they’re BFFs who get together to chitchat all the time. Most of them want to get enough money and leave the business and never have any contact with the rest of us ever again. But there are plenty of other callgirls in the area, and not all of them have the discretion of our group.”




He nodded back. “All we can do is warn these men who insist on going to prostitutes that they risk being blackmailed or being forced to commit crimes.”




She suggested, “Some of them, you could tell their wives too and let the little missus blackmail the guy into not seeking out callgirls anymore.”




He scowled at that idea. It could go wrong in so many ugly ways.




She said, “But I can be your cover story from now on. The brainless bimbo who thinks you’re fun and funny and entertaining. The excuse you use whenever you want to leave a party. And I can help. There have to be people who will talk to me who won’t talk to the Batman or Bruce Paine or any of your minions, like that Malone guy, who has to be on your payroll given how he lined me up with you just when you’re taking the ring down and throwing a spoke into Falcone’s big plans.”




“Don’t worry about Malone,” he muttered. He was going to have to trust her if she was going to be his…colleague in this. He slid into the patois that Malone used. “I goddit all unda control.”




Her jaw dropped open. “Oh. My. Gawd. How many other covers do you have out there?”




He admitted, “Two right now, and Alfred has set up half a dozen others for future use.”




She grinned, “Any of them need a piece of arm candy? Maybe a cheap blonde?”




She had spotted that anyone she impersonated would need to look very different from Julie Chandler. That was a good sign, even if he didn’t want to admit it. He frowned, “I don’t think you’re prepared for undercover work. It’s stressful. It’s dangerous. And you don’t know how to defend yourself.”




She frowned, “Being a callgirl is a lot more stressful and dangerous, and I wouldn’t have anyone at my back if things went desperately wrong. And I do know how to defend myself. Mom made me go through this ‘street fighting self defense’ course, and I also have a brown belt in Brazilian jujitsu. And I can learn more.”




He sighed inwardly. He never would have considered this if he hadn’t had to deal with Terawatt. But it was possible that ‘Alex’ was right and he did need more support. It was also possible that he needed to make some different choices. Some choices that Terawatt and her people would not expect, otherwise they might be able to predict too many of his future moves based on what she knew of that other Batman out there.




He made sure he was speaking again in Bruce Paine’s tones, and he said, “I could use your help. But if you’re going to be working with me, I’m going to want to train you in martial arts.”




She grinned, “That would be great. And I’ve decided I’m going back to mom’s maiden name. From here on out, I’m Julie Madison.”





100. Doc



Alex decided Jack was learning way too much about her. The submarine sandwiches were on her favorite bread, and were sliced roast beef with cheddar cheese. Mmm. And mayo and regular yellow mustard, even if her mom liked Grey Poupon better. And whole lettuce and sliced tomatoes and sliced sweet red bell peppers and sweet red onions and sliced black olives. That was definitely a sign that he knew too much about what she liked on sandwiches.




And she hoped there was a full dopp kit in the gymbag, because after those onions she was so going to need to brush her teeth before she let Janet look in her mouth.




Oh holy crud! What if Janet wanted to look… elsewhere? She cringed. She’d never had a gynecological exam, but Nicole said they were awful. And humiliating. And the doctors used ice cold stuff that they stuck into you.




She mentally shook herself. She was nearly eighteen. She needed to be seeing a real doctor. She wasn’t invulnerable and disease-proof. For all she knew, the GC-161 might make her more prone to all kinds of icky stuff she hadn’t thought about. If she was burning calories extra fast, and her biochemical pathways were extra freaky, was she going to some day get cancers that grew extra fast in extra freaky ways? Were there diseases that naturally went with weirdness in your biochemical pathways? And she needed to do the gynecologist thing, no matter how mega-ick it sounded, and she needed to talk to someone about proper birth control for her body, since she wasn’t planning on staying a virgin forever. She was hoping Ray would want to marry her, like maybe after they both finished college. And she could move wherever he wanted to live, because she was going to be a world-roaming photojournalist who could be based out of her home. And who jetted off once in a while to save people from freakiness.




So she had changed from Terawatt back to Alex, and she was in comfy clothes, and she was just chatting with Hanna while they both wrote up their reports. Alex had gotten her two standard forms done while they had waited for the Cessna to get permission to taxi out to the runway. New York City airports were really, really busy, so even the military bases had to work with the complicated flight patterns. And there had been some big fat Galaxy waiting for permission to waddle down the runway. Jack had joked, “Why can’t we have one of those? We could have a couple Humvees in the cargo hold, and a small restaurant so we could keep Tera fed.”




Hanna had a big bruise on one cheek that kind of made her eye look swollen, and she had a huge bruise on her jaw that Jack was making Hanna keep an icepack on, even if Hanna didn’t want to bother. Sergeant Scott and Sergeant Walters and Major Finn had gone with the helicopter, so it was just Jack and Alex and Hanna and Grover in the Cessna. Jack kept referring to it as the ‘children’s table.’ Naturally, Grover had to explain it to Hanna.




Alex felt really sad that Hanna had never been at a children’s table. Hanna had never been at a real Thanksgiving dinner, or had a real Christmas, or gotten a valentine from that special boy, or any of the stuff that most Americans just took for granted.




Once everyone had a chance to chat and work some on their reports, they were already landing at the base. After all, it was a fast jet, and New York City was just not that far from the northern edge of West Virginia.




She hadn’t even thought about what she was supposed to do next, because it was nighttime and she wasn’t home. But Jack said, “I called your folks and told them you were staying with Hanna overnight and getting a check-up in the morning before flying home. Your mom said for you to be a responsible guest.”




Oh boy. Alex figured that last part meant Jack really had called her folks. She checked her phone. It wasn’t even midnight yet, so it was before nine back home. She called home as soon as they landed. “Hi mom, sorry I’m calling late, but I wanted you to know I’m fine, and I’ll be back tomorrow.”




Her mom asked, “And is Colonel O’Neill really going to get you a proper medical check-up? You haven’t had one in years, you know. And getting Louis to go to your doctor and pretend to be ‘Alex Mack’ is not the same as actually getting a check-up.”




Alex winced a little, because that little adventure hadn’t gone well, and her mom had hit the roof when Alex finally confessed everything. But she replied, “Yes, mom. I think it’ll be with Hanna’s mom. Her new mom. Dr. Fraiser. Other-Sam and other-Hermione really liked her.”




Her mom paused for a long time and finally suggested, “Maybe you should talk to her about birth control options for your biochemistry.”




“Mom!” she squeaked.




Her mom insisted, “Now I believe you about San Diego. But you’re nearly eighteen. You’re going to be going off to college next fall. And who else can you talk to about this sort of thing? I really don’t know if birth control pills would work for you, and I definitely don’t want you experimenting to find out!”




She was going to die of embarrassment. She was mega-glad this wasn’t on speakerphone. But she managed to squeak out, “Okay.”




“Take care, and we’ll see you tomorrow.”




Jack strolled over and told her, “Oh, and I gave Sergeant Meadows a heads-up that Terawatt was out of town on important business, so you’re off the hook for tomorrow.”




Alex grimaced, “Crud! I like martial arts. And I like him.”




Jack shrugged, “Hey, it’s only one time.”




Alex frowned, “But I only get one meeting a week as it is. I could really use more.”




Hanna stepped over, swinging her bag like it was full of balloons. “Come on! Mom says you can stay at our house tonight!”




Alex burst into a huge grin. “That’s awesome! Let’s go!”




They ran off the tarmac, while Jack called out, “I still need those reports!”




Alex asked, “Did you get yours done?”




Hanna said, “I will finish it tomorrow morning. How about you?”




Alex admitted, “I got my personnel docs done, and the first two parts of my report, but I’m still working on the part where Terawatt and Batman did the superhero team-up thing.”




Hanna smiled excitedly, “I really enjoyed it when we got to team up against the green lady and the giant.”




“Poison Ivy and Bane,” Alex told her. “I didn’t name ’em.”




Hanna said, “I do not think ‘Batman’ is a good name either. I like ‘Action Girl’ though.”




Alex reminded her, “In five years, you’ll be twenty-one, and you’ll think it makes you sound too childish.”




Hanna grinned, “Then should we give Colonel Jack a ‘childish’ codename? Like ‘Action Boy’?




“The Military Kid.”




Hanna slipped into a pretty good imitation of Jack’s speech patterns. “Colonel Because… Seriously?”




Alex laughed all the way to where Janet’s car was waiting for them.




Janet was already out of the car. She hugged Hanna and stopped to check Hanna’s face. She frowned, “Young lady, when we get home, I am checking for fractures, and not just on that pretty face. So don’t think wearing a long-sleeved shirt is going to keep me from finding out about some injuries. And I am going to have some words with the colonel.”




Alex defended her friend, “Jack wasn’t even on the op, he was doing all the bureaucratic stuff he hates, and Riley was up in the helicopter, and Stewart was way back at a backstop position for picking Klar up if he had to follow Batman. And I could’ve ordered her back, but I had my hands full.”




Hanna grinned, “The Batman was there, but there were two brand-new supervillains for us to fight.”




Alex explained, “It was a good thing we showed up, because Batman’s really fast for a regular human, but he was way out of his weight class. We had a woman who controls plants and breathes poison pollen on people, and a giant guy who’s pretty much one ginormous muscle. And they brought a guy who’s insanely good with knives, and a guy who sicked mechanical remote control weapons on people, and over half a dozen goons with machine pistols. So the two of us, plus Klar, plus Batman. And we could’ve used some help.”




Hanna smiled, “The giant was very fun to fight. He is stronger than me, and he is very well trained in a variety of martial arts, some of which do not look like anything I have learned. Yet.”




Alex added, “I think this guy would have killed Batman inside another ten minutes, unless Batman had a bunch of gadgets I don’t know about. I don’t even think Riley could take him. And the guy had helpers to keep Batman from using his gadgets or being able to focus on him. Plus Poison Ivy had plants to attack us.”




“Poison Ivy?” Janet asked suspiciously.




Alex nodded, “Poison Ivy. I didn’t name her. And the big guy was Bane. I think they need to go to the supervillain renaming and costume re-design workshop, because she was dressed in a leaf bathing suit and he was dressed like the biggest masked Mexican wrestler of all time.”




Janet drove them through the streets. “The supervillain renaming and costume re-design workshop?”




Alex insisted, “Sure! Because they looked dorky, and their names are just… not cool. I mean, she was really pretty, even if she was green, but she was wearing a maillot made out of leaves. What is the deal with that? What happens if there’s a wind? And his costume just looked stupid on him. Especially the mask. Now Hanna looked great.”




Janet casually asked, “Is there… anything else I ought to know about?”




Uh-oh. Alex knew that mom tone.




Hanna calmly said, “I do not think so.”




Alex decided she’d better rescue Hanna. “There might be some stuff on the news tomorrow, because Action Girl made a dramatic entrance in New York City in front of some people with cameras.”




Janet just muttered, “My daughter is having a sleepover with her friend, and so I just happen to have the superheroines of the world in my house tonight. That’s so… surreal.”




Alex asked, “You can’t forget Jo. She’s really strong. I mean, not ‘Hanna’ strong, but I’m pretty sure she’s stronger than Graham.”




Hanna nodded, “She has very good reflexes, and a lot of martial arts training. I would like to do more sparring with her.”




Janet asked, “So, is this what you two are going to stay up talking about? Fighting people and who’s stronger than who?”




Alex told her, “I was gonna show Hanna my computer tablet, and maybe see what video games she likes. Acid Burn taught me a couple moves in Marvel vs. Capcom.”




Janet smiled, “Is Willow your videogame sensei?”




Alex said, “Willow is my everything-computer-ish sensei.”




Janet told them in a mom tone, “Well you two, don’t stay up too late, because you’re both going in with me at oh eight hundred whether you’re tired or not.”




Alex told her, “I’m getting up early so I have time to wash my hair and stuff, because wearing that wig all day is pretty blech.”




Hanna asked, “Is it really necessary? You would fight just as well without it. Putting my hair up in a braid makes sense, because long hair provides an opponent with another grappling point.”




Alex explained, “It’s for the disguise part. Lots of people have seen me, and they’ve seen Terawatt, and lots of people know where I live, and some of them would come kill me if they knew I was Terawatt. Or they’d kill mom and dad. Or Annie. Or Ray. Danielle Atron? She’d probably just kill everyone in the whole city.”




Janet asked, “But doesn’t Danielle Atron have relatives in Paradise Valley?”




Alex shrugged, “I don’t know if she has any relatives except in Paradise Valley. But she’s not what you’d call a family-oriented person. She’s pretty much just a me-oriented person. If it doesn’t help Number One, she doesn’t care.”




Hanna thought it over. “That seems very short-sighted.”




Alex said, “Well, I think she’s a sociopath. She cares about money and power, but that’s about it.”




Janet muttered darkly, “She sounds like a lovely person.”




Alex agreed, “Since she’s tried to kill me maybe a dozen times, and she’s tried to kill mom and dad and Ray twice, she’s pretty much my arch-enemy, like in the comic books.”




Janet checked, “I thought Maggie Walsh was your arch-enemy.”




Hanna argued, “No, Dr. Walsh is my arch-enemy. But in the comic books Grover showed me, you can team up with someone and fight their arch-enemy together.”




Alex said, “Yeah. And Maggie Walsh is only number two on my list. Although she’s really creepy.”




Janet muttered, “Since I have Hanna now, she’s my arch-enemy too.”




Alex grinned, “I think she’s Jack’s arch-enemy now, too.”




Hanna asked, “What about Willow?”




Alex managed not to smile too much. “No, Willow’s arch-enemy will always be Cordelia Chase.” Janet and Hanna both gave her these ‘who is that?’ looks.




Janet asked, “What about Azure Crush? And Psych? And the fire-thrower who attacked your school? And the Tromaville Monster? And now Poison Ivy and Bane?”




Alex shook her head, “They may think I’m their arch-enemy, but they’re not my arch-enemy.”




When they got to Janet’s house, Alex found out that Hanna had a lovely room with a single bed that had a rollout bed underneath it, so Hanna could have someone over for sleepovers. Hanna’s bookcase was loaded down with books and comics and graphic novels and stuff. Her desk had a laptop and a big stack of CDs and DVDs. Her closet had a slew of dresses and skirts and pants and tops, while her chest of drawers had all kinds of nice stuff. It was like everything Hanna had missed out on for so long was now a giant part of her life. Just seeing all that made Alex so happy she got kind of teary.




After Alex cleaned up and washed her face and put on her pajamas and had another snack, Hanna showed her what she was playing: Mass Effect and Crysis and Tomb Raider. Alex saw right away that it was a really old Tomb Raider, so she knew just what she was going to buy Hanna for Christmas. Alex showed Hanna some of the cool games she’d been playing lately, and they ended up in a big battle for Marvel vs. Capcom supremacy. Hanna had faster reflexes, but Alex had played the game a lot longer, and she knew a couple special moves Willow had shown her, so Alex won, eleven matches to nine. Alex was pretty sure the game controllers weren’t designed for anyone with Hanna’s reflexes, or Hanna would have won more.







In the morning, Alex showered and put on clean underwear before going with the same bra and top and pants she’d worn yesterday. Most of yesterday had been a Terawatt uniform day, so her top and pants and bra were still really clean. Okay, she’d only worn that pair of underwear for a few hours, but still… underwear.




Janet was rushing around, making sure Hanna ate right and was ready in plenty of time. Breakfast was juice, and milk, and cold cereal, and toast with butter and jelly, and eggs if you wanted to fix them yourself and then clean up afterward. Hanna had two eggs that were barely cooked. Alex had six eggs, scrambled hard. And three bowls of Count Chocula, which her mom never bought.




Janet spotted Alex wolfing down the Count Chocula and complained, “Grover introduced her to bad cereal. I don’t buy it, but it keeps sneaking its way onto my shelves. I have my suspicions about how that could be happening.”




Hanna looked at Janet like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. “Is it brought in by aliens?”




Janet frowned at her. “Young lady, I am not fooled for a second by that face.”




Alex asked, “Where does it come from?”




Janet scowled, “I suspect Grover. Deborah buys the worst cereals known to man. The other week, Grover was showing her Captain Crunch and Applejacks. At least Jack doesn’t buy anything worse than Life Cereal and Wheat Chex. And I know it’s not Major Finn. When he eats cereal, it’s homemade oatmeal like his mother makes.”




Alex admitted, “I like Applejacks, but I never really liked Captain Crunch. Even with the crunchberries.”




Hanna perked up, “I haven’t had the kind with crunchberries yet.” Out of the corner of her eye, Alex saw Janet wince slightly.




Alex finished eating and helped Hanna clean up in the kitchen, while Janet put on her uniform. Then Alex grabbed her gymbag, and they all rode over to the base infirmary. Alex stowed her gymbag in Janet’s office, and Janet showed Alex to an examining room, while she sent Hanna off for x-rays.




Alex undressed and put on the embarrassing gown that didn’t cover all of her back and stopped way too short. Then she waited.




Janet came bustling in. Alex caught the merest glimpse of a nurse in the hallway. Janet told her, “You’re need-to-know. I don’t want anyone identifying your samples with anything other than a codename, which isn’t going to start with a ‘T.’ So this will be completely safe for you.”




Then Janet did the whole exam thing by herself, including lots of blood samples, and a tissue biopsy that hurt, and a scraping inside her cheek which didn’t. Then there was stuff outside the room, like the peeing in a cup, and a CAT scan. And finally, there was the gynecological exam, which you not only had to lie on your back for, but you had to put your feet in these stirrups so they were a mile apart. And the thing Janet stuck in her was mega-icky, but not ice cold, like her friends said it would be.




Janet told her, “Okay, you can get dressed. I’ll be back in three minutes, after I turn these samples in.”




Alex just grabbed her clothes, went silvery, pulled the clothes in too, and went back to normal fully dressed.




Janet gaped, but just said, “Okay, that was odder than I expected.”




When Janet came back, she took Alex to her office for a private talk. Janet explained, “We’ll have details on your DNA and your blood chemistry and a few other things, but not today. Give me a week, and call me. Now you look very healthy, with more muscle tone than most girls your age work for. Do you have any concerns? Any unusual symptoms that aren’t like what you normally see? Allergies? Anything?”




Alex told her about the weird thing with the curry they had never been able to track down, and the time she couldn’t stop burping bubbles, and a couple things like that. Then she tried not to blush. “And my mom and I both think I need to talk to you about… birth control.”




Janet said, “I noticed that you’re still a virgin. Are you sexually active in other ways?”




Alex blushed, “I have a really great boyfriend, but I haven’t let him go any farther than second base. And not even every time. And I’ve had Health Class. And then mom gave me The Talk, and The Other Talk, and Willow gave me the X-rated version of The Other Talk, and let me tell you, I have never felt less like having sex than after hearing that talk, plus I was so embarrassed I thought I was gonna turn into a silvery puddle of embarrassment on the rug.”




Janet nodded firmly, “Good for Willow. And good for you. Do you know how many girls have sex by the time they’re eighteen?”




Alex admitted, “I had to learn that for Health Class, but I don’t remember anymore. I didn’t really believe it, anyway.”




Janet told her, “The numbers are pretty iffy, but figure a little over half. By the time they’re nineteen, that number jumps up to around two-thirds. So this is the time when you should be asking about birth control. Now, you said you had regular periods, but still, with your biochemistry, I don’t think we should be depending on a chemical approach. I think you should use a diaphragm.”




Alex cringed a little, because the diaphragm she’d seen in Health Class was huge, and couldn’t possibly go up into her, and would be mega-yucky to put in and take out, and would make sex about as much fun as some of those gross, perverted things on Julie’s callgirl data file. But did she have a lot of alternatives?




She sighed, “I’ve seen one in class, and they’re enormous. And I haven’t done it yet. Would they even fit in me?”




Janet said, “Yes, and I measured you, so I could order one that would be the right size for you. Oh, you might opt for a condom your first couple times, but they’re not perfect. And depending on your partner to use what you need to be safe is not a good long-term strategy, even if he’s a nice boy.”




Alex suddenly got Willow’s explanation about holding a rolled-up condom in your mouth to put it on a boy, and… eww. She totally wasn’t ready to try that.




Janet asked, “You’re suddenly really uncomfortable. Did I say something wrong?”




Alex confessed, “Umm, well, Willow told me I needed to use a condom since I wasn’t on the pill or the shot or anything, and she told me how to hold a condom in your mouth and put it on your boyfriend, and I so couldn’t do that if I had to.”




Janet didn’t even blush. “It’s a good technique to know. I recommend you peel a banana and practice on that.”




Holy crud! At least that was better than what Willow said to practice on.




Janet went on, “If you’re going to opt for condoms as your method of choice, you need to carry the condoms around with you. If he forgets that one time you finally decide you really want to have that special night, then you’re stuck. Unfortunately, what usually happens in that situation is a loss of control, followed by unsafe sex, followed by a significant chance of the pitter-patter of little feet. And then there’s the risk of STDs and a host of other complications. Plus, we have no idea what the assorted chemicals in semen might do to you.”




“Oh crud, that’s totally not fair,” Alex whimpered.




Janet nodded, “It’s not. But you wouldn’t be the first woman who was allergic to chemicals involved in sex. Still, if it turns out you are, then you’ll need to stick to condoms or the female condom, which you’d have to learn how to insert properly before intercourse.”




Alex just cringed. But Janet explained all the yucky details of all the options, and Alex finally gave in and let Janet order the right size diaphragm for her. Even if she felt icky just thinking about learning how to use it and practicing and all that stuff. And what could be more romantic that her telling Ray, “Hey, I’d love to finally have that special moment with you, but first I have to go off somewhere and ram a great, big dome up inside my private parts and then squirt goo in too so I’ll be all slimed and out of the mood and all that fun stuff.”




Well, her mom would be happy that Alex was being proactive on this. And her mom would be thrilled that Alex felt like not having sex for about a jillion years.




Janet came around her desk and stood Alex up, and then gave Alex a big hug. “I’m sorry this is making you feel so distressed, but you need to think about all of this now, instead of after it’s too late to do anything to fix it. And I’m sorry we have to go with a method that seems so gross and unattractive to you. You’ve done so much for Hanna… I’ll never be able to thank you for all you did… and I really wanted to help you.”




Alex hugged her back. “It’s okay. Sometimes life isn’t fair, it… just is.”




But it wasn’t really okay. On the flight home, she just felt sorry for herself for a while, until she finally broke down and cried for a long time.





101. Interlude XIV



Danielle Atron leaned back on her chaise lounge and helped herself to another chocolate truffle. After all, it wasn’t as if she had to worry about gaining weight and getting fat. She wasn’t even working out for an hour and a half every day anymore, and she looked better than she had in fifteen years. Maybe twenty. She was in nothing but a bikini and a cover-up, and she knew she looked fabulous.




Mikhail hadn’t been happy when she reclaimed her Cayman Islands accounts, but he was smart enough not to push his luck. After all, she was a dozen times smarter than he was, and she had superpowers. The news footage of what she had done to her psycho cellmate had been all that it took to convince Mikhail to play nice. That, and the threat to grab his dick and use her electrokinesis to turn it into a charcoal briquette.




So she was living in the lap of luxury… for now. Until her funds ran low. She needed to address that. Mikhail had rented a lovely villa for her in San Clemente, about halfway between Los Angeles and San Diego. It was all in someone else’s name, so she couldn’t be traced through it. He paid the butler and chef and maids and gardener and poolboy out of funds she allocated, and she let him skim eight or ten percent of the money off the top while acting like she hadn’t noticed. She knew they were all illegal aliens that he had smuggled into America from Russia, but she didn’t care. Actually, she preferred it that way, since that made them a lot less likely to call the cops on her. It was just a shame that neither the gardener nor the poolboy was attractive enough to waste her time on.




Once again, she studied everything here in her ‘war room.’ She had four televisions tuned to news programs, two computers showing news footage she had previously downloaded, and three whiteboards. And she still hadn’t figured out a guaranteed way to take down Terawatt.




She tried to use her telekinesis to pick up the eraser and clear off the third whiteboard, but she just didn’t have the fine control that Terawatt obviously had. The eraser pressed too hard and knocked the whiteboard over. She groaned to herself and got up to stand the board up again.




She erased plans A through F. They were obviously not going to work, and she was not about to jeopardize her freedom for a useless plan. She had learned that lesson the hard way.




She stepped over to one of the computers and had it run through a series of clips she had put together from all the news footage on Terawatt. This one was Montage E. She smiled to herself at the thought that Alex Mack’s photographic work was helping out Terawatt’s arch-enemy.




There. In that first recorded battle, Terawatt punched that thug so hard he flew maybe forty feet through the air.




And there. Terawatt taking down Azure Crush.




Danielle involuntarily rubbed her lower jaw, which had been cracked thanks to one super-strong bitch’s rock-hard fist. A cracked jaw that still ached once in a while, not to mention four teeth that had required visits to prison dentists so she didn’t lose them. The bitch hit like a locomotive. Danielle definitely wanted to avoid getting hit like that again.




Okay, so all the evidence was written down on whiteboard number one, and the obvious conclusions were on whiteboard number two. Terawatt had super-strength of unknown maximum levels, and was possibly nearly as strong as Azure Crush. Terawatt was also apparently bulletproof. Terawatt had a lot of telekinesis, with an unknown upper level, but with far more fine control than Danielle had managed to acquire — so far. Terawatt had electrokinesis with an unknown upper level, but probably a lot more than Danielle had; after all, Danielle had blasted the bitch with everything she had, and Terawatt just ignored it, while one blast from Terawatt had nearly knocked Danielle to her knees. Terawatt had far more control over her silver shapeshift than Danielle had over hers. Terawatt was immune to GC-161 antidote. Terawatt was immune to fire, based on the footage of her fight with Cready. Terawatt could fly.




Oh, Danielle had figured out that she could lift herself in the air with her own telekinesis, but that wasn’t nearly the same thing as being able to fly like a jet at a hundred miles an hour or so, for hours on end. Danielle had managed to move herself up and down, and back and forth, but she had no more control over her movement than she had with that stupid eraser. She had practiced at night over the ocean with no witnesses, which was a lot less embarrassing, since she had accidentally dropped herself half a dozen times in less than thirty minutes. Her telekinesis was handy for making a fast escape over a prison fence or two, but it was useless for real flight.




Just as bad, Terawatt now had backup. She was helping the Feds, so she could call on Colonel Jack O’Neill and his mysterious SRI, which Mikhail said was apparently so dangerous that the Russians and the Japanese and the Ukrainians had all called on them for help. She could see a country like the Ukraine calling for outside help, but she couldn’t imagine what it would take to get the Japanese to admit they needed military help from Americans. And Mikhail had managed to get his hands on Major Rojo’s testimony. So Danielle knew Terawatt had used a strike team of up to half a dozen heavily-armed fighters, along with perhaps a dozen men in a secondary force. Plus she had at least one invisible fighter along, and communications support, plus probable computer support.




But the problems didn’t stop there. Danielle watched some of the new news footage of the New York City incident. Terawatt was clearly working with the Big Apple’s Batman and the mysterious Action Girl. Two more super-strong, super-fast allies to go with the invisible sidekicks. So any attack against Terawatt was likely to face not just Terawatt, but an entire super-team plus massive Defense Department firepower.




And there was no way to predict just how much firepower might show up, or how quickly it might arrive.




Then there was Carlton’s testimony. Danielle hadn’t realized the Macks had superpowers too. She should have expected it. George had more access to GC-161 than she did, and he had invented the antidote formulation. And Terawatt had anticipated that Danielle would use the GC-161 and the antidote in an iterative cycle to acquire stable, useful powers. Undoubtedly, George had already done so. And if Carlton was right, George had electrokinesis, his wife had telekinesis, and the boy had the silver shapeshifting. There was no telling what powers Alex Mack had now.




All of those points together meant that Terawatt could call on up to seven or eight superpowered helpers, and massive military firepower. Plus, if anyone wanted to strike at Terawatt indirectly, the obvious targets weren’t helpless anymore.




Clearly, there was no point in any sort of direct action. That would certainly fail. Even an indirect assault was unlikely to succeed, given all the backup Terawatt now had on call. And how did you ambush someone who was super-strong, bulletproof, antidote-proof, could fly away at a hundred miles an hour, could think on her feet, and might pull a dozen fighters out of her hat at any moment?




Danielle erased plans G and H from the third whiteboard.




She walked back to the television covering the superhero news from New York City, and watched. It was author Chris Coughlin, talking about watching Terawatt and Action Girl and the Batman fight a team of supervillains.




That was it. She knew what to do. It wasn’t one of her original plans, but it was going to be her best option.




She would have to wait until tomorrow morning to make the phone calls, but then the planning and negotiations would begin. She smiled malevolently as she thought about the people who would detest what she wanted to do.




She ate another chocolate truffle, this one a luscious amaretto that had enough calories to make a supermodel explode. She smiled to herself. “GC-161: a minute on the lips, and never on the hips. That should have been our slogan.”




She called her butler. “Dmitri? I would like the pool ready for a swim, and then I would like dinner at seven. Two filets mignons medium rare, with haricots verts and… let me think… a large Caesar salad and a baked potato with chives. Extra butter and sour cream. Also, a baked Alaska for dessert. And tell Irina I would like a massage before the eleven o’clock news.”




She had another chocolate truffle, this one a white chocolate truffle with lemon curd. Then she rose to go take a swim, and she patted her stomach. Thanks to the GC-161, she had abs that would make Britney Spears break down and cry, and she wasn’t doing five miles and five hundred sit-ups a day for them either. Irina was in her late twenties, and exercised relentlessly to keep her figure, and still didn’t have Danielle’s toned limbs or perfect abs.




Maybe she’d eat the entire baked Alaska, just to make Irina a little more envious…




102. Annie Time



Alex had her face cleaned up by the time the Cessna landed at Camp Atron. She even remembered to grab her dirty clothes out of the gymbag and leave a note that the bag was down one on underwear, and the suit needed to be washed, and she’d eaten half the energy bars. She stuffed the undies in a pants pocket before going silvery and flying home.




It was only a little after eleven in the morning when she flew through the pipe and into the garage. She was totally surprised — not! — to find Annie doing a chemistry experiment with their dad’s stuff. Sometimes Alex thought her dad had more chemicals and chem lab hardware in their garage than he had in his ‘official’ lab at the plant.




Annie didn’t look up from her experiment. She just said, “Mom has a dozen of Gloria’s apple fritters on the counter, and there’s a couple quarts of last night’s chicken stew in the fridge.” Alex stuck the dirty underwear in the right laundry basket, hurried into the kitchen, and ate two of the apple fritters while she was heating up a big bowl of the stew.




And why was it that her bowl always got the bayleaf in it? At least, it seemed that way.




The stew was really yummy, and Alex decided to have another bowl at lunch with Annie and her mom. Even if that was only maybe an hour away.







It was really handy not having to wash her uniform, and not having to re-pack her gymbag and then stow it away, and not having to deal with dirty clothes, and not having to mess with her electronics gear, except putting her tPhone in her pocket.




Okay, she was still going to have to deal with regular laundry, since she could tell from the stuff in the laundry room that it hadn’t gotten done yesterday. And with Annie home, there was more laundry.




And lunch was girltalk in the kitchen, since she was home and Annie was home and her mom was home. So they had a great lunch, with salad and more of the chicken stew. And Alex had two more of the apple fritters for dessert. And her mom said the reason Alex got the bayleaf more often was because she ate three or four times as much stew as anyone else in the house, and she dished herself up way bigger scoops than anyone else did.




It wasn’t her fault she got hungry a lot!




Although it wasn’t really normal girltalk, since a lot of it was about Terawatt and Action Girl and Batman fighting Bane and Poison Ivy. Alex could talk about some of that, since part of the fight had been captured by a couple camera guys who had thought they were just going to film Bruce Paine giving a boring opening speech. So Action Girl’s dramatic entrance was on all the news. And there was like twenty seconds of Action Girl’s fight with Bane, which Annie said looked like it had been speeded up by special effects guys.




Come to think of it, Hanna’s fights did look like someone had filmed them and then speeded them up in post-production.




Alex said, “You aren’t supposed to know this, but Action Girl is really that fast. And that strong.”




Her mom asked, “Did you get to see anyone famous? Like Bruce Paine? Or any of the Westons?”




She sort of lied, “Yeah. I saw Bruce Paine. He looked like he was really drunk, and it was only like eight in the evening. And people acted like the bimbo he brought was a hooker.” Batman’s secret identity was totally not her secret to tell.




So she talked about the Empire State Building and the Paine Foundation Building and the museum and some of the other sights she got to see. It wasn’t her fault that she got dramatic aerial views of a big chunk of New York City without needing a plane.




And then Annie asked, “So did you really get a physical? Finally?”




Alex nodded. “From Dr. Fraiser. She’s really nice. And she didn’t even let the nurses know who I am. And she’s going to have more stuff to tell me in maybe a week.”




Her mom asked, “Did you talk to her about birth control?”




“Ooh, good idea!” agreed Annie. “Don’t get birth control advice from someone who doesn’t know about your biochemistry issues. I’m on the pill, but I think it would be a bad choice for you.”




Alex gasped, “Annie! You’re on the pill? And you’re telling mom?”




Her mom just grinned and shook her head. “I got Annie to see her doctor and go on the pill before she left for college. I mean, Annie’s a good girl, but I’ve heard way too many story about frat boys and college parties.”




Annie rolled her eyes. “Frat boys aren’t really a big thing at M.I.T. But my periods are a lot more regular now that I’m on it. And they’re easier.”




Alex gasped, “You never told me!”




Annie said, “I never had time. It seemed like whenever I saw you, there was some crisis going on with your powers, and then it was all of you getting kidnapped, and now it’s just old news. I’ve been on it for years.”




Their mom asked, “Honey, what did Dr. Fraiser recommend for you?”




Alex gulped. “The diaphragm. But they’re huge! And they’re gross. And you have to prepare them and stick ’em up your you-know and then squirt more goo into you, and there’s no way I’d still want to do it after all that, and it sounds so horrible I may just stay a virgin. And what’s Ray gonna think if I’m all stretched out and full of goop and just too gross to touch?” She suddenly felt like crying again.




Her mom rubbed her shoulder. “Honey, it’s not like that. I’ve been using one for years, and it’s really not bad at all. And it’s not like you think it’ll be. Your father can’t tell the difference between when I have one in and when I don’t.”




Alex turned beet red. She so didn’t want to know this! “Mom! You’re old!”




Her mom frowned, “I’m not that old. And you don’t want me to suddenly present you with a baby brother, do you?”




Annie poked her on the arm. “Come on, it’s not like they’re in their eighties or something.”




This was just so gross! How could Annie be okay with knowing their parents still did… She couldn’t even make her brain go there.




Her mom said, “Honey, when you love someone enough to marry them, you don’t just stop making love with them because you had a couple kids. Sure, your father isn’t as young and sprightly as he used to be, but then neither am I. We still love each other, and we still show it in a lot of ways.”




It didn’t sound so bad when her mom put it like that. Even if it was old-people sex. She had enough trouble getting her head around Jack and Willow, and Willow wasn’t old.




Her mom gently reassured her, “Alex, it seems awful now, but after you practice putting it in and taking it out a few times, you’ll get used to it, and it’ll be surprisingly easy and fast to get in, and it’s not uncomfortable, and trust me, it’s a lot better than condoms.”




Her mom knew about condoms too? Eww! Alex just tried not to think about everything that was going on in her brain. There was just too much grossness, and she needed time to sort it all out.




But maybe everyone else knew she was grossed out, because Annie suddenly changed the subject, “I talked with mom and dad about having powers. They both said it was the worst thing ever. Maybe I wasn’t as sympathetic as I should’ve been when you first got doused.”




Alex shook her head no. “I was just barely thirteen. I was too dumb to realize just how bad it could’ve been, or how it might be for other people.”




And her mom frowned, “I think I really went insane. Completely crazy. It was horrible, and until I got enough antidote, I didn’t even realize I was acting like some sort of monster. All this time I’ve been lecturing you on self-control and not misusing your powers, and you were already doing so much better than I could do. I’m really sorry.”




Annie gasped, “And dad said he couldn’t control his lightning power at all. He had to hold onto the jail bars so he didn’t electrocute everyone else in the room. He said he didn’t know how you did it.”




Her mom hugged her and said, “I hate that you got stuck with this, but I’m so glad it was you, and not someone who couldn’t control their powers, or couldn’t control themselves.”




Alex didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t like she’d ever just gone crazy with her powers, except that time the GC-Divide split her into two people and one of them was like her evil twin. And she hadn’t had nearly as much trouble controlling her lightning as it sounded like her dad had.




Maybe she’d been really, really lucky.




Or maybe it was something else, like whatever would be her world’s equivalent of Buffy’s Powers That Be. Not that Alex wanted to be The Chosen One in any way. Especially when Buffy’s life had been so mega-cruddy for so long. And other-Hermione said Harry’s life had been really awful when he was little, and then it had been pretty hideous for seven years at Hogwarts, and it still wasn’t exactly perfect.




Then her mom wanted to talk about the next big super-stress thing, because her mom was having her final meeting with her major professor Monday morning and doing a presentation in front of her committee Monday afternoon, and if everything went well, she had her Masters degree! And her mom was so stressed out about it and didn’t want to be when her older daughter was only home for a few days, and her younger daughter had really big things to stress out over.




So Alex and Annie got the slow cooker going for dinner, with the pork and lentil stew recipe Alex liked, even if she put a little more coriander in it than the first time she and her mom made it.




Annie said, “I should get one of these. I can set it up at lunchtime, and I can follow a recipe like this, and then I could just leave it for the afternoon and we’d have dinner ready when I got home.”




Alex pointed out, “You can use some cheaper cuts of meat too, because it gets stewed for hours.”




Annie grinned naughtily, “Can I buy you a slow cooker for your birthday and then take it back to school with me?”




Alex giggled, and then stuck her tongue out at Annie.




Their mom treated it like a serious question and answered, “You don’t want to be lugging too much stuff when you’re flying. Just buy one after you get back to college. Or ask if one of your housemates already has one.”




After Alex did her exercises and martial arts practice, Annie was bored because her experimental compounds had to be kept at a constant temperature for the rest of the day, so there wasn’t any more chem to work on. So Alex took Annie to Gloria’s and talked her into waitressing too. After all, Annie could memorize stuff, so taking orders would be a snap for her. And Annie knew most of Gloria’s menu, because Alex and their dad were donut-ivores. So they had fun just chatting and waitressing and talking with Gloria.







The next morning, after Alex got her exercises done and she showered and she went to church with the family, she Skyped with Hanna.




“Hi Alex!”




She smiled, “Hi Hanna. I just wanted to thank you again for having me over. That was tons of fun. And I need you to thank your mom.”




Hanna grinned, “I was very glad you could have a sleepover with me. And next time, I will win at Marvel vs. Capcom.”




Alex teased, “That’s what you think. I’ll learn more moves from Willow and squish you like a teeny weeny bug.” Because Hanna was really competitive, so she was fun to tease.




Hanna just said, “Cindy explained about teasing. I think Charlie gets it from his father.”




Alex gasped, “It’s probably like a virus and you can catch it from hanging around teasers too much!” But she spoiled it by bursting into a giggle.




Hanna snickered, “Colonel Jack is very funny. Now that I know more idioms and references, I get more of his jokes. And do not tell mom, but Jack’s the one who buys the cereal for me. Charlie sneaks it into my house when mom isn’t around. And if you tell anyone who tells mom, Jack will get in trouble, and I will have to live off of ‘healthy’ cereals.”




Alex groaned, “I wouldn’t want that.” Getting stuck eating high fiber cereals when you wanted Cocoa Puffs? Bleah.




Then Alex Skyped Willow. She figured it was going to be safe again, now that Willow was back home and not walking around half naked — or totally naked, or maybe even worse than naked if that was possible — in Jack’s bedroom. “Hi, Willow!”




Willow gushed, “Oh hi, I’m glad you called! I’ve got a ton of stuff to tell you! Did Jack tell you who Poison Ivy’s major prof was?”




Alex sighed, “Yeah. Our favorite mad scientist genetics expert.”




Willow nodded, “I’m just calling her Wacky Maggie, like Jack does. So anyway, Dr. Isley let us take tissue samples of her and her plants, and majorly with the creepiness there. You saw how she’s green all over? It’s chlorophyll. Real chlorophyll, and modified chlorophyll-related chemicals. She altered her own DNA so she’s like thirty or forty percent plant now. Her lungs aren’t a hundred percent lungs anymore, and her skin is like the surface of a plant leaf, and she probably can live on just CO2 and sunlight and water if she wanted to, so she could just lie down in a damp, sunny field and have everything she needs to live on. And she altered the DNA of her plants. Bill thinks she can only command plants she’s altered and grown, not anything she happens to see. But those vines and pod plants you rounded up? They’re all sixty percent Pamela. They’re as much animal as plant now. And they really are pretty much her babies now, which is just creepy.”




“Mega-creepy,” Alex agreed.




“And that leaf bathing suit? It’s not a bathing suit at all, they’re real leaves growing out of her skin! I mean, that just creeps me out! How can anybody think turning yourself into a plant is a good idea?”




Alex was just really glad no one had pulled any of those leaves off Poison Ivy the other night. That would’ve been… gruesome. Maybe mega-gruesome. What if she started bleeding? And what if it was green blood? And what if it was green blood that did groty stuff?




Willow went on, “So anyway, Wacky Maggie taught her how to fit introns and transposons and other stuff from unrelated species into a genome so it would stay viable, which Bill says is an incredible trick. He understands what’s in Maggie’s research papers, and he says it’s still more of an art form than a specific scientific technique, even if the best geneticists can reproduce the stuff she’s already worked out. Bill says Maggie’s way smarter than we thought.”




Alex grimaced. “That’s not good.” She wasn’t a giant fan of Bill Lee and she thought he needed to be nicer to Grover, but he seemed like a really smart guy. If he thought Walsh was that smart, she probably was.




Willow went on, “So Pammie — who really hates being called Pammie by the way — said she was just going to do like she did at the museum and give a big warning and scare a bunch of rich evil industrialists, when this mobster who she’s renting her secret lair from comes over and warns her about The Bat and offers to provide a little backup so her big moment doesn’t get upstaged by a weird animal-themed superhero. She’d like him a lot more if his theme was plant-based, like thorns or venus flytraps or something. So she didn’t care who helped her as long as they stayed out of her way and didn’t hurt her plants, and she had no idea about this Bane guy. Anyway, Pammie was perfectly willing to talk to Jack as soon as he offered to get her and her plants a jail cell together with lots of sunlight. Jack thinks she’s maybe gonna wither away and die if she can’t get lots of sun pretty regularly now.




“The Bane guy didn’t want to talk to Jack or Riley. But a couple of his minions admitted the mob flew all of them up from some little Central American country just to smash Batman, which gives you an idea how freaked out they are about him. And one of his minions said he was pretty massive and scary even before someone experimented on him without his permission using some freaky biochemical muscle enhancer. Bill thinks Bane may lose a ton of muscle mass if he’s held in prison long enough for the stuff to work its way out of his system, because apparently he’s needed a dose a day ever since he bulked up.




“And I got an email from Batman thanking me for the decryption help but telling me he doesn’t want to owe me or you or Jack any favors, the note was kind of rude and cranky if you ask me, but he also said he was sending me — via Jack since he doesn’t have my snail-mail addy — a prototype multi-burner for PROMs and EPROMs and EEPROMS and it sounds pretty awesome, and maybe I’ll try it out and send him some review comments. But I figure he’s gonna be trying really hard to figure out things he can do for you and Jack so he doesn’t feel like he owes you anything, because he’s still not with the trusting.”




Alex told her, “The other Batman is like the most paranoid, untrusting guy in the world, and it’s still turned out he wasn’t paranoid enough a few times, because they have superpowered alien invaders, and superpowered mind controllers, and superpowered magical badguys, and just tons of stuff like that. But he has to be able to learn to trust somebody once in a while, because the woman he’s dating used to be a supervillainess, and somehow they turned that into a relationship. Even if I have no idea how. I mean, so what if they’re both super-hot, how do you trust your arch-enemy enough to go hop in the bed with them? That sounds crazy.”




Willow wondered, “Well, maybe they weren’t exactly arch-enemies, just a sort of good guy and naughty girl thing, and they worked together to stop some real arch-enemy dealie?”




Alex shrugged. “You got me. At any rate, I don’t think he’s gonna be fighting Catwoman in our universe, because Selina Kyle’s already got a life. On another continent.”




Willow paused, “So let me think for a moment, because there’s more. Oh yeah, Marshal McCloud needed a bunch of stitches, but he got really lucky that the knife — well it was really more of a throwing spike if you really wanna know — went right in between two bones in his hand and didn’t completely sever any tendons or any major blood vessels, although it nicked a bunch of stuff, so he’s on restricted duty for a little while but he’s fine, and Sergeant Broadhurst said the chief hardly yelled at him at all this time. Jack just gave me this smirky look, so I figure he put in a good word for the marshal, and he’s gonna be protecting him, even if he keeps calling him McClod and McCowpie. And Joe Broadhurst thinks Jack must’ve put in a good word before, because they didn’t get yelled at a whole ton when they ruined that squad car with a dead silicate in it and couldn’t tell Chief Clifford what happened to the car. And Hanna didn’t have any broken bones, but the swelling on her jaw’s still pretty huge.”




Alex nodded, “Yeah, I saw. Her eye looks better, but her cheek’s still kind of swollen. And she’s got bruises all over her forearms and shins and stuff.”




Willow said, “Well Bane’s got a ton of Hanna-sized bruises all over him, too. Hanna-fists and Hanna-feet and Hanna-elbows. He sure wanted to know where Jack got her, not that Jack was gonna tell. And Hanna’s bugging Jack to let her go spar with Bane some more, like Bane wouldn’t try to kill her first chance he got. He’s not a nice guy.”




Alex agreed, “Yeah, not a whole lot of nice guys found in the supervillain world.”




“Well yeah, that’s pretty much why they’re supervillains instead of superheroes. Not counting that Cready guy who’s not exactly Mister Wonderful because — hello — mercenary guy, but he sure seems to be doing what he’s supposed to now. Maybe that whole being a silver blob burned alive constantly and never dying from it like he was really in hell kinda made him re-think the whole ‘do evil stuff’ thing.”




That was pretty much what Alex thought. Cready had probably done some pretty bad stuff before he got those superpowers, but she wouldn’t wish what happened to him on anybody. Not even Danielle Atron.




She wondered what kind of monster sees a man in never-ending unbearable agony and decides to withhold the antidote that could save him, and blackmail him instead. Well, she knew the answer to that one and wasn’t really asking it to get an answer. So it was a rhetorical question. Go-go Gadget SAT word supplier!




So Willow was really excited that Alex was nearly done with the ‘structured programming with C’ course and would be taking her exam in it before school started. Willow wanted Alex to do the Object Oriented Programming course next, and then a linux systems management course next, so Alex would have linux on her home laptop, and then a course on unix tools, so Alex would know a bunch of stuff like the C shell and the Korn shell and awk and sed. Even if Alex could hardly believe there was a unix tool called ‘awk’ which sounded like the noise a bird makes. Programmers were sort of weird.




Alex reminded her, “Okay, but remember I’m taking four AP courses this year, plus the half-credit mentoring thing, plus whatever you and Jack have me doing. I don’t know if I’ll have much time for those computer courses.” Even if the mentoring class would be pretty much nothing since she was already going to be attending Corcoran College.




And Alex was happy that Willow’s time at Jack’s house went really well. But Alex wasn’t sure Jack and Charlie were really prepared for Willow and all her stuff, because Willow had enough stuff to fill up an entire house already, and most of it she wouldn’t want to part with. All the computers and satellite dishes and UPS things and computer gear? No way. Not even if Jack got her access to all the computers in the SRI already. All her books? Nope. All her clothes and things? Nope. All her cosplay costumes and costume making stuff? Nope. Her home office? Extra nope! Alex had no idea how much stuff Jack and Charlie had, or how big their house was, but even if Jack had a ton of room in his bedroom already, there was really no way they had three spare bedrooms and a large dining room to give up for Willow’s stuff.




Okay, Willow’s house wasn’t big enough for Jack and Charlie’s stuff, either. Willow had enough spare space for Jack to visit as long as he didn’t bring more than a couple suitcases of clothes. That was really about it, because Willow had every room of her house fully used already. Maybe the garage could be turned into another bedroom, but that was about it. Alex figured Willow and Jack were going to have to have a lot of talks about this before anybody could even think about moving.




But Willow was still totally worried about Charlie. Charlie acted like he was okay with things the way they were, but what would things be like if they were living in the same house all the time? What if Charlie decided he didn’t want to take ‘parent’ orders from Willow? What if…




Willow gasped, “And what if I turn into some sort of crazed bisexual and I start having sex with lots of women? I could turn out to be a really, really bad girlfriend! I don’t wanna hurt Jack! And Charlie would hate me too, and Grover and Hanna and Janet would never speak to me again!”




Alex tried to sound reassuring. “It’ll be okay. Didn’t Jack say you just needed to talk things out with him and let him know what you feel?”




Willow scowled, “Well, Jack also said he was looking forward to coming home and finding me naked in a hot tub with Megan Fox, and that’s not ever gonna happen. Besides, I don’t like Megan Fox. She doesn’t seem very nice to her co-workers.”




Alex didn’t think that was really the point Jack had been making. Assuming Jack had been making a point and not just being a total smart-aleck.







Late Monday afternoon, Alex was waitressing at Gloria’s when her mom called on her regular cell phone. “Honey? I passed! I have a Masters degree now! This will make such a difference when I go back to work. I called your father, and we’re going out someplace nice, so you need to be home early enough to change into something nice, and we have reservations at eight o’clock.”




So Alex had to get off work about seven, so she had time to go home and clean up a little. Annie was all dressed up, and so was her mom, so Alex put on one of her good dresses and did her makeup more than she usually did, and she even had time to help Annie with eye makeup. Makeup and haircare was not Annie’s strongpoint, not that it mattered much when you were a science undergrad at M.I.T., at least according to Annie.




Wednesday Alex had her hair cut so it was a really cute pixie cut that was slightly asymmetrical in front. Then she went home and dyed it so it was just a shade darker than before. Now she wasn’t a blonde with hair down to her shoulders, and she looked drastically different from Terawatt. She couldn’t see what was the point of those comic book characters having a secret identity if you looked exactly like your superpowered identity down to the exact same hairstyle, just without a tiny mask that didn’t hide anything, like the Black Cat.




Thursday was the test for her ‘Structured Programming with C’ course. She was kind of surprised how much like the extra credit homework problems some of the test questions were. And how some of the test questions were just pretty easy. Did a lot of the people taking the course just not do the homework, or not check that their programs compiled and worked right? Still, she was pretty surprised when the proctor looked at his computer and told her she was going to get an ‘A’ for this course too. Maybe it was just all the great advice from Willow.







Saturday was the big rush day. Terawatt had martial arts in the morning, and then Alex had to fly home and shower and get ready, because her birthday party was at the house at one. So she also had to eat the first half of her lunch before people showed up, so it would look like she was eating a normal lunch, because plenty of party invitees were not in Team Terawatt.




And the party was great. Her mom was in charge of it, but Robyn and Nicole did the inviting, and so there were about thirty friends. Everybody said they loved her new short hairdo, even Ray, who said it made her look sexier because it made her face stand out more. It was super easy to care for, and went under a wig cap really easily with just a little telekinesis, and looked nothing like Terawatt’s long hair. So lots and lots of pluses.




And was Ray the best boyfriend ever, or what?




So at one o’clock they had lunch, then they all watched a movie her dad and Annie put together of Alex growing up, and there weren’t too many embarrassing things in it. And pretty much everyone at the party was in the movie a few times, even Louis and Marsha and Lindsay and Mina. And then they had cake and ice cream, and then Alex opened her presents, and then, as everyone left, half a dozen people stayed a little and helped clean up. Not that there was a lot of mess, even if Marsha had taken a piece of cake over to Louis just as Louis stood up, so he managed to put his face right in the piece of cake she had for him.




Why did this stuff always happen to Louis?




And it was a total waste of a piece of an awesome sheet cake that was two layers of chocolate cake with a raspberry jam layer in between, and buttercream frosting. Alex ate all the rest of the cake while they were cleaning up in the kitchen. It wasn’t that many pieces. Really!




And she got some awesome presents. But the best presents were hiding under Annie’s bed for after her party was over. There were presents from Annie and the folks and Team One and Team Two and Jack and Charlie and Hanna and Willow and Grover and Cindy. Jack’s had a note that said ‘for some stupid reason there aren’t presents from Rome or Tokyo or Arizona or any of the other places whose butts you saved… ingrates!’




And there was a present that didn’t have a tag or card or anything on it, but had a post-it note from Jack saying that someone in New York City must really like her. Oh. She pulled the wrapping paper off and found it was the very top-of-the-line professional Canon camera body that had just come out like a month ago, which she knew cost more than Ray’s car, even if he’d bought it used. And it wasn’t like there was a way to just ‘send it back’ given who it was really from, unless she talked Jack into flying her all the way to New York again so she could fly to Paine Manor and puddle under the back door and leave it on the kitchen table with a ‘thank you but no thank you’ note.




But if she did that, he’d think of a way to buy her something even more expensive and even harder to return. She didn’t know what to do about it.




She so needed to have Willow send Bruce an email saying that it was an awesome present, but way too expensive, and Terawatt didn’t think he owed her anything. And Willow needed to send it from some address that would really make Bruce cranky, like making it look like it came from the head of his computer security staff, or maybe from Lucius Fox.




And Jack’s present was a utility belt in white-covered metal and hard white plastic that fit snugly around her waist and matched her leotard really closely. Alex had a pretty good idea who had given Jack the idea. It had pockets on the back side that were just big enough for two of her energy bars in each one. One of the small front pockets had a circular cutting blade made out of a titanium alloy and covered in diamond dust. Now she really understood what Willow had in mind as a cutting tool. In the same pocket was a ‘wiresaw’ covered in diamond dust, like a tiny version of what they used to cut the Downingtown blob into slices. And she could probably use both of them with her telekinesis, if she practiced enough. Another pocket had a fingertip charger with three different plugs so she could use it to charge her phones and earjack and tablet computer and even her laptop too, all just from her fingers. There was a backup utility belt for her to put with her backup costume, and Jack had left a note that there would be a matching belt for each of the other copies of her costume, so there would always be one in whichever gymbag she needed. She held the cutting disk in mid-air and practiced spinning it. This could be really awesome once she got used to it.




She just needed to figure out what to keep in the other pockets. Besides food.




Willow’s present was a really cool computer program, naturally. And she’d already downloaded it onto the tablet. Alex had no idea how Willow got something like all of Photoshop, with a special tutorial, to fit on there, but she did.







Then Sunday was the sad day, because Annie was going back to school. They all hugged and cried at the airport. Well, her dad did lots of hugging without the weeping, because he was a guy. Annie smiled, “And since you’re finally in the twenty-first century, you can Skype me once in a while too!”







And Monday was the start of a long week for Alex and Mina, because Monday and Tuesday were the registration days for all the classes, and Alex needed to make sure that all the headshots for the yearbook got done. Okay, everybody needed the headshots for their school ID, but Alex wanted to make an effort to help people not look hideous in their pictures this year. Every year, there were people who hadn’t even combed their hair, or were walking around with only one half of their face shaved, or something even worse. Like last year, when no one told Morgan Cooper he had a huge piece of spinach or something on one of his front teeth.




So Alex and Louis, as the co-heads of the Photography Club, were running the whole picture deal, which was only one little step in the whole registration process, but it was something Alex could help on, and it was saving the school a ton of money they could spend on important stuff, like new uniforms for the soccer and ski teams. They had a classroom off the cafeteria set up with four of Alex’s favorite photographers in the school club, and they had a booth set up at the entry door so people had a chance to comb their hair or brush their teeth or fix their makeup or whatever they needed. Louis even had a box of individually wrapped combs and toothbrushes and stuff in case someone didn’t have what they needed, because nobody would want to use some total stranger’s toothbrush. Eww.




Okay, Monday morning was registration for the froshes, who had pretty tiny black-and-white pictures in the yearbook, but their picture was going to be on their student ID all year long, and who wanted to be stuck all year long with a totally dorky picture they hated? So even the froshes got a couple pictures taken and the photographers made sure the picture was decent, and Mrs. Wright, who was one of the vice-principals, had someone making sure the right people got matched up with the right IDs and their ID cards got printed out properly with their name and student ID number correct.




Then, that afternoon, the sophomores were doing registration. Alex got the afternoon off, while Louis ran things. And Marsha was one of the people running the check-your-hair-and-teeth table before the pictures. After Alex got off work, she found a message from Louis that one of the sophomore guys was walking around with a booger hanging out of his nose and no one had told him, so they saved the day. Because Alex would have died if her student ID had her with a booger hanging out of her nose. All year long. In living color.




Since Alex had some off hours, she called Janet. It turned out Alex’s biochemistry was so weird that she was probably immune to most normal diseases, but there were some potential serious problems Janet wanted to watch for in future. And there was pretty much no way it would be reasonable to try going on the Pill. And Janet thought Alex was fertile, but maybe she couldn’t get pregnant without taking Ray’s semen and treating it with GC-161 and doing artificial insemination, and then they’d have to worry about her baby being superpowered right off the bat, which could be mega-bad. So the only upside was that at least Alex’s DNA didn’t look like Maggie Walsh had spliced spider and snake DNA in, which was kind of what Hanna’s DNA looked like, except there were probably no spider introns in there but some even weirder things that Janet had no idea where Maggie had gotten them. Alex tried not to sulk while she waitressed for Gloria. It was really hard smiling at customers when you just wanted to go in the back and cry, but that was the hard part of waitressing — well, that and being nice to totally creepy grouches but she didn’t have any that afternoon.




On Tuesday morning, it was time for picture taking for the juniors. And their pictures weren’t as big as the senior pics in the yearbook, but they were in color, and they’d want to look good. Tuesday afternoon was senior registration. Alex and Louis got to go first, along with over a dozen other seniors who were helping at various places. Alex was kind of surprised to see that Mandy was one of the people who were helping at the photography table, so Alex sort of kept an eye on her to make sure she wasn’t mean to people who weren’t fashionplates. But Mandy was being nice to people, and even helpful. Alex figured sooner or later she’d hear what was going on with that. Maybe Mandy got booted out of Libby’s clique or something. Alex hoped Mandy had some other friends she could hang with, because being all alone all the time would be awful.




But Alex had something else set up for senior registration. Every year there were dozens and dozens of seniors who didn’t care about their action picture. They just wanted a nice picture of them with some nice campus spot as the background. So Alex and Louis and Troy and Mikael had their cameras ready and were giving people like that the chance to get their senior ‘action’ photo done. By the end of registration, Alex figured they had maybe a tenth of the seniors taken care of. All the cheerleaders and sports stars wanted action shots of them doing that stuff, and most of the people in clubs wanted pictures of them doing club stuff, and the skaterbois wanted skateboarding shots, and everyone in the drama club wanted shots of them in plays, and that kind of thing. But still, plenty of people just didn’t care about their ‘action’ shot. And then there would be people who wanted action shots that were not going to get past the editors, like that picture of Sera Miles last year.




So she figured registration was a huge win for her and Mina and the yearbook.




Then she had to make sure she had her stuff all ready for Wednesday, which was going to be the first day of classes. She took all her old notes out of her big three ring binder that stayed at home, and she set it up for collecting notes for this year. Then she took everything out of the goes-to-school notebook and got it ready, and made sure she had her pens and pencils all set. She even made sure she had a plastic ruler and like twenty pages of graph paper in her notebook, because Annie said it was way easier to write up her chem labs on graph paper, because you could get your tables and your charts and stuff looking really good without a lot of trouble. Annie also said if you read over the experiment the night before, you could write down the intro parts and maybe even draw boxes for the data tables and the charts ahead of time, which made everything so much easier you could get your labs done in class most of the time. And Annie said Mr. Hooper always had labs on Wednesdays, and if there was a pop quiz it would always be on Friday.




So after Alex got her notebooks set, she looked over her notes on trig and Spanish, just in case that would help her in the first couple days of classes. Then she tried to get some sleep. The room seemed a lot emptier without Annie and her stuff.




The room seemed a lot lonelier, too.




103. Senior Moments



Alex woke up even before the alarm went off, which meant she was getting pretty stressed out about school already. She managed to get her exercising and martial arts training in before showering and eating breakfast and making lunch. With Annie gone and school starting up and her mom going back to social work only with a more important job, things were back to the same old stuff, with everyone rushing around like crazy. And her folks had a pile of stuff for her to drop off at the dry cleaners. She was so glad the dry cleaners still had a drive-through window.




This semester, she had homeroom with Mrs. Porter, who taught Health and was the swimming coach. It was pretty much like last year and the year before, except the senior homeroom classes were like twice as big, and so more people she knew were in there with her. She got Mina to sit over with her and Robyn and Nicole and Ray and Ray’s pals. Louis and Marsha were in another homeroom, but Alex figured Louis was really a lot more concerned about having classes with Marsha than about having homeroom with Ray and Alex.




Ray sat down in front of her and grinned, “Hey, guess what? I applied to four colleges last night. All of ’em are in some wide spot called Washington D.C.” Alex just grinned like crazy. He said, “I’m pretty sure my b-ball skillz aren’t up to Georgetown level, because they’ve got one of the top point guards in the country right now, but maybe the other schools would spring for an athletic scholarship. Anyway, I talked to Coach Eddurd about sending a highlight reel of my stuff from last year’s games off to all of them, and we’ll see if I get any luck on this come this year’s games.”




Then she had to get moving to get to AP English on time. Mina and Nicole were taking it with her, so it was like she really did have a clique. Or something sort of clique-ish. Ms. Walters was the teacher. Lindsay and a couple other people had told her that Ms. Walters was one of those teachers who saw symbolic stuff in everything, so you had to write about symbolism in what you read to make her happy. Alex figured it could be worse. Annie said there was a history teacher one of her friends had over at Harvard, and he insisted that everything in history had to be interpreted through Marxism. And not Groucho Marx, either.




Ms. Walters had textbooks for everyone in the class, and then there were also going to be some novels they’d be reading. And the textbook was all short stories and poems and speeches and short tracts, all organized by what was going on historically at the time. That pretty much made sense to Alex.




So they were going to be starting out reading Captain John Smith and William Penn and Roger Williams and Anne Bradstreet. Alex looked in their textbook, and saw all that stuff was in the book. It looked like they would be going out of the book until they got to some early novelists. She hoped they were going to be easier to read than William Shakespeare. She was still disgusted about Shakespeare killing off Romeo and Juliet.




Boy, there was going to be a lot of reading to keep ahead of.




Second period was a break for her, so she figured she’d use it as a private study hall. She got a bunch of reading done out of the American Lit textbook. And she had a chat with Mina, and they decided they’d have their first yearbook staff meeting Friday last period, and they texted Mr. Carson and everybody on their staff to let them know.




Third period was AP calculus with Mrs. McGurty. Alex had liked having Mrs. McGurty for third period back in the spring, so she was looking forward to it. And the first day’s lecture didn’t seem that bad. She could see that drawing rectangles under a curve was a way to start figuring out what the area of the curve was. And maybe drawing rectangles with their top edge slanted right along where the curve went would let you get an even better estimate of the right area. The homework was just doing that kind of stuff, so it looked pretty easy so far.




Lunch was like always, except Louis brought Marsha over, and Mina joined them, so their table was pretty crowded even if they had one of the big tables in the middle of the lunchroom. And Donna and the cheer squad and a bunch of their boyfriends were on one side of them, and one of the jock tables was on their other side, so Ray spent most of lunch talking to guys at another table, and Nicole spent most of lunch talking to some of her homegirls in the cheer squad. Without Libby anywhere to be seen, and with Kelly busy with her posse, lunch was pretty quiet.




Robyn finally asked, “What’s the deal with Libby? And why isn’t Kelly over here busting our chops?”




Mina answered, “Kelly’s already busy starting on her big push for homecoming queen. Libby? No idea.”




Alex admitted, “I was watching over the photography room most of the afternoon, and I didn’t see her, but I was out taking snaps several times. I could’ve missed her.”




She pulled out her phone and texted Willow. ‘libby not at school’




In a matter of seconds, she got a reply. ‘ptsd. cant get near east side of school. going to st marys this yr’




Alex explained, “Libby can’t handle coming back here because of, you know, the whole nearly getting burned alive thing, so she’s going to St. Mary’s this year.”




Louis checked, “Wow, isn’t that an all girls school? With really boring uniforms and a ‘no makeup’ rule?”




Nicole nodded, “Yeppers. My friend Toni goes there. She says the nuns are super strict, and if you break the rules they get out the ruler, and it’s no fun at all. But her family’s Catholic, so she and her sisters all have to go there.”




Alex asked, “Toni?”




Nicole told her, “Sure. You met her at my Halloween party last year. She was rockin’ the 60’s look with the ‘fro and you were talking to her about how long it took to get her hair like that?”




Alex paused a second. “I thought her name was Mary.”




Nicole nodded. “Mary Antoinette Lessandra Collier.”




Louis burst out in a laugh. “Her name is Marie Antoinette? Are her parents trying to get her guillotined when she’s older or something?”




Nicole stuck her tongue out at Louis. “It’s not her fault. All the girls in her family are Mary Something. Mary Antoinette, Mary Beatrice, Mary Chelsea, and Mary Deirdre.”




Robyn snarked, “What would be next? Mary Egberta?”




Nicole admitted, “Her mom told her that if she’d had a fifth girl she would’ve named her Mary Elizabeth.”




Louis said, “Imagine being in a really huge family. ‘Oh I’m Mary Xylophone. You’re looking for Mary Quagmire.’ That would be pretty annoying.”




Nicole nodded, “Yeah, that’s why Toni goes by her middle name when she can, even if all the nuns call her ‘Mary Antoinette’ just all the time. She says there’s like half a dozen girls in her classes with first name Mary, and she’s not even the only girl named Mary with a middle name that starts with ‘A.’ So… yeah.”




Alex muttered, “I hope Libby’s okay.”




Robyn insisted, “Not me. I hope she gets the ruler across her butt a couple times a week until she learns her lesson.”




Ray agreed, “Most of the school’s probably hoping she gets some payback.”




Louis added, “Most of the guys in school are probably fantasizing about the ruler across the butt thing.”




“Eww!” Alex complained.




“Just sayin’,” Louis pointed out.




Marsha still gave him an elbow. Then he whispered something in her ear, and she got an expression that Alex recognized at once. The ‘Willow thinking dirty thoughts about sex stuff and looking forward to later on’ look. Alex didn’t say anything, though. She was just happy Louis and Marsha were getting on so well.




And finally, Kelly came by. “Hi Alex. Hi Alex’s posse.”




Louis stuck his tongue out at her and thumbed his nose, but she had her back to him, so she didn’t see him.




Alex smiled, “Hi Kelly! What’s up?” Not that she really thought Kelly deserved a big smile, but she was going to pretend Kelly wasn’t bugging her.




Kelly announced, “Well, I’ve been working on anti-Libby slogans before we get to the Homecoming Queen voting.”




Alex told her, “Libby transferred to another school. You won’t need any anti-Libby slogans.”




Kelly fumed, “What? And why didn’t you tell me? I wasted almost a week on this!”




Alex calmly said, “I only found out like two minutes ago from a friend who doesn’t go here.” She was not going to let Kelly make her upset. She had way bigger stuff to be upset about. She had Danielle Atron and The Collective and Maggie Walsh to worry about. And silicates and giant spiders and giant blobs and city-imploding weapons and the Failsafe Option and who knew what else. And supervillains. And stuff like the mutated animals and that radioactive lake in Russia.




“Well, here’s my list for homecoming.” Kelly handed Alex a sheet.




It was twenty-eight girls’ names. Alex glanced at the top several and realized Kelly had a list of everyone who might be in the running for Homecoming Queen. Kelly and Donna and Libby were at the top, followed by Alex and Nicole and Trish and Cathy and Jill.




Kelly leaned over and drew a line through Libby’s name. “Well, that’s one problem taken care of.”




Alex insisted, “I’m not running for Homecoming Queen. I’ve got four AP courses and I’m taking an online computer course to get my college requirements out of the way, and my college wants me available at the drop of a hat to go talk to mentors.”




Kelly gasped — well, maybe it was a sort of screech — “What? Your college? You’re already accepted somewhere?”




Alex shrugged. “Corcoran College of Art and Design in Washington, D.C. I’m gonna major in photojournalism, and they have mentors for all their students, and they want me to fly out there and meet with potential mentors whenever they become available. So I might not even be here for homecoming.”




Ray gave Kelly a little verbal jab, “And she’s up for a Pulitzer Prize in photojournalism, so who knows if she’ll have to fly to the East Coast for some sort of interview.”




Alex glared at him. “That’s a secret. I don’t want anybody talking about that.” She looked at Kelly, “Don’t tell anyone. KPVC put me up for a nomination, but there are plenty of other people who get their names put in every year.”




She looked over the list. “Why isn’t Terri Williams on here? Or Elissa Conroy?” Terri was the star forward for the girls’ basketball team, and Elissa was really the best actress in the drama group, even if the ‘pretty girl’ roles always went to Trish Reilley.




Kelly snorted. “Terri’s a moose. No guy’s gonna vote for a girl who’s 6’4”. And Elissa’s got a face like mud.”




Alex insisted, “Terri’s nice! And Elissa’s a really good actress!”




Kelly sniped, “And if that’s the best thing you can say about someone, no one’s gonna vote for them for Homecoming Queen.”




Alex frowned at her, “That’s just mean.”




Kelly just said, “Libby’s gone, you’re not interested… Okay, I really only have to worry about Donna.” She grabbed her sheet and walked off.




Mina growled, “Someone really needs to put a spoke in her wheel.”




Marsha agreed, “Yeah.”




Alex told them, “We have more important things in life than Homecoming Queen.”




Marsha gaped at her, “How can you be so calm about this? You could be Homecoming Queen!”




Alex tried to explain, “When Azure Crush came here to bust up the school? She was here after me. Danielle Atron sent her. Atron’s people kidnapped mom and dad and Ray. She thinks I might know who Terawatt is, just because I got the first pictures of her. I have a supervillainess out there who wants to kidnap me and torture me until I die. I have a heck of a lot more to worry about than high school stuff.”




Ray added, “And this was the second time Atron kidnapped Alex and her mom and dad, and the first time she kidnapped ’em, she really did try to kill all of ’em. And me too. Her minion Lars left me handcuffed to a desk with a timebomb ticking away near me. We got out of the plant just as the bombs went off. After that, high school b-ball is just not a lot of pressure.”




Mina looked kind of shocked. “No wonder you didn’t freak when Pete and Paul steamrollered us.”




Alex shrugged. “We have supervillains running loose in this town, maybe half a dozen times a year. We have Danielle Atron loose somewhere out there. We have real, live monsters showing up around the world. There are way more important things in life than wearing a crown for an hour.”




Mina smiled smugly. “And that’s why you oughta be the homecoming queen, not Kelly.”




Marsha nodded. Robyn smirked, “I bet we could get Alex picked in a landslide.”




Mina nodded, “Sure! Who’s really for Kelly, except her posse? Who’s really for Donna, except half the cheer squad and a couple jocks?”




Louis leaned forward, “I’ll help with the campaign. First we do market segmentation…”




Alex groaned and buried her face in her hands. She just knew this would go horribly wrong.







After lunch, she had Spanish IV with Senora Martinez. Only about half the Spanish III class from last year was in there, which meant Senora Martinez would expect that everyone in the room would be the hardest working students. And half as many people meant getting called on twice as much.




Senora Martinez also did the whole class in Spanish, and wanted everyone to speak only Spanish in the classroom, even for things like needing to go to the bathroom. Alex was totally glad she’d reviewed Spanish for today. And they were going to be reading Spanish literature as part of the class. Alex was kind of unhappy about that, except that meant that some of the time they weren’t going to be doing the ‘new vocabulary and grammar’ stuff.




Ugh. Could she even write an essay in Spanish about Spanish literature? Well, she could try doing it Willow-style: read the book with some essay topic in mind, sit down, write it as fast as she could, set it aside for a couple days, and then fix a bunch of the dumbness in it.




On the other hand, she must have learned plenty of Spanish already, because doing a class solely in Spanish wasn’t as hard on her brain as she expected. Okay, Senora Martinez’s classes were mostly in Spanish already, so this wasn’t that big a difference. But there was no way Alex could ever be a language brain like Hanna, because Hanna already spoke like a dozen languages mega-fluently.




Sometimes Alex really wondered what Erik Heller did to Hanna. Did he not talk to her in her real language for years? If he wasn’t dead, she’d really give him a piece of her mind. Okay, she’d probably have to wait in line behind Janet Fraiser. And Jack. And Cindy too: she was pretty cheesed off about how Hanna didn’t get to be a normal girl when she was growing up. And Charlie. And probably Riley and Sergeant Scott too.




Alex smiled to herself that at least she wasn’t going to have a ton of homework yet, because this week Senora Martinez was going over all the stuff from last year as review, and Alex had reviewed it all and pretty much had it down.




Then the next period was AP chemistry. She looked around the room. She could sit with Louis, but would Louis be the best lab partner? No. He’d want to talk, and he didn’t take good notes, so that would probably be a hassle in labs. Same for Mitchell or Deanna or… well, she knew pretty much everyone in the room. Wade Stevens was one of the smartest seniors in the school, and probably the smartest person in the room. Okay, he looked like his mom still dressed him, but that didn’t make him a bad person. She walked over to where he was sitting and asked, “Can I sit here?”




He looked up at her and said, “Umm, you… umm… might get stuck sitting… umm… next to me all year. Or… umm… at least all semester.”




So she sat down. “I’m more interested in having a highly competent lab partner. My sister warned me about sitting with someone you like and not getting enough work done on Wednesdays.”




He had a twitch of recognition. “Oh! You’re… umm… Annie Mack’s sister, right? That’s okay. I was… umm… worried… well, I was in a couple classes with Libby Clemens.”




Eww. She told him, “You have my deepest sympathies.” He snorted with laughter, but she was pretty serious, because Libby had sort of made some smart people do her homework and take-home tests and projects for her in a couple classes. “I’m serious about chemistry. I pretty much grew up with it.”




“Oh, right. Your dad’s the head of research at the plant.” Okay, he said it with a couple more ‘umm’ words in there.




She nodded. “I’m used to always having someone running biochemistry experiments in our home lab, which used to be a garage but I don’t think it’s been used as a garage for cars for maybe fifteen or twenty years.”




“Cool,” he said. “My stepdad would go insane if I did chem experiments in the house. Or the garage.”




She asked, “How come you’re not already done with AP chem?”




He said, “I would’ve taken it two years ago, but Mr. Hooper said most colleges wouldn’t accept a grade from a course I took three years earlier, and I’d be a lot better off taking it my last year. So I did AP physics last year and biology the year before that, and I got my Health Class requirement out of the way my freshman year.” Okay, he said it with a lot more ‘umm’s in there.




She admitted, “I wish I’d taken AP physics last year, but I’ve been avoiding all the classes where the teachers had Annie for a student, because that would be like being Albert Einstein’s little brother. ‘Ohh, Albert was so smart, are you going to be a Nobel Prize winning genius too?’ Ugh.”




Wade said, “Well, Einstein was supposed to be pretty bad in math and science in school, you know.”




She told him, “That’s an urban legend. Annie looked it up. He had really good grades in math and science in upper grades, even if he probably drove his teachers insane in whatever their elementary grades are called.”




“I… umm… didn’t know that,” he admitted.




“I also got some advice on Mr. Hooper’s classes from Annie. Wednesday is lab day. We’ll be better off doing our labs on graph paper for writing stuff down in tables and drawing charts. And we can get started on the lab write-up the night before, because of his handouts. And pop quizzes are pretty much always on Fridays.”




He said, “Yeah, I heard that about the pop quizzes.”




She asked, “You’re in the Science Club and the Computer Club, right?”




“Yeah.”




She’d known the answer, but she’d wanted him to be in the conversation. “Have you guys decided what you’re going to do for your action photos? We’re trying to get a big headstart on stuff for the yearbook, and you ought to be thinking about that kind of stuff now.”




He just shrugged. “Why? There’s nothing cool for an action shot for our stuff. And we’re not gonna be in the yearbook. We never are.”




She frowned, remembering what certain yearbook jerks were like last year. “Well, this year’s gonna be different. And Mina and I are gonna get everybody’s group in the yearbook. Even Science Club and Computer Club and the Robotics Team and the Quiz Bowl team, and some of the club sports that aren’t ‘cool.’ It’s totally not fair that the lacrosse teams didn’t get in the yearbook last year. Girls’ lacrosse did way better than the football team, and no one paid ’em any attention. And if you guys can’t think up stuff for your action photos, invite me to the next club meeting, and I’ll tell you some ideas I had.” Okay, some of them were ideas Willow had.




Then Mr. Hooper called roll and started class. It looked like it was going to start out pretty easy, because he wanted to talk about the nature of science, and how science worked, and how scientific theories were postulated, then tested, then revised.




So she had four textbooks, plus extra readings in English and Spanish. Well, she figured that was manageable. She went to her last class of the day, mentoring, which she was only supposed to have two days a week, and then she could take off early or go study. She was glad to see it was Mrs. Finnegan, because Alex liked her. There were like forty or fifty kids in the room, so Alex figured it wasn’t going to be a normal teacher-type thing.




Mrs. Finnegan said, “Now let me explain how this is going to work. All of you in this group are planning on going to college, and all of you have grades good enough to go pretty much anywhere you want. So I’ll be working with all of you individually, helping you get application forms, and get them filled out so the colleges will like them better, and helping you work out which schools you should apply to. We just have three people to deal with off the top. Jeff, Alex, Mark, you’re all here?”




Alex put her hand up.




Mrs. Finnegan read, “Alex, your packet says you’ve already been accepted by Corcoran College of Art and Design. Good work, by the way. So you’ll need a few days out of school here and there to fly to the East Coast and meet with potential mentors, but other than that, you’re set. We’ll need to talk about AP credit and any other credit you might be eligible for, and course schedules for your college freshman year. But other than that, you’ll have free periods last period for the rest of the semester. Okay?”




“Okay!”




As Alex was leaving, she could hear Mrs. Finnegan talking to Jeff, who was applying to get into the Air Force Academy and would need to do some extra stuff this year. Alex knew from talking with Jack that it was a ton of extra stuff, including getting a recommendation from a state senator or someone like him. Okay, Alex knew she could get some pretty amazing recommendations from people like General Hammond or Jack O’Neill, but what did an ordinary high school student have to do to get a recommendation from like a state senator?




On the way to Gloria’s shop, Alex called Willow to talk about American Lit and Spanish class. Willow asked, “Pretty much every book they’re going to assign is gonna be at least eighty years old, right?”




“Well, I guess so. Maybe the very last books in American Lit might not be.”




Willow smiled over the phone. Alex could hear it in her voice. “Then it’s probably already done by the Gutenberg Project, so you can download it for free and read it on your tablet instead of lugging more books around. And there’s gonna be some alternative readings you should look into that’ll be on the Gutenberg site, and they have lots of classic books in foreign languages too, so I bet your Spanish readings will mostly be there. And if you’re reading in Spanish on your tablet and there’s a word or phrase you don’t know, you can highlight it and use an accelerator to do an instant look-up on a translator program.”




Wow, that made it all sound a lot more manageable. “Thanks Willow, you’re the best.”




“Oh! And I’m working on a Terawatt cosplay costume. I’m still trying to talk Jack into telling me exactly what your mom got for boots and the wig and all that, and I’m trying a couple things for a mask and makeup, but could you talk your mom and dad into helping me out?”




Alex rolled her eyes. “Willow, mom and dad love you. Just call them up. Drive down and let dad do a model of your head like he did mine, and then he can make a mask and plastic eyeshadow and plastic lipstick like he did for me, and you’ll love how it looks on you. And mom would loan you some of the spray stuff and show you how she did the leotard, but you’ll have to design in an invisible zipper in the back first, because it’s not leotard-y once it’s sprayed.”




“You’re sure?”




Alex insisted, “Sure I’m sure! Drive down for eight o’clock dinner tomorrow night, and we can do all this stuff.”




It was only after she hung up that she realized she hadn’t checked with her mom first. Uh-oh.




She called her mom and got her answering system. “Hey mom, it’s Alex, can Willow come over for dinner tomorrow night? Bye.”




Around about five o’clock, her mom called her back. Alex had to finish taking a couple orders before she could call her mom back, or at least check the message. Okay, the message said, “We’d love to have Willow come over for dinner!” So everything was okay.




Once Alex got home from waitressing and had dinner with her folks, she explained about Willow and the cosplay costume. Her dad worried, “Sure, we can make a mold of her face and give her a really realistic mask and plastic makeup, but isn’t that going to be a problem if someone thinks she’s really you?”




But Alex explained, “Dad, there’s already hundreds of people making Terawatt costumes, and some of ’em are so real-looking it’s freaky. When I did the judging in San Diego, there were maybe ninety Terawatts there, and about four women looked more like me than I do. I mean—”




Her mom interrupted, “We get what you mean, honey. But what if we make her a mask and plastic makeup that look pretty good but aren’t perfect?”




Alex shrugged, “Willow’s shorter than me anyway, so I think anybody looking at her up close would know it can’t be Terawatt, who’s like six feet tall.” Her mom snorted with amusement.




Her dad thought it over, “Okay, but I’ll give Willow the option when we do dinner tomorrow night.”




Her mom suggested, “And we should look for a vegetarian slow cooker recipe for tomorrow night. I think there’s a hearty bean and lentil stew we could try. And I’ll pick up some really nice bread at the store, and I’ll make a big salad.” She looked at Alex and added, “And you can eat half a dozen donuts before you come home, so you won’t complain about not having enough to eat.”




“Mom!” But it wasn’t going to do any good to complain, because her dad thought that was really funny.




After cleaning up the kitchen, she did some reading for lit and some Spanish review, and she read the first section in the chem textbook, and she read the first two sections in the calc textbook. The calc was really easy, so far. Anybody could see how to estimate the area under a curve on a graph by sticking rectangles in to fit underneath. And anybody could see that your computed area would be a little bit of an underestimate, just because when you drew it, you’d always have little gaps between part of the curve and the rectangle. Or you could make the rectangle sit just above the curve, and then it would always be an overestimate. Or you could pick the middle of that chunk of the curve for the height of your rectangle, and then the rectangle would have a tiny bit above the curve and a tiny bit below, so it would sort of even out. And if you kept making the rectangles narrower and narrower, you’d be off on your estimate by tinier and tinier pieces.




All that part made a lot of sense, so she kept reading until she hit the ‘limit’ stuff. That was kind of freaky. She read that part too, but didn’t really get it. But the idea was that if you let your rectangles keep getting narrower and narrower, then you had a mathematics thing with a ‘limit,’ a value when the width of the rectangles went to zero and the number of rectangles went to infinity, like if they were just vertical lines instead of rectangles, and then you ended up with a math formula for the area, and presto, you had integral calculus. Man, Newton and Leibniz must have been so freakishly smart! Maybe even Willow-smart.




Wait a minute, if your rectangle was so thin it was just a straight line up to the curve, then it wouldn’t matter whether you picked a rectangle that fit at the lowest point of the curve in your rectangle, or a rectangle that fit at the highest point of the curve, or a rectangle that went through the middle of the curve, because if your rectangle was as thin as a line, they’d all be the same height! So all those ways of figuring out the area would turn out to be the same. This stuff was pretty sneaky.







The next morning, she was already into the school-year schedule. She got up early and did her martial arts exercises, and she washed her nice, short hair that was way faster to wash and dry and style, even if she had to make sure she used her shampoo for colored hair and not Annie’s super-cheap shampoo for people who didn’t care about their hair at all. She got dressed and packed her school lunch and helped her mom start the slow cooker while she ate four fried egg sandwiches.




Then it was off to school, with the usual stuff. Ms. Walters wanted to talk about the symbolism in Captain John Smith’s writing, but Alex thought that was goofy, not that she was ever going to say so. The guy was just writing big PR blurbs for the New World, as far as she could tell. Now she could see lots of symbolism in Anne Bradstreet’s poetry, even if it was all religious symbolism. But she figured if she had a choice, her first paper would be on Anne Bradstreet instead of something she’d be unhappy writing. Then Spanish was more review, and she was ready on that. And Mr. Hooper gave a lecture that was pretty much the history of chemistry. It was so weird finding out that tons of regular chemistry was so new it didn’t even exist when her dad’s father was born.




She made the time to drop in on Mrs. Finnegan, who had a dozen other students in the room already. But Alex just waited.




“Now Alex, I see you’re taking four AP courses now. If you do well on the AP tests, you’ll want to make sure they use these for any math and science and humanities requirements, and you should try to make sure they use your AP English for any intro English or writing course they give to the froshes. Do you have anything else?”




Alex admitted, “A friend of mine has me doing some computer courses. I did two this summer for college credit and got ‘A’s on both.”




“Computer courses?”




Alex nodded. “An intro course and a course on structured programming using the C programming language.”




Mrs. Finnegan’s eyebrows went soaring. “And you got an ‘A’? I’m impressed. All I know about C is it’s really hard.”




Alex blushed some. “Well, I had plenty of really good advice from a programmer friend on why C is so weird. That helped.”




Mrs. Finnegan made a couple notes in Alex’s folder and then asked, “And is there anything else?”




Alex admitted, “Well, my programmer friend wants me to do a couple more computer courses between now and next school year.”




Mrs. Finnegan nodded. “Okay, then I think we’re set until next term, unless you complete another one of these courses. If you do that, come in and let me know, so I can keep a record of it. So you’ve now got last period free for the term.”




Alex grinned, “Okay. I’ll be able to get a lot more studying in before I go to work.”




And at Gloria’s, she made sure she could leave early enough to get home before eight. And maybe she ate two chocolate eclairs and two apple fritters. Not that she thought the stew wouldn’t be filling or anything, she just was hungry.




Then it was so great having Willow over for dinner. And Willow seemed so surprised that anyone would invite her over to eat with them, which just made Alex feel bad for Willow, and like a really rotten friend for not inviting her over like a dozen times a month. And Willow brought a couple more chocolate zucchini cakes, because she said she had zucchini coming out of her ears, and she already had plenty stored in her freezer.




Her dad teased, “Your zucchini must have heard Alex was extra hungry this summer.”




Dinner went great. Willow really liked the stew and even asked for the recipe. Alex thought it was pretty tasty, even if it would have been better with maybe some chunks of smoked sausage in it too. And the bread was really great. Alex ate about half the loaf.




Then she finished off the heel while her dad took Willow into the garage and did the stuff to get a mold of Willow’s face. It was cool to watch, but sort of icky to do, because you had to pull your hair back and pull on a ‘bald cap’ to cover your hair, and paint waxy stuff on your eyebrows, and make sure you didn’t have any hairs sticking out anywhere, and rub lots of goopy lotion on your skin. Then you had to sit still while you got thick stuff painted all over your face and back toward your ears, and that took like ten minutes to dry, and you had to breathe through your nose the whole time. Then there was a layer that got painted on over that which dried really hard in a couple minutes, so the whole thing could get peeled off. After that, the mold got used to make a cast of your head with a special gel plastic while you cleaned wax out of your eyebrows and washed greasy lotion off your face. But Willow didn’t complain, maybe because Alex sat next to her and talked to her the whole time about her birthday party and how much she liked Willow’s gift, and how she knew Willow helped Jack come up with that utility belt, and a bunch of stuff like that.




Alex also talked all about Ray’s birthday party, which was going to be on Saturday, because his birthday was actually the coming Monday and that wouldn’t work as well. Alex had been helping plan the party, and had a special birthday present that would probably get used as soon as the guys saw it, because it was just what Ray needed: a big net to go across the end of his driveway to keep basketballs from bouncing out into the street and down the slope so you had to chase the ball like crazy before it got two blocks down and went out into traffic and got run over by a truck. The net was thirty feet wide and seven feet high and at either side it had big, sturdy poles with bases you filled with water so they wouldn’t tip over. Ray hadn’t lost a basketball when Alex was over for about five years because of the whole telekinesis thing, but he’d lost a few before Alex got her powers, and he’d lost at least one since then when Alex wasn’t there to retrieve the ball. And when one of those big street cleaner trucks runs over your ball with those rotary brushes going, there’s not a lot of ball left.




Alex let Willow use her bathroom and her facial cleanser and all her stuff, until Willow didn’t feel like she’d rubbed vaseline all over her face, even if that was pretty close to what she’d really done before the plastic molding stuff went on your face. Then they had a couple pieces of Willow’s cake.




Okay, Alex had three pieces of cake. Everyone else had one. Maybe her dad had a second piece at bedtime too. But Willow stayed for another hour and got Alex started on the Object Oriented Programming on-line course, which made a lot more sense when Willow talked about what OOP meant to her.







On Friday, things went really smoothly. She was even ready for Mr. Hooper’s pop quiz. The yearbook meeting went great, and everyone was totally glad it only took like twenty-five minutes, instead of four hours spread over four days like last year. She managed to sneak Ray’s gift into his folks’ garage while Ray was out, and she gave Ray’s mom the fancy birthday banner Willow had printed off for Ray that said ‘HAPPY B-DAY RAY!’ only all the letters were made of basketball players and basketball nets and stuff, and it was printed on one long strip of paper. So she was set.




She must have said it out loud or something, because Saturday morning, when she was on her way to martial arts lessons in her Terawatt uniform complete with her brand-new utility belt, she got a call from Jack.




“Tera, we’ve got a Code Red. All I know so far is we got a buzz that a paranormal force just wiped out the research center of the DSI in Virginia.”




Alex gulped. “How wiped out is wiped out?”




Jack grimly said, “The agent who called it in had to hike miles to get to a working cell phone tower. She said there wasn’t a building left standing, and there were less than two dozen survivors, most of them injured. Out of what’s supposed to be a staff of over two hundred, including some very heavily armed security teams. And she said everything that wasn’t on fire was already burned to a crisp, including a lake. I don’t know how accurate any of that is, since on the playback I heard she sounded somewhere between hysterical and ‘screaming meemies’ but I need you out here yesterday. The Blackbird’s already on its way up.”




Alex said, “But… it’s Ray’s birthday party!” She didn’t whine. She didn’t!




Jack sympathized, “Sorry. I understand. I was going to take Charlie and Grover out hiking. So it’s crappy all the way around. But if whatever took down an entire heavily-defended compound is still out there, it could do a hell of a lot of damage. And Washington D.C. isn’t that far away. I really need your help.”




Alex just wanted to cry, but she told him, “Okay. I’ll be waiting at the runway for the Blackbird, and then I’ll be there I guess an hour later.”




“I’m really sorry about your plans.”




She frowned, “I guess Ray’ll understand. Oh, by the way, what’s the DSI?”




Jack said, “Another black ops group that sticks its nose in paranormal phenomena, just one that’s bigger than us. Officially, they’re the U.S. Department of Scientific Intelligence, even though they’re not really a ‘government department.’ Inside the DHS they’re mainly called The Shop.”





104. Shop and Save



Alex refused to cry. Bad stuff happened, and it didn’t check her personal calendar for convenient days. She just dialed Ray.




“Hello?”




“Ray? It’s me. I… I have to fly out. Right now. I can’t make your party. I… I’m really sorry. But this is really bad, and… and…”




“Honey, don’t cry. It’s okay. I’ll tell mom and dad you had a family emergency. You just go do that stuff you do better than anybody, and I’ll see you when you get back. Love ya.”




“Oh Ray, I love you too, and I’m so sorry.” And she was crying. The tears were streaming down her mask and dripping onto her leotard, which thankfully was waterproof or else it would have had humiliating wet spots over her boobs.




She managed to stop crying before she landed in front of Building G. She went right in and told Staff Sergeant Meadows that she had a Code Red and had to leave in a matter of minutes. He just told her he understood being on call for emergencies, and he wished her luck. She really wanted to give him a hug for being so nice, but she didn’t think he’d like that.




She flew to the runways and waited. It wasn’t that long before the Blackbird came searing in. Walter must have caught them when they were all ready to go, because it seemed like it had hardly been any time at all since Jack called her. Or maybe Walter called the Blackbird first, since they knew her schedule on Saturday mornings. She got lucky, and she timed it close enough that she slammed into the canopy on her first try. It stung, because she hit pretty hard, but she didn’t really care right then. She was busy being miserable and angry and sad and disappointed. She oozed through the portal, sealed it behind her, and puddled into her spot in the passenger seat. She just muttered, “Let’s go.”




Being a puddle made it a lot easier not to cry. She didn’t bother to look out the windows or anything. She just sat there feeling sorry for herself. Why did things have to be so hard? Why did this have to be right when she wanted to be there for Ray, and not have his mom and dad be mad at her for skipping out on her boyfriend’s party?




So she was still feeling sorry for herself when the Blackbird descended, dropping speed as it cut into the atmosphere. The pilot finally told her, “We’re on target now.” So she popped the port and oozed out, snapping it shut with her telekinesis before she slid off the canopy and went flying downward.




She had thought Virginia would be mostly cities and towns, since it was so close to Washington D.C., but this was northwestern Virginia, and it was all countryside. The roads were fewer and farther apart than she’d expected, and the ones she could see were just not that big. She popped her tPhone out of her morph and waited until it got a GPS signal. Then Willow’s GPS app pointed her in the direction she needed to go.




Uh-oh. It was pointing her right at what looked like a former fire. There was still smoke rising, even at her altitude. She didn’t bother to slow down, because if there was smoke, there might still be fire. And there might be people who needed rescuing.




As she got closer, she could see buildings all over a big rectangular area that had no trees, and was surrounded by woods and glens. Well, she could see things that used to be buildings, because it looked like there wasn’t anything left standing. Her cell phone bars went to zero, because she was getting away from a working cell tower. If there was supposed to be cell reception in that area, it wasn’t working now.




Her phone automatically switched over to Jack’s comm system, thanks to another Willow-app. “Tera? That you?”




She was going to say something grumpy and smart-alecky to him, but then she realized Jack’s chopper was in the middle of a real disaster area. She was close enough to see anything the size of a car or larger. The buildings weren’t just burned. They were blasted. They were pretty close to disintegrated. Someone hadn’t set them on fire, like Cready would have managed. No, this was way worse. It was like someone had hit them with a Mark 77 and a bunch of C-4 all at the same time. If anyone had still been in those buildings when they went, there was no chance they survived. Alex wasn’t sure she could have survived something like that. And there used to be some trees in that fenced-in area, but now there was nothing left but stumps incinerated down to the ground.




She was close enough to see people now. And she wished she wasn’t. Jack had two three-person teams moving around, smoke was still wisping around, and there was nothing else moving. After the Arizona thing, she knew what roasted dead things looked like. That was what she was seeing. There were charred remains of cars. There were charred remains of horses over by what might have once been a nice stable.




There were charred remains of people. There were lots and lots of charred remains of people, and what were probably charred remains of pieces of people. It was the most gruesome thing she’d ever seen.




She used her telekinesis to slam on the brakes and slow herself down from a pretty massive speed to something she could land with, and she flew over toward Jack. He was with Sergeant Scott and the sergeant she didn’t know yet, even if she thought his last name was maybe Walters.




Jack looked up at her and tapped his earjack. His voice came in loud and clear. “O’Neill to Tera. I’m glad you’re here. This is really bad. From what I got out of the three people who called in to the DHS, all of this was done by one girl. One girl who apparently makes your buddy Cready look like a half-used matchbook. The DSI won’t give us a straight answer on this, but Hammond’s boss says this is their national research center. Or rather, it used to be. I’ve got Acid Burn chewing her way into their computers, but it looks like most of their computing power is burnt silicon now.”




“Finn to O’Neill. Found the exit point. Looks like our threat just melted two high security fences and took out the guard dogs in the gap between fences.”




“O’Neill to Finn. Roger that. Looks like our little ball of fire walks instead of flying. That’s one good thing. She’s on foot and probably slow mobile in this terrain.”




Alex breathed a sigh of relief, which she really should not have done, because the place smelled like… roasted pork. Roasted pork that had been overcooked until it burned. And there were no pigs anywhere around here. Her stomach lurched as she realized what that meant.




She could have lived her whole life without knowing what a burnt-to-death person smelled like. Sometimes, superheroing was a really cruddy job.




But at least she didn’t have to worry about Cready version 2.0 firebombing Washington D.C. at a hundred fifty miles an hour. No, she just had to worry about whoever this ‘girl’ ran into next.




Jack said into the comms, “At least she has control over her powers, unlike Cready, or there would be a trail of forest fires wherever she went. Tera, can you do a quick sweep about three hundred yards outside the security fences for any signs of fire, smoke, roasted guard dogs, whatever looks suspicious?”




“Tera to O’Neill. Roger that.” She flew back up to about five hundred feet and moved until she was maybe nine hundred feet outside the fences. At least she couldn’t smell the burned, horribly-dead bodies anymore.




She flew a fast rectangle around the property. There was no sign of anything. Not even any movement. Whoever had done this could have been gone for hours, if a survivor had to get out, hike to somewhere with cell phone coverage, call for help, and then get the phone call transferred down to Jack’s group before Jack could even start rounding up his team.




“Tera to O’Neill. Nothing visible. No fires, no smoke, nothing suspicious. How many hours ago did the ‘girl’ go through that fence?”




“Finn to O’Neill. If only three people called in to the DHS emergency numbers, and we have ‘less than two dozen’ as our survivor group, who did the others call?”




“Crap. O’Neill to team. The DSI is suspected of running some very black ops off the books. No hard evidence that I know of, but there are rumors. If some of their hit teams got called in, we may have some human threats — armed human threats — loose in the area too.”




“Heller to O’Neill. Scale of threats?”




“O’Neill. Assume less than full CIA HK teams, but not by much.”




“Finn to O’Neill. Do we assume counter-terrorism protocols?”




“O’Neill. Absolutely. Tera, Klar, that means if you see someone with a weapon, assume they will use it on you as soon as they spot you. If you see a suspect not holding a weapon, assume they may have a concealed weapon and remain alert. A.G., you have full authorization as of this moment, until I say otherwise.”




“Heller to O’Neill. Roger that.”




Alex had a very bad feeling that Jack had just given a sixteen year old girl permission to kill anyone who threatened her. And if Jack was doing that, then Jack was a lot more worried than he was letting on.




She flew back to where Jack was standing. He was looking at a mudhole. A great big dried-up mudhole. She carefully asked, “Jack? Is there something you’re not telling me?”




He grimaced. “Remember the crazy bit about the girl frying a lake?”




She looked at the mudhole. It could have been a great big pond. Only something would have had to put out so much heat they boiled off maybe ten or twenty thousand cubic feet of water, and then burned the mud underneath dry, and then burned furrows through the mud like little tornadoes. She couldn’t imagine how much energy that would have to be, but it was bad. Mega-bad.




And that pond was just one part of what their threat had done. She worried, “Jack, what’s gonna happen if we catch up with her?”




He frowned, “If people like Finn and Scott catch up with her, they’ll be burned alive. There’s a car over there…” He made a gesture at something off to the west. “Lots of armor, lots of guys with weapons. From what I could tell of the pieces, at least one of them had an M4 and another had an SAW, and it looked like the magazines I could see on both had to be empty when they got melted, because nothing cooked off despite enough heat to melt steel. So they probably emptied their weapons at our threat from a pretty short distance. It’s pretty obvious they didn’t stop her. If you could make a wall of heat so intense a bullet disintegrates when fired through it, you’d either be incinerated or you’d be invulnerable to conventional weaponry.”




Alex gulped. “So it’s up to me.” If she couldn’t find this girl first, the HK teams of the DSI would force the girl to do… this stuff to wherever she was. But if she found this girl first, the girl might do this to her. That sounded mega-grim.




“Heller to O’Neill. I’ve found her tracks.”




“O’Neill. Sure it’s her?”




“Heller to O’Neill. Yes. Unless there are DSI agents wearing children’s sizes of tennis shoes.”




Alex gulped. Children’s sizes? “Tera to Heller. Age?”




“Heller. At a guess, maybe seven to eleven.”




Alex felt sick to her stomach. What was a ‘research center’ doing with a seven year old girl? Or maybe eleven, but way too young to deal with powers like this. She looked at Jack, and he looked like he wanted to go punch someone in the nose. Only guys like Jack probably didn’t punch you in the nose. Guys like Jack knew how to do the kind of stuff Hanna did.




Alex looked around at the smoking ruins that had once been buildings, and she figured that everyone Jack wanted to punch had probably been burned to death in really horrible ways.




“O’Neill. Regroup on my position. Eddings, get me Acid Burn on sat phone.”




“Who’s Eddings?” Alex asked. She didn’t bother using the comms, since Jack was right there next to her.




“Chopper pilot. Marine Captain Carl Eddings. You met him in Arizona. He’s SRI also.”




Alex stopped and thought for a moment. “Oh. Right.” If she remembered right, he was the blonde ‘Val Kilmer almost-look-alike’ with the great smile.




And then Willow’s AutoTuned voice came in over the comms. She said, “I’m waiting.”




Jack winced, “Acid, this one is a bad one. Can we not…”




Willow insisted, “You lost the bet. I got to pick the codenames for this time. I’m waiting.”




Jack gritted his teeth and finally said, “Fine. Romeo to Juliet. Do you have an update?”




Alex didn’t smile, because everything was so horrible around her. And she felt totally horrible for being a sulky whinypants about not going to a birthday party, when scads of people had been roasted alive and blown to smithereens. She was such a horrible person. She was a horrible person who was trying not to throw up from the smell all over the place, so she was horrible at superheroing too.




And she kept remembering that Romeo died in that stupid play.




“Juliet to Romeo. DHS needs to stomp on these guys hard. They’ve got their computers screened off from official DHS contact, except a tiny intranet that’s a dummy set-up. There’s nothing real on it. As far as I can tell, this ‘official’ computer I’m looking at has the DC office personnel and a list of grants to cooperators, and I’ve only checked two of the grants, but they’re dummies too, because one is to a couple of retired engineering professors — one of them’s dead and the other hasn’t done research grant work for years — and the other one’s to a Cal Tech research group that doesn’t really exist. This looks like it’s nothing but a front for laundering money. And their network hub’s way too big for the number of computers on that intranet, so they’ve got maybe another fifty to eighty computers that aren’t showing up, so they’re turned off, or physically segregated off that intranet. And according to DHS and GAO records, the DSI should have four hundred laptops, two hundred desktop PCs, a couple really massive midframe servers, about two hundred and fifty thin client computers to run off those servers, and a small armada of electronic testing equipment. And that’s just what they’ve gone through channels to get.”




“Romeo to Juliet. I’m guessing at least one of the servers and a hundred or two hundred PCs just got turned to ashes here.”




“Juliet to Romeo. That isn’t really right, because the sustained temperature to turn a hardened midframe into ashes would mean… Uh-oh.”




“Romeo. Yep. That’s what we have here. I’ve got two hundred dead bodies that look like they were incinerated, and buildings that look like a small nuke went off inside ’em. And I’ve got three teenagers seeing this crap. And our threat may be a seven year old girl.”




“Oh my God. Jack, I’m so sorry. But I haven’t found a connection or a gateway into any other DSI computers. And if all the computers there are melted, I sure won’t be finding my way through them. If the gateway’s on your site, then it’s probably gone for good. But… Wait a moment… Okay, I just found some hidden directories on a concealed computer on their intranet, and now I’m going through the files in them, and I‘ll pull all the numbers together and I’ll try to figure out how much money these guys have had to spend on badness in the last few years.”




“Romeo. You won’t find all the money. Black ops groups like them? Most funding comes through backdoors that even the GAO doesn’t get to explore, and it isn’t even earmarked as going to the DSI. Or us, for that matter. So we have no idea how big the DSI really is, or how diverse. I’ll ask Big Cheese to look into it. Anything else?”




Willow gasped, “Oh. My. God.”




“Romeo to Juliet. Come in, please. What is it?”




Willow whimpered, “Oh this is so bad. That NIH grant, code number G6-483727, that we couldn’t get the NIH to tell us about because they were under strict orders and when George went and yelled at ’em it turned out their records had been taken away years ago by the DHS? I’m looking at it right now, it was a DSI black project, I can’t tell what it was, or what they did, but I can see the date and the cooperators and the budget, and it was ten years ago at a university, and Maggie Walsh really was the lead scientist, and there are three other cooperators listed, two biochemists and a research M.D., and… let me check on these jerks… Uh-oh, he’s dead, lemme check the others… Oh God, they’re all dead, one ‘suicide,’ one ‘car accident’ and one ‘hit and run,’ this is so terrible, this is another Project Galinka, isn’t? If they had a research M.D. on their team, they were doing something to people, right? And then they cleaned up after themselves like Marissa Weigler, right?”




“Romeo to Juliet. Take deep, slow breaths. I think you’re right. And if the research project was ten years ago and really like Project Galinka, we may be looking for a nine-year-old girl. But yeah, the girl could be a couple years younger than that. And who the hell knows what kind of shape she may be in after this f… fiasco.”




Willow whimpered, “I don’t wanna do the silly codename game anymore.”




Jack softly said, “I don’t want to call you ‘Burn’ right now, if you don’t mind.”




Willow replied, “I’d feel even worse if we were using your picks, because then you’d be Scarecrow and I’d be Dorothy, and we all know what happens to the Scarecrow.”




Alex winced inwardly as she remembered that part of “The Wizard of Oz” where the Scarecrow got set on fire. Why was everything so fire-related right now?




The team formed up around Jack. He directed, “New taskings. Eddings is going to take the chopper up to six thousand feet with me and Klar onboard for scouting and comms. Tera and A.G. are going tracking after our threat, with the chopper taking station halfway between here and Tera’s position as they move away from here. Sergeants Scott and Walters, you’re under Major Finn here. There’s nothing alive up top here, but there may be underground tunnels or workspaces or even prisons. Explore everything you can, and see if you can find a way down into any underground areas. There could be survivors down there, and there could be threats. Treat every single person or thing you find as a threat, because these idiots need to go into a supermax prison with a great, big cellmate who thinks they have ‘a real purty mouth.’ Any questions?”




Hanna raised her hand. “Do I still have full authorization?”




Jack grimaced, “Yeah. Any DSI teams we run into are probably loaded for bear to stop what’s probably a really confused nine-year-old girl who may be on a hair trigger after all this. She may also be injured.”




Hanna pointed out, “There wasn’t any sign of blood, and the footsteps were very even so she isn’t limping.”




Jack asked, “If you could generate a fire that could melt steel, wouldn’t you cauterize any wounds you got, rather than bleeding out?”




Eww. Alex didn’t want to think about how horrible it would be to have to burn yourself to stop yourself from bleeding too much.




Hanna nodded, “This girl is probably not going to have any training in first aid, so that is possible.”




Jack frowned, “She may not have any training in anything. We have no idea how long she’s been here. She may be a normal fourth grader. She may be feral. She may be a little Acid Burn-style super-genius who already speaks dozens of languages and has psychic powers. Just be careful out there. Okay?”




“Roger that, sir,” Hanna said stiffly. Then she signaled to Alex and took off toward the north.




Alex lifted into the air and flew right above Hanna. Behind her, Jack ran for the helicopter, while Riley gave the sergeants orders.




Hanna spoke out loud, not bothering with the comms since Alex was only ten feet over her head. “A nine year old girl cooped up for some time should have no aerobic fitness. She should not be able to run any distance, and she should require regular rest breaks even while walking. If she is aware that she is heading north, she is probably doing it for a reason, since it is not in the direction of the nearest towns. She is more likely unaware of her location, or she would not be heading that way without adequate supplies. The terrain will get more rugged and mountainous, and not very many nine year olds are prepared to hunt their own food under those conditions.”




Alex admitted, “If I had her powers, I wouldn’t hunt my food. I’d just spot it at a distance and then I’d roast it.”




Hanna just said, “Good point. It would be a very useful power for preparing meat, if you can control it precisely enough.”




Alex figured Hanna was running along at maybe fifteen miles an hour. Hanna could probably keep that up for most of a day, even with the web belt and rifle and loaded tac vest including the stuff on her back. And Alex figured that even if Hanna was underestimating how athletic the girl was, she was still somewhere between seven and nine, and she’d just expended enough energy to power a small town. She probably couldn’t go very far without needing to rest. If the girl had already gotten more than ten or fifteen miles through this terrain, Alex was going to be pretty surprised. And if Hanna could track her prey at this speed, they would catch up with the girl in well under an hour.




“O’Neill to Tera. Please pop up above tree level and send me a signal so we can spot you.”




She lifted up above the trees, made a big lightning arc between her hands, and spoke into her comms, “Tera here. Do you read me?”




“O’Neill here. We read you five by five, and we have your position. There is a state road a little over four miles ahead of your position. You may lose the track there.”




Oh, right. If Alex was hiking through this brush and up and down these little dips and rises, she’d look at that road and think ‘hitchhiking time.’ A nine year old girl, probably dirty and looking lost? Who wouldn’t stop to help her? If their threat found a friendly driver, they might never find her again… until there was another horrible fiery catastrophe with hundreds of people being killed, only the next time, the victims wouldn’t be evil pseudo-government secret creepy black ops guys.




She wondered if even half the people who died back at that center knew how horrible and evil their agency really was. How many of them were just regular people doing regular jobs: secretary, file clerk, IT guy, gate guard, yard maintenance guy… Okay, that burned-up yard maintenance cart she’d seen had guns and stuff spilling out of its charred remains, so maybe a lot of the ‘regular’ jobs were done by secret spy types, or maybe security guys who were just going around pretending to be maintenance guys and stuff.




Hanna called out, “Slight detour here!”




Alex zipped down into the trees to find Hanna working her way around a huge thicket of nasty stuff that would be pretty much impossible to fight your way through. When Hanna spotted her, Hanna said, “She tried to force her way through right over there, and gave up fairly quickly. She scratched herself up in a few places. I could smell the blood. It’s still fairly recent. So she is moving this way to get around the problem.”




Alex zipped up above the trees and relayed the message to the chopper, which wasn’t getting a really great signal from them when they were under the dense tree canopies.




It took Hanna maybe twenty minutes to find the girl’s path around the thick stuff. Then the girl didn’t quite get her directions right, and she headed more northeast than north. That was probably good for the girl, because if she went all north and northwest, she’d end up in the Appalachian Mountains and some national parks, and she’d have no food and no shelter and no safe drinking water.




That reminded Alex of something important. She ate an energy bar and checked that Hanna drank a little water. She worried about Hanna. Not having any fear about stuff kind of made Hanna vulnerable to things like not taking care of herself. Then Alex used her telekinesis — Bruce had called it ‘tk’ which really did sound cooler, so maybe she should call it that — to roll the energy bar wrapper up in a tight cylinder and tie it in a tiny knot, so she could stick it back in her utility belt and not be a litterbug but not have sticky stuff get inside her new utility belt.




Hanna ran along under the trees, constantly looking for more signs of the girl. But Alex soared up a couple hundred feet, and she could see maybe a mile away where there was a huge open area cut into the forest.




At Hanna’s speed, it only took about four or five minutes before they got into the big open area that looked like it had been clear-cut. It wasn’t exactly a rectangle, but it was like a field, instead of a forest.




No, she was wrong. It really wasn’t like a field. It was an ex-forest. Hanna was detouring around enormous piles of cut brush and jumping over big stumps, and then trotting down a dirt road that looked like it had taken a lot of abuse.




“A.G. to Tera. She went this way. She is very tired. She is leaning forward and taking smaller steps and not avoiding puddles or muddy spots. She will probably stick to the logging road instead of moving back to the forest, until she is ready to rest or seek shelter.”




“Tera to O’Neill, did you get that?”




“O’Neill to team, roger that. We’re scanning the logging road with monocs. It looks like a nearly straight dirt road that goes right onto that state road. And… Oh crap. How fast can you get to the highway? We’re seeing three black sedans positioned across the end of the logging road.”




Alex said, “I can be there in a few seconds. A.G. may need a minute.” She darted to the treetops and pushed as fast as she could to get over there.




And she still wasn’t there soon enough.




She heard the gunshot as she soared over the trees. And she could see the girl, who looked about nine, although Alex couldn’t be sure, because there was a heat shimmer all around her, like she was a mirage. The trees on the sides of the logging road were smoking and probably about to catch on fire, which meant the entire area could be a giant forest fire in minutes.




The girl shouted, “Back off! You’d better back off right now! You know what I can do!”




One of the guys behind the black cars snapped, “You’re just making it harder on yourself, kid!”




Alex spotted seven men with handguns and two men with rifles. One rifleman had an M203 like Riley and Graham sometimes carried: an M4 with a real grenade launcher slung under the barrel. The other one had the biggest rifle Alex had ever seen. It was so huge it had a bipod at the end of the barrel so the guy could rest the end of the barrel on the hood of the car. It looked like it would fire bullets the size of a hot dog. The girl might be able to stop a stream of regular bullets, but a grenade and some kind of super-bullet? Alex didn’t think so. Grenades? Of the bad, as someone she knew would say.




She gave it her best ‘forceful Terawatt’ voice. “You there! I… am… Terawatt! Cease this at once, or I’ll be forced to stop you!” And she moved off to the side, so the guys would have to split their attention between her and the girl.




The guy who acted like he was in charge turned to face her. He was wearing a black suit and black sunglasses and a thin black tie, and he had his hair buzzed so short it was almost invisible. And he pointed a big silver handgun right at her. He yelled, “This is Department of Scientific Intelligence business, lady, so I suggest you just go fly somewhere else.”




She was liking these guys less and less every minute. She snapped, “The DSI is not a real government department, and you have overstepped your bounds. Put your weapons away and turn yourselves over to the DHS for a full investigation. Immediately. Or I won’t answer for the consequences.”




Jack probably could have gotten them to do what he wanted. Well, maybe. Maybe not, with these guys. She sure couldn’t.




The guy made some sort of signal that she didn’t see, and the guy with the M203 wheeled to open fire on her.




She definitely didn’t want to get hit with a grenade. Or a burst of rifle fire. She grabbed the rifle barrel with her tk and slammed it upward into the guy’s face. She went silvery too and shot fifty feet off to the side and behind these guys, just in case.




The barrel came up and smashed into the guy’s face. He got off a short burst of gunfire while the barrel was pointing straight up, and then the barrel hit him in the face so hard he went flying backward, while the rifle stayed hovering in the air.




Macho Boss Guy tried to put a couple bullets in her with his huge handgun, but as he tracked her motion, she swung the M203 like a bat and whacked him in the back of the head hard enough to knock him out.




That still left seven guys with guns, one of them with a gun you could use to shoot through elephants.




She smacked another guy in the back of the head with that M203, and then swung it the other way at the face of a guy with a machine pistol. He crossed both arms in front of his face to block the impact. When she hit him with the rifle butt, it knocked the gun out of his hand but didn’t knock him out.




She dropped to the ground so she’d have more tk to wield, and she picked out the guy who was aiming at her while trying to slide around the back of his car for protection. She didn’t know what he thought he was protecting himself from. She hit him and his car with a lightning bolt. It knocked him backward, and dropped the guy with the huge gun, who was still leaning against the hood of the car trying to shoot the girl.




“Yaaaah!” There was a ferocious, high-pitched scream, and Hanna came leaping completely over the middle car. She caught the guy who had lost his machine pistol right in the side of the head with a boot, and he went tumbling clear across the road. Before the guys on either side of her could react, Hanna had kicked one of them in the crotch and punched the other one in the solar plexus. Both went tumbling backward from the force of the blows.




While Hanna was beating most of the remaining guys to a pulp, Alex spotted the last guy trying to line up a shot at the little girl. Alex yanked the gun out of his hand and gave him a big zap for being a creep.




Of the entire team of nine men, only two guys tried to get back up, so Alex hit both of them with lightning bolts too.




She and Hanna both looked around, and no one else was moving. The girl was gone.




Hanna tapped her earjack and whispered, “In the bushes to the side of the logging road, your right, hoping we do not know where she is.”




Alex lifted into the air again and moved toward the bushes Hanna was talking about. She took her time so she didn’t spook the kid a lot. Even if the kid was probably totally freaked. Alex couldn’t imagine what shape she would be in if she had just been forced to kill maybe two hundred people. She’d probably be a basketcase.




And Alex could smell smoke coming from the trees and bushes on the sides of the road here. It wouldn’t take much from the girl to turn this whole area into a raging inferno. It might even turn into a forest fire if she just left it alone.




Alex hovered in the air over the middle of the road and looked at the bushes. She couldn’t see anyone, but she trusted Hanna. And Hanna had enhanced senses, like her sense of smell. Plus, Hanna didn’t lose track of stuff in the middle of a firefight. Alex really needed to work on her situational awareness.




Alex gently asked, “Are you okay?”




A little girl’s voice said, “Just back off, okay? I don’t wanna hurt you, but I will if I have to! I coulda blown up those guys’ cars and killed all of ’em.”




Alex kept her voice soft. “Umm, I know. I saw what you did at that place.”




The girl sniffled, “I didn’t want to! But they killed daddy, and they tried to kill me too, and daddy told me to kill every one of ’em and then go make sure they can’t do this to anyone else ever again. And that’s what I’m gonna do.”




Alex floated a little closer. “I could help you with that.”




“I don’t believe you. John said he was my friend, and he said he’d help, and he killed daddy!”




Alex felt sick to her stomach. How could this little girl’s life be any worse? Alex gently said, “There’s a very bad lady who tried to do that to my daddy and my mommy and my boyfriend too. And me. But I got help, and I saved my family, and I made sure everyone knows the bad lady is really bad. I could help you too.”




The girl sobbed, “I couldn’t save daddy! And they killed mommy too. And when I was little, I burned mommy. Daddy said it was an accident, but…”




Alex just wanted to cry for the little girl. “What’s your name, honey?”




“Ch-charlie. Charlie McGee.”





105. American McGee



Alex gently said, “I’m Terawatt. I’m a superheroine and I fly around the world helping people with powers who need my help. You saw my friend beat those guys up? She’s Action Girl. Would you like to have a superheroine name too?”




“What would I haveta do?”




Alex replied, “Nothing. Just say ‘sure’ and think about what a good superpower name would be for you.”




“Umm… sure. What would be a good name for someone who makes lots of fires?”




Alex thought out loud, “I don’t know. Fireball? Flame? Firebug? Maybe just Fire?”




Hanna stepped closer. “In German that would be ‘Feuer.’ Or in Finnish it would be ‘palo.’ In Norwegian it would be ‘brann.’ In French it could be ‘incendie.’ In Danish or Swedish it would be ‘brand.’ Or in Spanish it would be ‘fuego’.”




The girl sounded kind of freaked as she asked, “How does she know all those words?”




Alex gently explained, “She’s not American. She grew up in northern Finland so high up near the arctic that she hunted caribou. You know, reindeer? She knows tons of languages. All I know is English and some Spanish.” She had a thought about SAT words, and she asked, “How about ‘pyre’? That sounds pretty neat.”




The girl paused and then slowly said, “Yeah, I like Pyre.”




Alex smiled, “Great. So how about I call you Pyre and you call me Tera and you call her A.G. which is short for Action Girl.”




Hanna stepped over. “You can call me Hanna if you’d rather. Tera does not think Action Girl is a good codename for me.”




The girl peeked out of the bushes. “Umm, how do I know I can trust you?”




Alex pursed her lips. “Okay, that’s a tough one. Hanna knew she could trust me, because badguys had shot her, and she was dying, and more badguys were hunting her with big snowmobiles and machine guns and grenade launchers and stuff, and I swooped in and saved her and made the badguys take off. I knew I could trust Jack because I went on a mission with him and I saw what he’s really like, and I helped him rescue a teenaged boy and the boy’s family. And since then, I’ve seen that Jack would give his life to save someone, especially a kid. So now I trust him. And I’ve worked with half a dozen of his people, so I trust them. So… maybe you should do a mission with me.”




The girl frowned. “John tricked me into doing a bunch of tests for them. And he said he wanted to help me, but he really wanted… I dunno. At the end, he just wanted to shoot me really close up. Daddy saved me. He made John jump out of the hayloft.”




He ‘made John jump out of the hayloft’? That didn’t make any sense to Alex. How do you make someone jump out of a hayloft? Do you throw a firebomb up into it? Maybe her daddy had some kind of powers too.




The girl started crying. It looked like she’d been crying a lot lately. Her face was grimy and maybe covered in smoke, and there were tear tracks down her face. “Daddy’s dead, and mommy’s dead, and… and…”




Alex dropped down to the road and used her tk to lift Charlie out into the air and over where Alex could hug her. She stroked Charlie’s hair and murmured, “It’ll be okay. Not right away, but in a while. It’ll hurt for a time, but it’ll get better eventually. When my grampa died, I was really sad for a long time, and it hurt every time I thought about him dying, but after a long time, it got better, and now I think about him and I remember the really great times I had with him when I was little, and I miss him a lot, but I don’t hurt like that.”




Hanna gently said, “My father — the man who raised me since I was two — he died saving me from killers who were after me. I knew he was not my real father, but he was as much a father to me as he could ever be, and I miss him very much. He died only a few months ago, but already things are better, and I don’t feel so awful when I think of him. So I know Tera is right.”




Charlie sniffled, “You’re not grown-ups.”




Alex admitted, “I just turned eighteen like a week ago. AG’s sixteen. Our friend Klar is eighteen. We’re sort of turning into a teenaged superhero group, even if we’ve also found some superpowered people who aren’t kids. Would you like to hang out with us?”




Charlie sniffled a little more and then finally asked, “Do you have any food? I’m really hungry.”




Hanna giggled at that. “Tera always has food. She eats enough for three of me.”




Alex stuck her tongue out at Hanna, because it seemed like something Charlie might laugh at. “I’ve got a couple energy bars in my utility belt. Would you like one?”




Charlie looked at her really carefully. “What if it’s poisoned? They kept me and daddy on drugs for a really long time.”




Alex thought for a couple seconds. “I could take a bite first, so you’d know it was safe. But how long did they have you locked up?”




Charlie said, “It was March right after my birthday when they caught us. It took ’em almost six months to trick me into doing tests for ’em. What month is this?”




“It’s early September. Those guys sound like real creeps. We need to stop them.”




Her earjack crackled. Jack checked, “O’Neill to Tera. Is it safe for me to drop in?”




Alex didn’t answer him, because she was holding Charlie. She just told Hanna, “I think we need to get Jack in to help us, because he can get these jerkheads shut down faster than anyone.”




Charlie giggled wetly. “You said jerkhead. That’s silly.” She sniffed a couple times.




Alex asked her, “Charlie? Can I bring in my friend Jack? He’s a soldier, and he’s dressed like Hanna here, and he’s pretty worried about you. And he can help. He can take us to real generals who can really do something to stop these badguys.”




“The DSI,” Hanna said.




“The Shop,” Charlie sniffled. “They called it The Shop. I’ve been in shops, and they’re not like any shop I ever saw.”




Alex told her, “We have a computer girl who’s the best computer person in the world, and she’s already found half a dozen really bad things on the DSI’s computers that’ll let us close ’em down for good. But if you could tell your story to Jack’s bosses, they’d be able to arrest some guys and put them in prison, instead of just taking away their jobs.”




Charlie asked, “And they’d never be able to do bad stuff like this ever again?”




“Never,” Alex insisted. “And if they tried, you and I and AG and Klar and our friends would run in and beat ’em up. Hanna’s really good at the running in and beating up parts.”




Charlie sounded amazed as she said, “I saw. She’s like Bruce Lee.”




Alex smiled, “Oh, Hanna could take Bruce Lee easy.”




Charlie whispered, “Daddy says he’s dead. I mean, daddy said it, because… daddy’s gone now.” She began sobbing into Alex’s shoulder again.




Alex said, “AG, call Jack and ask him to land in the clearcut area, and bring Klar with him, and get some people to arrest these jerks for attempted kidnapping, attempted murder, and attempted murder of a federal agent, even if we’re not really official federal agents.”




Hanna nodded, “Will do.”




Alex listened over her earjack as Hanna called Jack in, and Jack agreed, and Jack made some calls to bring in more forces to handle the DSI guys who were unconscious over by the cars. Hanna also asked for a fire crew to come in and bring some fire suppression equipment, because she could smell that some of the stuff near the end of the logging road was still smoldering where Charlie had put up her ‘hot spot’.




Alex checked, and Charlie was small enough that Alex could manage to lift the two of them into the air without straining. So she drifted a few inches above the logging road while Hanna hiked alongside them. They moved out into the clearcut as the chopper came down. Alex made sure they stayed back far enough that they weren’t getting dusted by the rotors and Charlie wasn’t spooked by a big U.S. military helicopter.




Jack and Klar hopped out. Jack had wisely ditched his weapons and his tac vest and his web belt and his sidearm, along with his uniform shirt, so he was in pants and boots and a tight undershirt. Alex had to admit he looked pretty sexy like that. For an old guy. No wonder Willow was all hot for him. Klar was in a hoodie and jeans and gloves.




Alex carefully said, “Charlie, this is Jack and Klar. Don’t be afraid when you see Klar, because he looks pretty different from anyone you ever saw before.”




Charlie looked over. “I’ve seen guys in hoodies before.”




Alex told her, “I’m pretty sure you haven’t seen anyone like Klar before.”




Jack and Grover got closer, and Charlie asked, “How come I can’t see his face?”




Alex gently explained, “Charlie, you’re not the only person who’s the result of an experiment. Or a chemical spill. Or a lab accident. We all are. Only Klar’s experiment…”




Charlie looked intently and gasped, “He’s an invisible man, like in that movie!”




Alex and Hanna glanced at each other, because that was kind of a big leap in logic to make. Alex asked, “Do you just know stuff sometimes, and you don’t know how you know it?”




Charlie shrugged in her arms. “Umm, maybe? Mommy and daddy got puh-sy-kic powers from a experiment before I was born, and daddy said I had ’em too.”




Alex said, “I have psychic powers too.”




Charlie nodded. “I saw. Daddy says that’s tele-ki-nesis and mommy had it but just a tiny bit. She could close the fridge when she was maybe ten feet away.”




Hanna asked, “What could your daddy do?”




Charlie sniffled, “He called it the ‘push.’ He could push people to do what he wanted, but it was really hard, and it gave him nosebleeds, and it made him really sick, and he’d get horrible headaches for like a whole day, and one time one of his eyes got bigger than the other and I thought he was gonna die.” She burst into tears again. “And now he’s really dead, and I’ll never see him again!”




Alex patted her back, while Hanna said, “But he died saving your life. Like my father did. A father wants to protect his little girl, no matter what she can do, and he got to save you and rescue you. You should be proud of him.”




Jack’s voice came in over the comms. “Mental domination. That’s bad. From her description, he was giving himself small strokes every time he did it, so he was probably on his way to killing himself or crippling himself from power use.”




Jack got close enough to talk to them, and Grover tossed back his hood.




Charlie gasped, “Wow, he really is the invisible man! Does he have ta take off all his clothes to be all invisible?”




Jack said, “Yup. But that’s his story to tell. Maybe you and him and Tera and Action Girl should swap stories so you’ll know each other better. And maybe you could come talk to some big, important generals about the bad stuff these dorks were doing, so we can shut them down before they have time to run off and hide under rocks like a bunch of cockroaches.”




Alex asked, “Jack, it’s Saturday. Can you get big, important generals to come out and talk to her?”




He frowned, “I can sure as hell get ’em to come talk to you. So I figure that’s a ‘yeah.’ I’ll call Hammond and see what he can do. He’ll probably hit the ceiling when he finds out these guys have been experimenting on… How old are you, honey?”




“I’m eight. If it’s really September, I’m… eight and a half.”




Alex asked, “When’s your birthday?”




“March 24.”




Jack grinned, “I have a Charlie too, only he’s a boy, and his birthday is in March too.”




“Is he eight?” Charlie asked.




Jack smirked, “He’s a little old for you. He’ll be seventeen next March.”




Hanna said, “But he is very cute. And he asked me to the school dance in two weeks.”




Alex smiled, “And he’s a smart aleck. So he’s just like Jack.”




Jack gave her an affronted look and clapped a hand to his chest. “Moi?”




Alex ‘whispered’ to Charlie loud enough for everyone to hear, “See what I mean?”




Charlie pointed at Jack. “I like him.”




Jack asked, “Do you like me enough to take a helicopter ride with me and Tera and Action Girl and Klar?”




Charlie looked at the chopper nervously. “What if something goes wrong?”




Jack grinned, “Oh, I bet Terawatt can fly you out of the chopper and whisk you off to safety.”




Charlie asked, “Like a real superhero?”




Jack confidently said, “Tera is a real superheroine. The first real superheroine in the whole world. And Action Girl is the second.”




Alex asked Charlie, “Would you like to be the third?”




Jack winced a little at that. He insisted, “I think Charlie’s a little young for that, and we need to get some stuff cleared up, and I’d feel a lot better if we could find her a nice home with someone to take care of her. I already don’t like having you three out saving the world and stuff, and you’re twice her age.”




Grover told him, “Tera and I are eighteen now. I’ll be twenty-one in two and a half years. Eighteen’s old enough to join the army and get shot.”




Jack grimaced, “No age is old enough to get shot. Trust me on this one.”




“Oh. Sorry,” Grover apologized. “I… I forgot.”




“What’s the matter?” Charlie asked in Alex’s ear.




Alex softly explained, “You know how your daddy got shot right in front of you? Jack’s wife got shot right in front of him, and she died too. Jack doesn’t like people to get hurt.”




Jack touched his ear and spoke into his comms. “O’Neill to Finn. Any luck?”




“Finn to O’Neill. We’re going to need excavation equipment out here. There are four buildings that are possibles, and no sign of any emergency exit that isn’t inside a building.”




“O’Neill. We should have DHS support here in under ten minutes. Once the DSI men out here are arrested, we’re going to swing by and pick you up. Be outside the compound and on the drive up to the front. We have a passenger who’s going to be spooked by that place, and we need her to go tell some generals her story.”




“Roger that. Over and out.”




Jack looked at Charlie. “Okay. We just need to wait a couple minutes until more goodguys arrive to arrest the badguys, and then we’ll go pick up some more goodguys and we’ll go talk to some really important goodguys.”




Charlie asked, “And will that stop ’em? For real?”




Jack nodded. “It’s going to stop them and give them a great big kick in the pants.”




Alex asked, “And then what? Charlie has nowhere to go. Do you think if I asked my mom and dad…?”




Charlie asked, “What?”




Alex looked her in the eye. “Would you like to come stay with me for a while? You’d have to pretend to be… umm… my cousin. You could still be ‘Charlie.’ Maybe we’d pretend your last name was different, so badguys couldn’t find you or me or my mom and dad.”




Charlie murmured, “Daddy had us doing that a lot.”




“For how long?” Jack casually asked.




Charlie had to think for a moment. “It was first grade. I was going to stay the night at a friend’s house. The bad men grabbed mommy and hurt her and killed her and they grabbed me, but daddy made them let me go. And we ran away from home.”




Alex felt sick to her stomach. She felt like crying. A first grader got ripped out of her life and had to be on the run for two years, and then got locked up in that ‘research center’ to be tested and experimented on, and then saw her father die. Those guys made Danielle Atron look like Mother Theresa. She hugged Charlie tightly and said, “Guys like that better not try anything around me.”




Hanna volunteered, “If your parents cannot take in Charlie, I will ask Janet.”




“Who’s Janet?” Charlie asked.




Hanna explained, “After my father died and I was shot, Terawatt rescued me, and Colonel Jack’s people got me surgery to make me well again, and then one of his doctors took me to her house, and now she’s my mother.”




Charlie wistfully said, “I’d like to have a mommy again, even if she’s not my real mommy.”




Alex clenched her teeth so she wouldn’t burst into tears. “Having a mom is the best thing ever.”




Jack cautiously told them all, “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. But we will take good care of Charlie, and we won’t let badguys near her. We can argue later if she’ll be safer at whose house. For right now, we just need…”




Hanna whipped around and stared off over the trees. “There is a helicopter inbound.”




Alex still couldn’t hear it, but she knew Hanna had better senses than normal people.




Jack touched his earjack and adjusted it. “O’Neill to unidentified helicopter. Please ID yourself with agreed-upon passphrase.”




Whatever he was doing was on a channel Alex wasn’t getting, so she didn’t hear the next bit. But he replied, “Acknowledged. Do you have the cars in sight?”




After a couple seconds, he snapped, “Yes. I want them arrested. Not ‘brought in for questioning.’ Arrested. Attempted murder, attempted kidnapping, and attempted murder of a federal deputy. Plus accessory to kidnapping and first degree murder. The attempted kidnap, attempted murder, and one kidnapping is of an eight year old girl, so I think there are some ‘special victims’ laws that are applicable. Plus I want to pile on as many charges as I can get the Inspector General to think of. And assume these guys have friends, so full counter-terrorism protocols on transport and incarceration.”




He paused for a second while someone in the helicopter said something else. He spoke into his comms, “Fine. You can leave the cars for another team to pick up. I want the men out of the field. And you need to get wildfire control there ASAP, if my deputized people are correct.” He looked over at Alex and Hanna and added, “Which they always are.”




Alex asked, “Any problems?”




Jack frowned a little. “Nope. But now I’ve gotta make some phonecalls to some guys who are not going to be happy to hear from me on a Saturday.”




Alex wasn’t feeling a lot of sympathy for old guys sitting around drinking beer and watching tv, or whatever generals did when they weren’t in their uniforms. Maybe they ordered people around so they didn’t have to mow their own yards, or something. She asked, “Hey Charlie, do you want me to fly you around? We can maybe follow way, way behind the helicopter, but it’s a lot faster than me. I’d rather ride inside it with my friends. And we can get you something to eat.”




Jack chipped in, “And we’ve got some food that’s a lot better than the icky energy bars Tera eats.”




Alex murmured in Charlie’s ear, “He’s just teasing. He knows I eat energy bars because I burn up a lot of calories when I use my powers, so I get extra hungry.”




Charlie asked, “Really? ’Cause I don’t get extra hungry at all.”




Jack told her, “Makes sense to me. Wherever you’re getting all that heat energy from, it can’t be from inside you. People don’t have that much available energy. Even Tera’s probably not getting all of it from what she eats. She just eats like she’s trying to.”




Charlie whispered, “Is he teasing you?”




Alex just answered, “Uh-huh. He does that to everybody.”




Jack said, “What I wanna know is what’s the deal with pretty blondes with superpowers. Is this a regulation nobody told me about?”




Alex looked over at Hanna and at Charlie. It was kind of odd, now that she thought about it. On the other hand, it would be a lot easier to pass Charlie off as a cousin if she looked like this, than if she looked totally unlike anybody in the family. Heck, Charlie looked enough like her that Charlie could be her little sister.




Once they were in the helicopter and Alex had Charlie buckled into the seat next to her, Jack started making phone calls. She couldn’t hear what he was saying because of the racket of the helicopter, and he’d turned off his comm system. But he didn’t look like he was enjoying the phonecalls.




They swooped down near the compound to pick up Riley and the sergeants. It turned out the guy she didn’t know, Sergeant Walters, had been on Team One for a little bit, but she just hadn’t met him when he first started. Riley gave Charlie a big smile, and Charlie shyly smiled back.




Mister Iowa strikes again. Alex could totally see why other-Buffy had dated other-Riley. Well, really, she hadn’t figured out why other-Buffy hadn’t kept dating other-Riley, because this Riley was pretty awesome. Alex would have totally been flirting with him if she was ten years older and she hadn’t had Ray and he hadn’t had a Mrs. Finn.




Jack did have food on the helicopter. He had a whole cooler of food and drinks. The drinks were all bottles of water, except there were two diet cokes stuck in there for her, and a bottle of blue PowerAde for Hanna. Charlie split a roast beef sandwich with Alex and fell asleep cuddled against Alex’s side. Alex had to eat one-handed after that, because she had an arm wrapped around Charlie.




They flew in and landed at the Pentagon, although Jack had to go through a bunch of protocols to fly something in close to it. Alex had seen pictures of the place, but she’d never realized just how massively ginormous it was. Jack put his uniform shirt back on and got ready to meet whoever was driving in. Riley waited with him. But the helicopter went up to two thousand feet with everyone else and waited there.




Finally, Riley said into the comms, “Tera, now please.”




Alex grabbed Charlie, who hung onto her with a death grip, and they flew out of the chopper. They floated down and landed right next to Jack.




Alex recognized General Hammond, but she had no idea who the two other generals were, or the two guys in suits who were standing with the generals. She landed gently and checked that Charlie was okay. Then she said in her best Terawatt voice, “General Hammond. It’s good that you’re here.”




General Hammond greeted her, “Terawatt. It’s good to see you again. I take it you resolved our latest crisis? This is General Flagg, General Jackson, Dr. Taylor, and Mr. Bryson. They’re all part of the DHS or the U.S. intelligence community.”




Alex asked, “What about whoever is the head of the DSI?”




He answered, “That would be Cap Hollister. Retired brigadier general. As we understand it, he may have been on-site at the DSI research center.”




Charlie flinched at the name. Alex softly asked, “Do you know something about Mister Hollister?”




Charlie admitted, “Daddy brought him to the stable. John Rainbird shot him. And daddy.”




General Flagg winced. In a deep, gritty growl, he complained, “Rainbird? I can’t believe Hollister was stupid enough to bring Rainbird in.” He looked at the others and said in the same gruff voice, “Notorious wetwork specialist. The CIA marked him unstable and made him retire. He’s supposed to be taking it easy on a porch in New Mexico.”




General Jackson asked, “And how did you get away from Mister Rainbird?”




Alex patted Charlie on the back. “Tell them. It’s okay.”




Charlie said, “He tried to shoot me. I melted the bullet. Then I set him on fire and blasted him through the stable wall. Then daddy told me I needed to burn the whole place down and go tell everybody so they couldn’t ever do it again to someone else. And he died. And they tried to shoot me. So… I did. I don’t wanna do that anymore.”




General Hammond glared at Jack. “Colonel O’Neill, are you trying to tell us that the terrorist bombing of Shop Central was all done by… an eight year old girl?”




Jack stood his ground, “Yes sir, and I’m telling you she could have done a lot more. She took the time to boil away an entire pond instead of destroying most of northwestern Virginia.”




Charlie timidly said, “It… kind of got away from me. It was really hard getting it back under control. It was scary.”




Jack then dropped his bombshell, “We have reason to believe that the DSI did an illegal project with Dr. Maggie Walsh ten years ago.”




“Dr. Margaret K. Walsh, who’s now America’s most wanted criminal?” Mr. Bryson looked like he wanted to strangle somebody.




“Yes sir, that Maggie Walsh. We have an NIH grant number, and the names of three other cooperators, all of whom died shortly after the project ended, under suspicious circumstances. And we have a date and a university. Ten years ago. It just so happens that Charlene Roberta McGee’s parents Andy McGee and Vicki Tomlinson-McGee got married nine and a half years ago. Terawatt’s star computer hacker managed to trace them through Charlie’s name and the registration lists for the university where the grant experiments were done, and she found Andy McGee, which led to their marriage registry, which — fortunately for us — is mostly on-line now in that state. Vicki Tomlinson’s maid of honor’s name is on the marriage certificate, and she went to college with Vicki, and the office where she works has a website with listed phone numbers. She told said hacker the cutest little story. It seems Vicki met Andy when they both participated in a psych department experiment where they were given experimental ‘mind expanding’ drugs. She said Vicki and Andy were ‘so cute together’ and they did this thing where they would look at each other silently like they were communicating mentally, and then they’d come to a decision without saying anything. I think in light of what their child can do that they were doing real telepathy. The DSI did that to a bunch of college students.”




General Hammond frowned, “We’ve had some doubts about the DSI, but if you have solid evidence, that project’s all the evidence we need to close them down.”




Jack continued, “We still have no idea how many people the project experimented on, because nobody at the NIH knows anything useful, and the relevant files aren’t at the NIH anymore. But from what Charlie told us, her mom had very weak telekinesis, and her dad had mental domination, but in a weak form, and it tended to give him mini-strokes when he used it. The DSI probably wet themselves when they found out Charlie was pyrokinetic starting as a baby. The McGees must have been scared out of their minds. Terawatt’s hacker found out that when Charlie was a baby, Andy McGee suddenly used his credit card and bought fourteen fire extinguishers in one morning. Fourteen. Frankly, I don’t want to think about what the night before was like. And it doesn’t stop there. When Charlie was in first grade, the DSI murdered her mother, kidnapped her, and probably tried to kill her father. But they forgot her father could do something about that. He rescued Charlie, and they’ve been on the run from the DSI ever since, until March, when they were kidnapped and locked up at that research center for half a year. Unsurprisingly, when they got the chance, they escaped. Dramatically. We caught up with Charlie just about the time DSI hit teams were ambushing her yet again. According to Action Girl, they were about to use an M203 and a Barrett M82 on her.”




General Hammond growled, “This is unconscionable. I have granddaughters her age!”




Jack went on, “And the DHS currently has Red Tree Software running security audits on its firewalls and computers and access channels. We’ve gotten a report from them that the DSI HQ ‘office’ is actually a dummy organization with a fake intranet that they use to hide their real computers from everyone including their own government department and their own bosses and the GAO. The only things visible on that intranet are personnel files, which are mostly bogus, and files on research grants, which are a hundred percent bogus, so they’ve been stealing money hand over fist from the government for as long as they’ve been commissioned. The office director, Colonel Roger J. McNamara, also tried to obtain a sample of the Downingtown Blob from my people. God only knows what people like this would do with something that dangerous. According to that security audit, the DSI probably has hundreds of agents in the field operating from laptop computers like they’re working from home, and these field agents have no accountability. Even better, they’re on American soil, which is a direct violation of intelligence community agreements and federal law.”




Mister Bryson said, “Clearly, we need to close them down this weekend and get access to that office, so we can track down all these DSI agents.”




Dr. Taylor said, “Absolutely.”




General Flagg growled, “Fortunately, the DSI military office is in the Pentagon, so we can walk inside, get some MPs, and go address that situation. Right. This. Minute.”




General Jackson checked, “And you managed all this since you got the alert this morning?”




Jack nodded, “Yes sir. I have a good team.”




Dr. Taylor told him, “If what I’ve heard from other countries is true, I think that calling your people ‘good’ is like calling the Atlantic Ocean ‘damp’.”




Jack insisted, “We also need to publicize this. We need to make sure people don’t think we’re letting terrorists or supervillains get away with something on American soil. People need to know that the DSI was operating outside the rules, and if anyone shows up with a DSI badge, they’re a felon, not a government agent.”




General Flagg asked, “And what do you propose to do about the girl?”




Jack staunchly told him, “I propose we find her a good home and help her catch up with her fellow third-graders, since she’s missed out on almost two years of school. We already have three offers of potential homes for her. Two of them are on the SRI’s base in West Virginny, and the third would be through Terawatt at an undisclosed Western U.S. location.”




The general nodded, “It sounds like you’ve taken public safety and the girl’s safety into account. But at some point we’re going to have to deal with the legalities of the situation.”




Jack suggested, “Sir, I would rather we handled this in closed judicial sessions. I think Charlie would be up for telling a judge everything the bad people did to her, and how it all got out of hand today. Right, Charlie?”




Charlie nodded. “I don’t like hurting people, but daddy said I had to so I could get away.”




General Flagg looked at Charlie. “I think that sounds good. I don’t want to have a witch hunt when she’s been through so much already.”




General Hammond paused for a moment. “Look, colonel, if your three families fall through, call me. My daughter has room for another girl, and my granddaughters would have another girl to play with.”




Jack cleared his throat and said, “Thank you, sir. Thank you very much.”




106. Free to a Good Home



Alex waited until Charlie was sitting calmly with Riley and Hanna and Grover. She jetted three hundred feet straight up and called her mom using Willow’s new app so it would appear to be from Alex’s regular phone.




“Alex? How are you calling on your phone, when I took it up to your room to charge it?”




Alex admitted, “It’s a Willow program.” She could just see her mom shaking her head.




“What’s the matter? I assume it’s personal, since you’re not calling the other way. Are you okay?”




Alex said, “Yeah, I’m fine. I just… What would you think of me bringing someone home to live with us for a while? She could use Annie’s bed, and we could put Annie’s stuff in the guest bedroom for when she comes to visit.”




Her mom asked, “Who is this girl? Is this like… Hanna?”




Alex admitted, “Umm, yeah. She’s an eight year old girl who just had her daddy murdered in front of her and then she had a crazed assassin try to shoot her in the face.”




Her mom cautiously said, “I notice you said ‘try’ in there. And she’s obviously still alive and healthy. What haven’t you told me yet?”




Alex answered, “You know how dad says I have telekinesis and electrokinesis? She has pyrokinesis. She can make fires with her mind. Only she can make really big fires and really hot fires.”




Her mom asked, “Alex, how bad is this?”




Alex begged, “She has really good control, and she doesn’t like hurting people, but she and her dad were kidnapped by a rogue semi-government agency and held prisoner for six months. And they were on the run for like two years before that, ever since these badguys murdered Charlie’s mom and kidnapped her the first time. And they made her do experiments to see what she could do. They sort of taught her a little too well. She and her dad were trying to escape, and the badguys killed her dad, and with his dying breath he told her to burn the whole place down and then make sure they could never do that kind of thing again. She did it. She destroyed like a dozen entire buildings and killed maybe two hundred people, but most of ’em were trying to shoot her. This was a big high-security research center for this agency, and now it’s nothing but ashes. And she needs my help. I’m not sure she’ll trust anyone but me or Hanna, maybe Jack and Grover and Riley, and she needs someone who can handle it if she slips up. Mom, I know this is asking an awful, awful lot, but pleeeeeeeeease?”




Her mom thought it over for a while, and then said, “Let me call your father. I’m not sure he’s ready to be a dad of a grade schooler again. Call me back in five minutes, okay?”




Alex waited nervously. She even used a stopwatch function on her tPhone so she wouldn’t call too early. Five minutes seemed to creep by, even if the hundredths of a second column on the stopwatch just zoomed along. “Mom? It’s me again.”




Her mom spoke, “Alex, your father and I talked this over back when you wanted Hanna to come stay for months, so this time we’d worked out most of the issues. So you can—”




“Yeesssss!” she screamed.




“—but there are going to be a lot of rules.”




Alex quietly said, “Okay.”




Her mom insisted, “First, we’re going to have to have smoke and fire detectors all over the house, and CO2 fire extinguishers in every room your friend is going to spend time in. Your father already has detectors in the garage and laundry room with automatic fire suppression. We’ll need to put one in your bedroom in case she has a nightmare or something. You’ll be paying for that out of your own money.”




“Yes, mom.” It was a good thing she’d made a lot of money taking pictures this year.




Her mom went on, “You’ll also be paying for new clothes for your friend. If she’s been held captive for half a year she probably has nothing that fits anymore.”




“Yes, mom.”




Her mom added, “You’ll be tutoring her in anything she’s behind in, because a third grader who hasn’t been in school for a long time is probably not going to do well on third grade tests.”




“She’s pretty smart, mom. But I’ll do it.”




Her mom continued, “And you’ll have to give up your job at Gloria’s so you can spend time with her while she gets used to Paradise Valley and meets new people. We’ll cover for you when you have to go ‘take photos’ but you can’t just assume we’ll be available when you want to go out on a date or just go off with your friends. If we have something going on at the same time, you’ll have to get a reliable babysitter we can trust or else cancel your date.”




Ugh. “Yes, mom.”




Her mom finally got to the rules. “And she’ll have to obey our house rules, and do what we say. That means she’ll have to do her share of the chores, even if we’ll only give her chores we’re sure she can do. She’ll have to keep her side of your room clean, and she’ll have to bathe every day, and she’ll have to get good grades, and she’ll have to get used to the way we do things, which is probably very different from what she’s used to.”




“Okay.”




Her mom stressed, “Alex, this sounds like lots of fun at first glance, but you’re about to find out it’s a phenomenal amount of work. You’ll be getting her up in the mornings and getting her fed and getting her dressed. You’ll be driving her to school in the mornings and picking her up in the afternoons, and we’ll have to make arrangements with the local Boys and Girls Club for her to go there until you can pick her up every day. We’ll have to find some way to fake all the things we’ll need for a girl to start in a new school in a new town. All kinds of records.”




Alex grinned, “Mom, that part’s easy. Jack will help. And Willow. Between the two of them, we could get records that prove she’s the Queen of Nigeria.”




“Nigeria doesn’t have royalty, honey.”




Alex groaned, “It was just an example. Her name is Charlie. Charlene Roberta. I was thinking she could be Charlene Mack, maybe Shar for a nickname, a cousin of mine on dad’s side, and her father was just killed in a house fire so we’re taking her in, and you can be Aunt Barb.”




Her mom worried, “We’ll have to bring some of your father’s relatives into the secret whenever we have family get-togethers. The next wedding on his side of the family will be a nightmare.”




Alex suggested, “Charlie and I can stay home from it.”




“That won’t solve the problem forever, honey. And what are you going to do next year, when you’re going off to college?”




Alex automatically said, “I’m taking her with me.” Then she stopped and thought. “I guess. Maybe she’d rather go with Hanna and Janet, if I’m supposed to be in college classes and stuff all day. But we have all year long to work that out, and she may be sick and tired of having to share a room with a bossy ‘big sister’ by then.”




Her mom replied, “We’ll see how long it takes before you’re ready to be done with a ‘little sister’ too. Anything else?”




Alex said the part she hadn’t wanted to say. “There is one other thing. Danielle Atron’s still out there, and she has superpowers again. I’d feel a lot better if you had someone like Charlie to protect you.”




“Charlie’s that powerful?”




Alex admitted, “Yeah. Plus, Danielle thinks kids are worthless. She’ll never even suspect Charlie might be able to defend you. But she can. It won’t be pretty, but she totally can.”




Her mom insisted, “I want you to understand up front that if we have problems with Charlie, or Charlie has problems with us, you’ll have to have a backup place for her to go.”




Alex said, “I already do. Three of them.”




“Three?”




“Uh-huh. Two on Jack’s base. One is Hanna and Janet’s, and I’m pretty sure the other is Jack’s house. And General Hammond said if Jack needed a place for Charlie to call him, because he has two granddaughters about her age and they live really close to him.”




So her mom finally agreed, “Okay. Now you just have to get her out here, since you flew out there the way only you can.”




“Oh. Right.” That was going to be a big problem. She wasn’t sure she could pull Charlie into her morph on a cramped, cold, low-oxygen Blackbird for an entire cross-country trip.




Alex hung up and dropped down to where Charlie was. “How’s stuff?”




Charlie smiled, “Grover’s really funny, but I can’t tell when he’s smiling.” Charlie leaned over and whispered in Alex’s ear. “Riley is really cute.”




Alex just smiled. “Guess what? You can come stay with me for a while, if you want to. At my house. With me and my mom and my dad. But you’ll have to share a room with me, and we’ll have to buy you some new clothes, and you’ll have to go to school and get all caught up from what you missed the last two years.”




Charlie gave her a serious look. “That’s easy. Daddy’s a professor.” She looked miserable for a couple seconds. “Daddy was a professor. An as-something professor of literature. Maybe ‘assistant.’ A new professor, anyway. He was really smart, and he taught me. I can read and write and do math and draw and I know all fifty states!” She stared at the ground and struggled not to burst into tears.




Alex scooped Charlie up with her tk and pulled Charlie into her arms. “It’s okay to cry, honey.”




Charlie sobbed against Alex’s leotard and sniffled, “I don’t like crying, and now I’m all stopped up with snot again.”




Alex told her, “I know it hurts, and it’s okay to cry when you feel really bad. I cry sometimes too.” Charlie looked at her like she was a great big liar. “I do! I’m not Terawatt all the time, you know. Sometimes I’m a normal person with a normal family.”




Charlie whimpered, “I’d like to be a normal person sometimes too.”




Alex hugged her again and said, “Well, you can come live with me, but you’ll have to pretend you’re my little cousin Charlene and stuff.”




Charlie whispered, “I never got to do that sleepover with my friends. They prob’ly don’t even remember me anymore.” 




Alex softly murmured, “Their loss. But now you have me, and everyone here, and you’ll have my parents too, and you’ll have new friends at school, and they’ll be way better friends.”




Jack came strolling out of the Pentagon. He looked pleased. That was a good sign. He walked over to them and smiled, “Okay. Good news, kid. We shut those jerks down, and the nice general is going to be rounding up badguys and throwing them in the slammer. We might get to come back here and tell a nice judge all about what The Shop did to you and your mommy and your daddy, so we can get even more of ’em in trouble. How’s that sound?” He gave Charlie a smile and ruffled her hair.




She smiled a little bit and looked up at him, “That sounds really good.”




Jack sniffed his hand and told her, “And we need to get you a bath and some clean clothes, so we can fly to Tera’s house and get you all settled in. And we’re gonna have to get you some new clothes, and some new toys, and some new books, and some other stuff.”




Alex said, “Well, she can have any of my old stuff she wants. And we have stores in California, you know.”




Jack gave her a surprised look. “Wow, you mean out in the wild west you have stores? Don’t the cowboys and indians tear ’em up all the time?”




Charlie giggled wetly. “He’s funny.” She had to do a bunch of sniffling too.




Hanna asked, “Do we need to go back to the base to do that?”




Jack shook his head, “Nah. It’ll be better if we go to a safehouse where she can do the whole clean-up, and I’ve got Sergeant Scott rounding up some clothes for her.”




Alex asked, “How do you know what sizes to get?”




Jack answered, “Well, her sneakers have the size stamped on the bottom and she hasn’t worn it off yet. And Scott has a six year old girl, so he has a pretty good idea on girls’ clothes and girls’ sizes and what they wouldn’t be seen dead in. I told him if he wasn’t sure on the sizing to just buy one of each size and we’d worry about it later. You’ll probably need the larger sizes in another couple months, once she starts eating right and getting plenty of exercise.”




Alex said, “That’s silly.” She peeked at the collar of Charlie’s shirt and the back of Charlie’s overalls, and gave Jack the sizes. Then she asked, “Charlie? Do you want to stick with overalls, or would you like some skirts and dresses? I’ve got a bunch of overalls I like, and we’d sort of look like twins.”




Charlie wondered, “Can I wear overalls like yours?”




Alex nodded, “Sure. And we’ll get you some nice church dresses like mine, so we can go sing. I like singing in church.”




Charlie nervously asked, “Can I go to church anymore? Daddy was really mad at God for letting mommy get killed and everything else, and I don’t know if I can go in a church now.”




Alex hugged her, “Oh honey, God won’t be mad at you just because you’re mad at him. And he’ll understand that your daddy was really mad and really hurt, but it wasn’t God that did the bad things. It was people.”




Charlie asked, “Do you believe in God?”




Alex hugged her and said, “Charlie, I’ve been in other dimensions and other universes. I’ve met someone who was in Heaven for a while. I’ve been in a hell dimension and seen a gateway to another one. I’ve fought a hellgoddess and met an Earth goddess. After all that, I think I pretty much have to believe there’s a Higher Power out there.”




Charlie just stared at her. After a little bit, Charlie asked in a small voice, “Would you tell me those stories someday?”




“Sure.”




Jack asked, “Can I get to listen in too?”




“Me too,” Riley spoke up.




“And me,” Grover added.




“Me too,” Hanna murmured.




Jack chipped in, “And I think there’s gonna have to be a lot of buttered popcorn and jujubes.”




Alex was pretty sure jujubes were candy, but she really would rather have some Twizzlers or Mounds bars or something like that. Even if she was pretty sure that she’d be doing all the talking, and everyone else would be sitting around eating hot buttered popcorn while she rambled until her throat was all dry.




A big Humvee pulled up, with Sergeant Walters driving. He saluted Jack, “Sir, I got directions to a DHS safehouse that’s appropriate. And Sergeant Harriman said the Cessna would be here and ready when you are.” Everyone piled in, with Charlie squeezing in between Alex and Hanna in the very back seats.




Alex checked, “The Cessna?”




Jack grinned, “Sure! You don’t think I’m gonna let you and Charlie whoosh off to the Left Coast without me coming along to make sure everything goes okay, do you? And anyway, I’ve got presents to deliver.”




Alex cautiously asked, “What kind of presents?”




He stalled, “Well… there’s the stuff Willow’s going to be bringing down, and then there’s the other stuff Sergeant Scott’s gonna be loading on the jet, like the stuff your folks want to make sure is in the house.”




Alex frowned, “Mom wanted me to pay for all that stuff.”




Jack slowly said, “Yeah, she sort of said that, and I might have suggested… in some small way… that it had already been purchased…”




Charlie whispered a little loudly, “Did he fib to your mom?”




Alex pretend-whispered, “Yeah, but that’s Jack. We try not to fib to my mom about anything.”




“Not anything?”




Alex nodded, “Not anything. The only stuff I don’t tell mom is the secret stuff the government is counting on me not telling anyone outside our group. And when you come to live with us, you’ll have to tell me and mom everything. How school’s going, if anyone’s being mean to you or making you mad, who you’re making friends with, who’s the cutest boys in your school, if you have any slips with your powers, when you get really great grades, all that stuff.”




Charlie’s eyes got bigger. “Everything? Really?”




Alex nodded again. “Everything. You’ll see I tell her everything, even when it’s not good, and it really makes stuff go a lot better. It’s hard enough having a secret identity. You need to be honest about the other stuff. So you’ll be Charlene Mack, my little cousin, and you’re coming to live with us after your daddy just died and there was a big fire so you lost everything.”




Charlie looked at her oddly. “But that’s true. Except the cousin part. And Mack instead of McGee. But they sound a lot alike.”




Jack smiled, “That’ll make your cover easier to stick with.”




Hanna spoke up, “A cover that’s easy to remember is the best kind.”




Jack added, “And we’ll have the paperwork on Charlene Mack, showing she’s been home schooled and she’s ready to start third grade. We’ll have everything including a Social Security Number that’s got the right sequencing for her age, and a birth certificate, and anything you need.”




Charlie asked, “And can I have friends again?”




Jack ruffled her hair. “Sure you can, kiddo.” Then he pretended that her hair made his hand smell funny.




Charlie asked, “Can my middle name be Victoria, like mommy?”




Jack told her, “Sure. Let me just make sure my computer guys know all that jazz.”




Jack had Sergeant Walters drive through a fast food joint and get them all food. Charlie chowed down on her kid’s meal, and Alex started eating a bag of burgers. They were both done by the time the Humvee pulled into a complex full of condos. Sergeant Walters followed his navigation system up to a condo with a large garage door. He operated a remote control, and the door swung open.




Jack hopped out and said, “Major, Sergeant, why don’t you take a peek through the house, while I stretch my legs outside.”




Hanna spotted what was going on, and volunteered, “Me too!” She clambered over a seat and slid out one of the rear doors.




Charlie asked, “What’s goin’ on?”




Alex wasn’t totally sure, but she guessed, “Jack’s just being careful. This isn’t our condo. We’re borrowing it. So someone else knows about it, and Jack wants to make sure we don’t get any surprises from anyone we don’t like.”




Charlie frowned, “I don’t like those kinds of surprises.”




Alex helped Charlie out of the Humvee and used her tk to grab several energy bars out of her gymbag, which had been moved into the rear of the vehicle at some point before she got in. The burgers had been fine, but she just felt like she could still use some more calories.




Finn and Walters walked back into the garage and waited for Jack and Hanna to get back. Then Finn reported, “Interior secured, sir.”




Jack nodded and said, “Exterior looks okay, but I’d rather not spend the night here.” He closed the garage door and then put a metal spike in the garage door track so the door couldn’t go up more than an inch, even if someone else had a remote control.




Alex reminded herself to keep watching Jack, because he knew stuff she needed to learn. And he was just full of tricks.




She led Charlie to the master bathroom upstairs, and asked, “You can take a bath all by yourself, right?”




“Sure I can,” Charlie insisted.




She checked, “Do you want me to hang around, just in case?”




Charlie thought about it for several seconds. “Umm, maybe?”




So Alex told her, “You go ahead and take a bath, and I’ll make sure there’s a good hair dryer so we can dry your hair afterward. Okay?”




“Okay.”




So Alex puttered around, looking in cupboards and the closet, while Charlie used the bubble bath that was beside the tub, and then washed her hair twice. When Alex thought Charlie was about ready to get out, she flew over and made sure Charlie had gotten all the smoke and grime out of her hair. Then she let Charlie be a big girl and drain the water and dry herself off.




Hanna brought in a clean set of clothes for Charlie, which Alex assumed meant Sergeant Scott had swung by with some new clothes. It was a cute top and overalls set with some new white sneakers. Alex let Charlie get dressed before she dried Charlie’s hair for her with the fancy hairdryer she’d found in the drawers next to a curling iron, a styling iron for hair straightening, and three different brushes, all still in wrappers. Alex straightened Charlie’s hair just a little, so her hair looked sort of like Alex’s mom’s hair. Then she said, “We’ll get you your own hairbrush, and you can decide if you want to use my hair dryer or get one of your own.”




“Really?” Charlie asked excitedly.




“Really, really,” Alex did her best Shrek imitation. Charlie giggled a little. “Okay, you’re dressed and your hair’s all done. Let’s head home.”




Charlie asked, “Your home?”




Alex hugged her. “Our home. From now on, it’s our home.” Charlie hugged her hard and started sniffling, which almost made Alex cry too.




When they went down to the living room, everyone was waiting, except Riley and Hanna. Sergeant Scott was packing stuff from a dozen shopping bags into a good-sized suitcase. There were shoes and socks and undies and overalls and tops and pants and skirts and a really cute windbreaker, and a ton of stuff like that. Alex figured Sergeant Scott had to be a really great dad for some little girl.




Jack stepped into the kitchen and talked on his earjack. Then he came back with a smile. “Hey there, boys and girls! How’s about we take our nice, clean, non-grimy Charlie and go hop on our plane?”




Alex said, “Sure. I’d like to get home.”




Jack ushered everyone down to the garage and took the spike out of the garage door tracks. Then Charlie and Alex clambered into the Humvee with Jack and Sergeant Walters. The garage door went up, and Sergeant Scott was clambering into a similar Humvee with Riley.




Hanna came over and hopped into Alex’s car. She checked with Jack, “Are you sure this will be okay with my mom?”




Jack nodded, “Sure I’m sure. I even asked her and everything.”




Alex didn’t get what they were talking about until they got to the air force base. She found out that Hanna and Jack were going along to Paradise Valley to help get Charlie settled in. And Riley was helping the sergeants load stuff into the cargo hold. Alex figured all that stuff had to be for Charlie. 




She was going to have to figure out something really nice to do for Jack and Riley. She already had something nice in mind for Hanna.




She got Charlie all buckled in her seat and made sure there were energy bars and snacks within reach. Then she warned Charlie, “Okay, they’ll probably take off really fast, but it’ll be okay. Then we’ll go super-fast and land in California in about three hours.”




After Alex got a peanut butter sandwich and a carton of milk into Charlie, a certain really tired eight year old dozed off in her chair. Jack whispered from his chair, “You might want to hold her hand and wake her up if she starts having a nightmare. She’s just had the worst day ever, and grown men could get PTSD from what she went through. Only thing is, if she has a nightmare, she might have a little problem with those powers.”




“Ooh. Yeah.” Alex carefully took Charlie’s hand and just lightly held it. If Charlie had a nightmare and threw a giant fireball or something, it could be really bad to be in a tiny jet with her. Probably the only one who could survive that would be Alex.




Not that Hanna was afraid. Hanna didn’t do ‘afraid.’ And Jack was really incredibly brave. But just in case, Alex held Charlie’s hand with her left, while she used her right to write her report with a stylus on the tablet. At least this report was pretty simple. The Batman one had been ginormous. And there were the two ‘auxiliary personnel’ documents, which she was starting to write the same stuff down that she’d written before. Would Jack mind? She was guessing not, but she was guessing that Walter was the one who had to use the documents. Maybe she’d call Walter and make sure the documents were okay for him.




Charlie did some groaning and whimpering, so Alex squeezed her hand and whispered, “It’s okay, I’m here.” Charlie settled down and squeezed her hand, which Alex really liked. She wondered if this was what it was like for moms, and she wondered if she’d ever get to have kids. She was trying not to think about that, because kids stuck with her powers and not enough control over them? Mega-horrible. She’d rather never have a baby than subject a little kid to some of the awful stuff she’d gone through. Or even worse, some of the really mega-awful stuff she’d seen, like not being able to stop being a silvery blob, or being on fire all the time, or going crazy, or not being able to control your lightning, or just glowing a weird color all the time.




After Charlie woke up and just before they landed, Alex squeezed her hand and asked, “Wanna see a magic trick?”




“Umm… maybe?”




Alex gave her a smile and then went silvery before diving into the gymbag and doing her silvery clothes change. Then she stayed silvery, flew back into her seat, and went normal as plain old Alex, who had matted-down hair from wearing a wigcap and a wig most of the day. She smiled, “Hi. I’m Alex. And who are you?”




Charlie’s jaw dropped open. “That was amazing! Can you turn into other people?”




Alex grinned, “No, just me. This is what I really look like. I’ve cut my hair short and dyed it darker, and I wear flats as Alex Mack. So I look totally different from Terawatt.”




Charlie asked, “Does Action Girl do the same thing?”




Hanna hadn’t been wearing her mask since they got on the jet, so she explained, “As Hanna, I leave my hair long, and I put it up like this for ops.” She undid her braid and let her long hair trail down gracefully.




Charlie whispered, “Wow, you’re really pretty.”




Alex whispered back, “When she’s wearing makeup, she looks like a supermodel, except she’s not six feet tall and a size zero.”




Charlie asked, “Can I have a disguise for when I go on missions?”




Jack frowned, “Charlie, I don’t want to pull an eight year old in on missions. That’s not why we rescued you. Even if you can take out a platoon of badguys, that doesn’t mean you should.”




Alex said, “But we sure could’ve used you in Arizona. And Downingtown. It’s too bad you’re not twenty-one.”




Charlie pouted, “I will be! In… umm… thirteen years. And a half.”




Jack patiently corrected her, “Twelve and a half years. And by then, I’ll be thrilled to have you helping. However, I’m really old, so I’ll probably be retired by then, and Riley Finn can be the one who has to worry about you and Alex and Hanna getting into trouble.”




When they got to Camp Atron, there was a big SUV waiting for them, and a sergeant waiting by it. Jack told the guy that he didn’t have the clearance to be their driver, and Jack would do the driving. Then, once the guy left to go back to the motor pool, Jack had everyone pile into the car while he and Alex moved all the boxes and stuff into the back of the SUV. Alex noticed that besides the big suitcase, there were about a dozen fancy smoke-and-fire detectors, plus over a dozen CO2 fire extinguishers, all of them still in their boxes. And Jack also took the fancy toolkit that she was pretty sure was supposed to stay in the Cessna.




Jack did something else he wasn’t supposed to, and disconnected the GPS unit in the car, which meant even the Camp Atron motor pool wouldn’t be able to tell where Alex lived. Alex decided she liked having Jack’s sneakiness around at times like this, because it was protecting her family a ton.




Then he drove them out through the security checkpoint at the front gate, straight to Alex’s house, like he’d driven the route a dozen times before. Alex figured that Willow had given him directions and he’d even paid attention. He parked in the driveway next to her dad’s car, which was still making those ticking metal sounds, so she figured her dad just got home from work. Jack let Alex lead the way up to the front door. And, as they got out of the car, he checked his phone. “Okay, Willow should be here in under ten minutes, with more stuff.”




“More stuff?” Alex wondered.




“Yep,” he nodded. “She insisted on doing some shopping for Charlene on her way to meet us here.”




Alex asked Charlie/Charlene, “Do you like chocolate cake?” Charlene nodded eagerly. “Well, Willow makes a great chocolate cake, and it has a secret ingredient so it’s good for you too.” Alex reminded herself to stick with ‘Charlene’ and ‘Shar’ for Charlie’s names, so everyone could stick with the cover story.




“What kind of ingredient?” Charlene wondered.




Alex smiled, “It’s a secret. I’ll tell you after you eat a piece. But Jack knows, and I know, and my dad knows, and we all love Willow’s chocolate cake. So it’s not bad. It’s just a surprise.”




Charlene looked really sad. “Daddy tried, but he wasn’t very good in the kitchen.”




Alex patted her on the shoulder. “My mom’s great in the kitchen, and she can teach you. I’m still learning. But I make about a third of the dinners now. Dad makes about one out of five, and mom makes the rest. And you can help me if you want. It’s how I learn, from helping mom.”




Hanna said, “My new mom is teaching me. She says that the things I knew how to cook are not what a modern woman needs to know how to cook. I could roast caribou meat over an open fire, and a few other things like that, but I could not use anything in a modern kitchen.”




Charlene stared open-mouthed at that.




Just as Alex was ringing the front doorbell, Willow pulled up and parked on the street. Jack trotted over and helped her with her stuff. It looked like Willow had a big bag from Toys ‘R’ Us, and a smaller bag from Barnes and Noble, and a couple bags from Justice clothing, and maybe some more stuff Alex wasn’t seeing yet. It looked like Charlene was about to get deluged with stuff.




Alex’s mom opened the front door, and Alex stayed with Charlene so she could do the introductions. Willow and Jack came in with a bunch of bags from Willow’s car, and Alex let her mom lead everyone into the living room.




Charlene looked around at the house and said, “Wow, this is really nice.”




Alex grinned, “Mom, dad, this is your new niece, Charlene Victoria Mack, who we’ll just call ‘Shar.’ Shar, this is your Uncle George and your Aunt Barb.”




“Umm, hi,” Charlene tried nervously.




Alex’s mom smiled, “Oh, aren’t you the cutest little thing? How old are you?”




“Eight and a half,” Charlene insisted.




Alex’s dad grinned, “It’s nice to meet you, Shar. Do you think you’d like to live here with Alex and us?”




Charlene nodded eagerly.




Alex told her parents, “And this is Jack, who you met once before, and you’ve apparently chatted with him on the phone. And Willow, you already know. And this is my friend Hanna.”




Jack put an arm around Willow and teased, “And, as they used to say, beware of geeks bearing gifts.”




“Jack!” Alex complained.




Willow bubbled, “Well, when Jack told me Alex was getting a ‘new little cousin’ and she needed new everything, I figured the least I could do if I’m gonna be Shar’s not-really-an-aunt, is get her some stuff, so I did some shopping before I drove down, and you have to have good books, and then there were the cutest things in the store next door so I bought some new bedsheets for Charlene and some pretty tops, and then I had to run into the toy store while I was near it and I got some toys, because girls need their things, and I figured Shar needed her own bathroom stuff, so I got some more stuff, and maybe I kinda got carried away with the shopping-ness.”




Alex winced a little. “Mom, I know you said for me to buy Shar’s things, but Jack’s people and Willow kind of went overboard, so we’re gonna have to look at all the new stuff and then figure out what I’ll buy her. And I think we have all the fire suppression stuff we’re gonna need for like a century, because Jack got carried away too.”




Her dad said, “I picked up two small automatic fire suppression systems from the supply area on my way out of the plant — I’ll buy two new ones to replace them tomorrow — and we’ll put them in your bedroom and bathroom. How much other stuff did you get?”




Alex looked at Jack, who admitted, “We bought out a hardware store. Fifteen CO2 fire extinguishers and eleven high-end compact smoke-and-heat detectors.”




George smiled, “Well, we already have really good ones with chem lab fire suppression systems in the garage and the room off the garage, and we have ordinary smoke detectors in the kitchen and the upstairs hallway.”




Jack shrugged, “Well, I figured Hanna and I could help install what we brought and put ’em wherever you want ’em before we go home. And we’ll help get Shar situated, and I’ll leave you with a few more numbers you can call in case you have any problems.”




Willow smiled, “Really, you can just call me on your tPhone and I can re-direct the call anywhere it needs to go.”




Alex looked at the clock and asked, “Umm, mom, it’s 5:30. Do you have dinner going?”




Her mom said, “No, I was just going to fix spaghetti and some of Willow’s zucchini and a green salad. I didn’t realize we were going to have…” She stopped and counted. “…seven people for dinner.”




Jack ‘helpfully’ contributed, “But on the bright side, none of us eat like Alex.”




At the same time, Willow apologized, “Oh, I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t have come at dinner time, and I did bring a couple chocolate cakes but they’re still in the trunk, and I sure hope they didn’t roll over or anything because I forgot to check, and I’ve got some more zucchini, which is good, because Jack needs more fruits and vegetables in his diet.”




Alex’s dad insisted, “Willow, don’t be silly. You’re always welcome at any time. And any friend of Alex’s is welcome to drop by. We just need to cook some more food.”




Alex’s mom said brightly, “I know, how about Shar and Willow and Hanna help me cook, while George shows Alex and Jack where to install everything.”




So that was what they did. Alex and her dad and Jack and Hanna hauled all the rest of the stuff out of the SUV and Willow’s car and put it all on the floor in the living room. Then her dad marked the spots for the fire extinguishers and fire detectors. Most of the fire extinguishers just went in closets or cabinets, although for half the closets they went ahead and mounted the fire extinguisher on an inside wall. The automatic fire suppression systems went on the ceilings in Alex’s bedroom and bathroom. Alex did a lot of the installations, because she could use her tk to hold the mounting panel on the wall or ceiling to get the holes right, punch the holes in the plasterboard, slide the plastic molly bolts in, hold Jack’s cordless screwdriver to drive in the molly bolts, hang the mounting panel, and put the whatever on the wall or ceiling, all in about a minute. And she didn’t need a ladder or anything. So they had everything mounted and tested before dinner was ready.




When they went into the kitchen, they found Hanna had gotten out a card table and folding chairs and put it next to the kitchen table, so they had room for everybody and they could just eat casually in the kitchen. And there was a big bowl of spaghetti with two kinds of red sauce, one with lots of hamburger and ground Italian sausage in it, and one with no meat but lots of chopped veggies in it. And there was garlic bread and a green salad and a bowl of fruit salad.




They sat down and Willow beamed, “And Shar helped!” All the adults told Shar what a good job she did.




Hanna pouted, “I was not as much help.”




Alex’s mom disagreed, “Sure you were, honey. You chopped all the vegetables for the vegetarian sauce and the salad, and you helped Shar wash the salad greens and dry them and tear them up. Just because you were really amazingly fast with the chopping doesn’t mean you didn’t help a lot.”




Alex was pretty sure that chopping stuff with a big knife was the perfect Hanna task.




Hanna blushed a little. “Thank you.” She looked at Alex. “Willow taught me how to make a vegetarian spaghetti sauce, and she even told me how to turn it into a non-vegetarian sauce.”




And, after they ate a bunch of dinner, Shar loved the chocolate cake and didn’t believe them when they said it had grated zucchini in it. But Willow promised to teach her to make a chocolate zucchini cake and then she’d know.




After that, while Alex and her mom cleaned up in the kitchen, Charlene got to open all the presents and look at all the clothes she now had. Along with all the clothes, Willow had bought her about twenty books and two board games and a bunch of DVDs and four Barbie dolls. Alex hadn’t even heard of “Ticket to Ride” and “Forbidden Island”.




Alex got out into the living room in time to see the first Barbie doll. “Willow!”




Willow blushed a little. “I couldn’t help it, it just looked so pretty, and I had to buy it, and isn’t it the most awesome Barbie ever?”




Alex could hardly believe it, but Mattel had a blonde ‘Terawatt’ Barbie. Alex had to admit it went with Barbie’s blonde hair and her figure, but still! It had a little mask that hooked over Barbie’s sort-of-ears, and black tights and a white leotard and white gloves and white kneeboots. Willow had also bought the ‘Terawatt secret identity’ Barbie outfit, which looked like some sort of girly executive type in a baby blue blazer and matching skirt and high heels and a hairclip, and had a pair of black-framed glasses that didn’t really make Barbie look all that different from Terawatt.




Alex asked, “Is this licensed with Driscoll Enterprises? Because I kinda doubt Louis’s dad has enough legal muscle to push Mattel around.” 




Willow shrugged, “I guess you need to check.”




Then Charlene pulled out a matching Skipper that was dressed in a coordinated superheroine outfit but was at least in flats. And Willow had picked up a cute set of pink overalls and sneaks for Skipper so she had a secret identity too. Charlene gave Alex a big grin. Then she gave Willow a huge hug.




There was also a Barbie’s Friend Kara doll, which looked a lot like Nicole, and a Barbie’s Friend Theresa doll, which had red hair. Both of them had more normal clothes. Alex picked up the Theresa doll and said to Shar, “And this will be Willow. We’ll have to find a Barbie computer hacker playset for her.”




She was pretty sure the snickering behind her was Jack.




Okay, Willow had gotten Charlene a ton of great stuff. Besides the Barbie stuff and the books, there were three videogames for little girls, almost a dozen age-appropriate DVDs that ranged from “Finding Nemo” to a couple Alex hadn’t even seen, like “The Iron Giant” and season 1 of “Magical Girl Lyrical Nanoha”. Alex didn’t remember telling Willow she wanted to look at the Nanoha one, but Willow might have seen Alex’s list of books and anime to go check out.




Oh crud, if Willow had looked at those lists, then that meant there were a bunch of potential presents for Willow that were pretty much shot. Mega-crud!




The next thing they did was gather up all of Shar’s new clothes and presents, while Alex’s mom and dad got Jack and Willow to help move all of Annie’s stuff out of the bedroom into the guest room so Shar could have Annie’s bed. When Jack whistled down the stairs, Alex helped Hanna and Shar carry everything upstairs to put away on the Annie side of the room.




Shar just stared at the room. “This is your room? And I get to stay here too?”




“Yep,” Alex said. “You can have that bed, and I’ll have this one, so you get that dresser and that desk and that closet. How’s that sound?”




Willow popped her head in and grinned, “And I got some really cute bedsheets for you!”




Alex used her tk to pull Annie’s sheets off the bed, hold the comforter in the air, and make the bed with the new ‘puppies and kittens’ sheets Willow had bought. Then she helped Hanna and Shar put all the toys and clothes and books away. Annie had a bookshelf that was now empty, so the toys and games and DVDs all went there, while the clothes went into the dresser and closet. Okay, Alex made everyone wait while she cleaned the dresser drawers and the closet, but that only took a few seconds because she was using her tk to wipe down all the drawers and the closet shelf and the closet floor all at the same time.




While she did some vacuuming with her tk so Annie’s side of the room was clean enough for Charlene, Alex called Louis on her tPhone.




“Hey Tera, what’s up?”




She asked, “Did you know Mattel has a Terawatt Barbie and a Terawatt-sidekick Skipper? With ‘secret identity’ clothes?”




Louis groused, “Well, that’s one of the lawsuits dad has going right now. We might have to have Terawatt make a notarized statement about that.”




Alex worried, “Won’t I have to admit who I am and stuff?”




“No way. California lets people participate in lawsuits and file lawsuits under pseudonyms. I think it’s a Hollywood thing, so actors and actresses could file a lawsuit under their stage name when that wasn’t their real name. Porn stars have used it too.”




Oh great, just what she wanted, to be connected in any way to porn stars. Ick.




Jack stepped over. “Wait, Mattel doesn’t have permission to do a Terawatt Barbie? I’ve got this one. I’ll get Walter on it ASAP. We can’t have a temporarily deputized representative of the DHS being abused like this. It’ll lead to even worse abuses later.”




Louis added, “And if you can come up with a way we can pay Terawatt legally, I’d appreciate it. Because I don’t think the IRS is gonna let us just ‘claim’ that we paid a superheroine a bunch of money with no records anywhere. And then what does Terawatt do about income tax on that income?”




Jack grimaced. “Okay, I think I need to run this one by General Hammond. Or Walter. Or maybe I’ll just ask the smartest person in the world. She’ll know.” He turned his head. “Hey Willow! We need a really big brain! Got a sec?”




Charlene quietly asked Alex, “Is she really the smartest person in the whole world?”




Alex told her, “Well, I think so. And Jack thinks so.”




“Wow.”




Willow popped in and listened to Jack’s explanation. Then she thought for a few seconds and said, “Oh! I know what to do!” She pulled her phone out of her pocket and hurried down the hall.




Alex figured they would hear a really smart solution one of these days.







It took a while to get everything settled and everyone dealt with. And Alex needed to get Charlene to bed, in her new bed. Charlene happily brushed her teeth and brushed her hair, like it was a privilege instead of a chore. Alex wondered just what those creepy guys in The Shop had been doing to her for months.




Alex tucked Shar in and asked, “Are you gonna be able to go to sleep okay?”




Shar whispered, “Could you maybe stay here with me? I’m not scared or anything! But… I’d feel better if you were in here too.”




Alex looked around and had an idea. “How about I turn out the big light, but I work at my desk with my reading light?”




Shar smiled. Alex hugged her and tucked her in.




Willow peeked in at the door. “Can I say goodnight?”




Hanna stuck her head in as well. “Me too.”




Alex looked over at Shar, who nodded shyly. So Hanna came in and hugged Shar goodnight, and then Willow came in and hugged Shar goodnight, and then Alex’s mom did too. Alex’s mom stroked Shar’s hair and said “If you need anything, even in the middle of the night, you just let us know. Okay?”




“ ’Kay.”




Willow hugged Alex too and said, “I haveta get going, but this is so great of you, and she’s just so cute. Can I really be an aunt?”




Alex grinned, “With all the stuff you bought, I think you already are.”




Hanna gave Alex a hug too. “I will see when I can come back and visit some more.”




Alex hugged her back. “You do that, Aunt Hanna.” Hanna smiled over at Shar.




Jack said from the doorway, “Us guys don’t do icky stuff like hugs. We might get cooties.” Shar giggled. “But you take care, and if you want anything, just call me. Alex can get me anytime, day or night, on her phone, so you just get her to call. Only… no ponies. I’m under strict orders not to buy anyone a pony.”




Alex went over and hugged Jack too. She whispered, “Thanks.”




He ruffled her hair like she was ten. “Sure thing, kiddo.”




Alex got out her reading light and turned out the ceiling light. The newly-installed fire suppression system had a little green light that flickered like every ten seconds, and it was pretty noticeable in the dark. She figured she was just going to have to get used to that, too.




She got all her homework done, and then she got in plenty of reading ahead on chemistry. She still wasn’t comfortable with the ‘limit’ thing in calc class, so she figured she’d get help in class before she did more reading ahead in there. Maybe she’d ask Willow to explain it to her, because Willow’s explanation would probably be better than what the book said. Willow had said she’d need to learn the periodic table, so Alex started in on that. Knowing about group 2 metals had already paid off in huge ways, so she figured she should memorize the entire thing, including the weird stuff. Then Alex worked some more on the computer course until she was really tired.




She slipped out to wash her face and brush her teeth, and then she put on her favorite flannel pajamas and went to sleep.







“Daddy! Daddy, no! No!”




Alex came awake with a start. Charlene was having a nightmare. And the nice, air-conditioned room wasn’t air-conditioned anymore. It was hot. As hot as a sidewalk on a broiling day. Alex flew out of her bed.




“Daddy no!”




Alex tried, “Charlie, you’re having a nightmare, just wake—”




“Daddy!”




Charlene jerked awake at Alex’s touch.




Suddenly, Alex’s clothes were on fire.





107. Interlude XV



Colonel Roger J. McNamara was facing the panel. There were six of them sitting there. He wasn’t sure that Hollister had ever met with more than two at a time before, which didn’t bode well for this meeting. He knew a lot of power brokers in D.C., but he only knew two of the people before him. He assumed that didn’t bode well for him, either.




The middle-aged woman in the general’s uniform with her brown hair in an updo crisply said, “The DSI is closed down and gone for good. You will not make any untoward gestures toward rebuilding it.” He just stood stiffly and listened. “Of the DSI’s 251 field agents, 109 are dead, 37 have been arrested, and 78 have turned themselves in to the DHS for security validation and possible redistribution to other government programs. Of the DSI’s 84 scientists, scientific assistants and lab techs, 63 are dead, 17 have been arrested, and 4 have turned themselves in for security evaluation. All computer support and administrative support who were on-site are dead, except for 5 secretaries who are being questioned by the DHS, and the entire personnel list for the Pentagon office — except for you — has been taken in for questioning. That leaves you with only 27 possible field agents, no computer support, no scientific support, no administrative personnel, no connectivity, and no funding.”




General Flagg growled, “You’ll be meeting with your 27 people individually and explaining the new reality to them. You’ll be working as a special cell in another agency. And you will not screw up again. I had enough trouble redirecting matters this time. I expect you and your men to carry a cyanide pill on you, and if apprehended, to take that pill. If any of your 27 agents don’t want to do that, then retire them. With prejudice.”




“Yes sir. I understand sir.”




An older man in a gray suit and heavy eyebrows said, “We’ve brought in someone to get you up to speed on your new agency. He’ll provide the computers and support staff, and he’ll be your nominal boss. From here on out, you’ll get all directives through him.”




“Yes sir.”




General Flagg snapped, “Dismissed.”




Colonel McNamara saluted, turned sharply, and marched out.




At the back of the room, another colonel was waiting. The man opened the door and walked into the hallway too. He smiled, “McNamara. Nice to meet you. Even if I’m your boss, in unofficial settings you can call me Harry. The other times? Call me Colonel Maybourne. Oh, and welcome to the NID.”





108. School Day



Alex reacted instantly by going silvery, even if she didn’t get her flaming clothes into the morph. If she hadn’t fought Cready, or she hadn’t felt a Mark 77 go off, she might not have changed fast enough, and she might have gotten badly burned. But she did react, and then she flew right at the fire suppression system.




The system went off. The alarm sounded. The CO2 blasted all over her. The Halon shot out of another vent at whatever the system thought needed some quick fire suppression. None of the foamy stuff squirted out, so that was probably a good sign.




She turned in mid-air so she got some more CO2 blasted all over her, just to make sure her clothes weren’t still on fire somewhere. Then she looked around the room to make sure there weren’t any other fires or anything.




Charlie was sitting up in bed, crying hard. “Ohmygod ohmygod! I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”




Alex went normal and flew back to Charlie. Charlene. Not Charlie, Charlene from now on. Crud, she had to remember that.




Even though her pajamas were burnt and covered in frost from the CO2 blasts, she hugged Charlene and rubbed her back. “It’s okay honey, it’s okay.”




“But I burned you, like I burned mommy! I’m a bad person!”




“No honey, you’re not a bad person, and I’ll be okay.” Alex didn’t let go of Shar, she just used her tk to turn the alarm off for the fire suppression system. But Charlene didn’t stop crying.




“Is everything okay?” her dad asked from the doorway.




She turned her head. Both her folks were there, in bathrobes and looking worried. She said, “Shar had a nightmare about her dad being murdered in front of her, and she had a little… reaction.”




Her dad said, “I heard the system go off. Is there anything we need to check in case it’s still smoldering?”




She admitted, “Umm, maybe just my pajamas. But I got them pretty well sprayed already.”




Her dad squawked, “Your pajamas?!”




Her mom insisted, “Let me help Charlene while your father gets you some burn cream.”




She started to say she was okay, but she realized she wasn’t. Now that her adrenaline wasn’t spiking through the roof, she was feeling like she had a bad sunburn in a lot of places. She gave Charlene a little squeeze and gently murmured, “I’ll be back in a few minutes in some clean pajamas. Okay?”




“You don’t hate me?” a tiny voice worried.




“No honey, I don’t hate you. I’m not mad at you. I just… I need to change my clothes and put some burn cream on a few places.”




Shar burst into tears again. Alex let her mom hug Shar, while Alex grabbed a clean pair of pajamas out of the drawer and floated into the bathroom.




She saw herself in the bathroom mirror. Ooh. That didn’t look good. Her pajamas looked like someone hit them with a flamethrower. They were burnt all over, and there were big holes burnt right through the front. They were definitely ruined. Crud. So much for her fave pair of pajamas. And she was showing parts of her she didn’t let anyone look at. Crud. That was most of one whole breast that was showing through the biggest burned hole. Okay, that hole went from above her breast all the way down to her navel, so that wasn’t so much a ‘hole’ as ‘the whole front of her pajama top’.




Her dad knocked on the bathroom door and slid one hand in with a tube of the burn cream Scooter’s staff was working on for FDA certification. He said, “Here you go, honey. The room’s okay. Charlene’s really upset, but the room is cooling off again. We’ve got a little smoke damage I think we can fix by scrubbing the ceiling, and I vacuumed some burned material off the floor with the lab vac. But everything’s okay except you and Charlene.”




Alex thanked him and smeared the stuff all over her reddened areas. She would have had some really nasty burns if she hadn’t gone silvery so fast. She put on new pajamas and gave her old ones to her dad to throw out, because there was no way to save them. Then she hurried back to see how Shar was doing.




Alex’s mom was just holding Shar and stroking her hair and generally being a great mom. Alex didn’t want to think what she would be like if she’d lost her mom when she was in first grade. She’d probably be a lot less like Shar and a lot more like Jo Baker.




And Alex wondered if they would ever get to the end of the list of little kids that Maggie Walsh had done horrible things to.




Even after Alex’s mom let Alex take over on the hugging, Charlene still cried for a long time, until she was completely exhausted. Alex was pretty tired by then, too. But Charlene didn’t want to let go, so Alex sort of snuggled into Shar’s bed and held Shar until they both fell asleep.







When the alarm clock went off, Alex couldn’t remember why it was on the wrong side of the room. It took her a moment to realize she was the one on the wrong side of the room. She turned it off with her tk, just as Shar sleepily murmured, “Is it time ta get up?”




Alex realized her arm had fallen asleep under Shar’s weight. It felt all pins-and-needles-y as Shar moved off Alex’s arm and the blood flowed back in. Alex figured it was a good thing she had telekinesis so she didn’t need her right arm to get things done for the next minute or so.




She got Shar up and into the bathroom for a quick shower, then she used her tk to help Shar get her hair dried and styled, while she did a quick shower. Shar said, “Could I get my hair short like yours?”




Alex smiled, “Sure. You’d look really cute in a pixie cut or a bob.”




Shar told her, “But I don’t wanna have brown hair, because I want to stay a blonde like mommy. Is that okay?”




“Sure it’s okay,” Alex assured her. “Come on, let’s get our robes on and go eat breakfast before we put on our nice stuff and go to church.”




Shar stopped cold. “I don’t think I have anything nice enough. And maybe I shouldn’t go.”




Alex lifted Shar up with her tk and hugged her. “It’s okay, honey. This is California. You don’t have to dress like the richest person in New York to go to church. And maybe you could say a couple prayers for your mommy and daddy.”




Shar’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t know any.”




Alex hugged her tighter. “You can read, so you can use the ones in the book. Or you can just make one up. It’ll be okay.”




But still, Alex had to hold Shar’s hand the whole way to church, and then the whole time during the church services. Shar didn’t relax until they were out of the church and back in the car.




They were halfway home before Shar nervously asked, “Do you think daddy will be mad at me for going to church and saying a prayer for him and mommy?”




Alex was pretty sure her mom was crying in the front seat, but her mom still said, “Oh honey, I’m sure your daddy’s really happy you’re okay, and you have a place to live, and you love him enough to want to do something like that.”




Then Alex’s dad told her, “And anyway, the hard part will be tomorrow.”




“Why?” asked Shar.




“School,” he said. “You’re going to be the new kid, and you’ll be meeting a whole bunch of children for the first time. And then, after school, we’re going to start you at the local Boys and Girls Club so you can meet even more kids.”




Shar’s hand slid over and nervously grabbed Alex’s hand again.




In Alex’s bedroom, while they were changing out of their nice clothes into overalls, Shar asked, “Alex? What if the other kids don’t like me?”




Alex sat down and thought for a second. “You know what? Some of them will like you, but some of them won’t like you. There were kids who didn’t like me. There were kids who didn’t like Willow and were really mean to her. No matter how great you are and how awesome you are, there’s always going to be some jerkheads who don’t like you. If you’re really smart, some of the smart kids will want to be your friends, but some of the smart kids will feel threatened, and some of the dumb kids will be intimidated enough to try and bully you. If you’re one of the pretty girls, some of the kids who think they rule the grade will feel threatened, but some will want you to be in their clique. But if you’re not pretty, mean girls will pick on you. If you’re really athletic, you can be popular but lots of kids get bullied by some of the jocks and they won’t like you until they get to know you and find out you’re not like that. And there’ll be some kids that maybe you think don’t like you, but really they’re just totally shy or they don’t think you would like them so they like you but you’ll have to be nice to them first. So, no matter what, there will be someone who doesn’t like you. And if they give you any trouble, just report ’em to the teacher. Don’t face off against ’em unless you’re sure you can do it without showing your powers. And tell me and mom, because I’m not gonna let anybody get away with being mean to you.” Alex thought a minute and told her, “You know what? When I get my black belt in a few years, I’m gonna teach you some martial arts, so you can deal with the playground bullies if they try anything. But for girls, mainly it’s some mean girls saying mean stuff about you.”




Shar asked, “So how do I know who likes me and who doesn’t?”




Alex explained, “It’ll be pretty obvious. The girls who like you will want to play with you and will want to invite you over to their house and stuff like that. The girls who don’t like you will say mean stuff to you and spread lies about you behind your back. But mom and I are gonna go talk to your teachers and your principal tomorrow, and I’ll pick you up from school so you can learn all about the Boys and Girls Club.”




“What’s that?”




Alex said, “It’s an after-school thing. You can do schoolwork, or play with other kids, or meet new kids, or sit around and talk, or whatever. I don’t know all the stuff they have now, but I know they have basketball courts and pool tables and foosball tables.”




“I don’t know how to play any of those. I mean, I’ve seen basketball, but that’s about it. I don’t know how to shoot and dribble and that kind of junk.”




Alex told her, “Okay, important lesson time. Guys that don’t know how to play have to get their dad or their older brother to teach them so they don’t look stupid and have other guys make fun of them. Girls can play the ‘cute and helpless’ card. You go over and smile at the boys and say ‘wow, you’re really good, can you teach me to play?’ and plenty of guys will just say yes. Third grade’s about when boys start figuring out girls don’t really have cooties. Some third grade boys will be all ‘girls are icky’ but others will be totally ‘hey there good looking’ even if they’re so not smooth. But just don’t laugh at ’em when they’re like that, and they’ll fall all over themselves to teach you. And boys can be great friends. My best friend when I was little was a boy named Ray. Now he’s my boyfriend, and he’s awesome at basketball. I have a bunch of friends who are girls, but I have a bunch of friends who are boys. And the girls who tried the hardest to be Miss Popular and were mean to other girls to do it? Hardly anyone likes them now, even if they’re both really pretty. I don’t get how you’re supposed to be Miss Popular if you’re mean to everyone except maybe half a dozen people.”




Shar just stared at her like she was a super-genius font of wisdom or something. “Wow. How do you know all this stuff?”




Alex shrugged, “I lived through it. I know all the mean girls and smart girls and pretty girls. I know what I did when I was your age, and now I can look back and see what I should’ve done. And one thing I should’ve done was try harder to get really good grades. Being popular is a huge waste of time until you’re like college age or older. Getting the top grades in high school and college? Big bennies for that, only later on. And anyway, mom and dad are gonna expect you to get good grades. And I’m gonna expect you to get all ‘A’s because I know you’re really smart.” 







After lunch, Alex drove Shar over to Ray’s house. She kind of figured Ray’s parents wouldn’t yell at her too much for skipping on Ray’s birthday party if she had a little kid along with her.




Ray was hard at work, playing basketball against Tony and Jackson. Tony was over half a foot taller than Ray, but not as fast. And Jackson was two inches shorter than Ray, but bound and determined to take the shot every single time. Alex privately thought Ray was going to have to be the point guard for the team, because if Jackson was the point guard, he’d just take try and take every single shot every time the team had the ball, and that would be bad.




They even had Alex’s gift — the big basketball-catching net — set up across the end of the driveway. Now that it was up, Alex could see that the bottom edge was weighted so a basketball couldn’t just roll underneath it and get away. That was a good thing.




Ray blocked a shot Jackson tried to take by driving the lane, and knocked it off into the front yard so he could run over and say, “Hi, Alex! I’d give you a hug but I’m all sweaty.”




He looked pretty good all sweaty, but she was not gonna say so. Especially not in front of Shar. Or in front of anybody.




“Ray, this is my little cousin Shar. Shar, this is my boyfriend Ray. Shar’s coming to live with us, and I’m going to be sharing my room with her, at least for a while.”




Charlene stared up at him and finally said, “Wow, you guys are tall.”




Ray grinned and introduced her to Tony, who was about 6’10” or 6’11”. “Shar, this is Tony. We use him as our weatherman, because the rain hits him several minutes before it gets down to everyone else.”




Tony started to say something, looked at Shar, and dropped it. So Alex figured it would have been sort of rude. Because guys talked like that to each other, even when they were good friends like Ray and Tony. Instead, Tony knelt down and smiled, “Hi, Shar. I’m Tony. And we have to be nice to these guys because they’re too dumb to think up any new jokes about my height.”




Shar covered up her mouth and giggled.




Alex explained, “Our high school’s team has Tony as our center, Jackson as our shooting guard, and Ray as our point guard. And Mike and Jerrold are probably gonna be our starting forwards.”




Jackson disagreed, “Heyward really grew over the summer. I think he might knock Jerrold out of that spot.”




Alex asked, “Ray, are your folks home? I wanted to apologize for missing your birthday. We had to go back east and help Shar out.”




Tony softly asked, “So Shar, what happened that Alexandra the Great had to ditch Ray’s birthday party?”




Alex winced, but Shar just said, “Our house burned down and daddy died.”




“Holy fuck.” Tony winced, “Hey, pretend I didn’t say that. I’m not supposed to curse, especially over at Ray’s house. I’m really sorry about your daddy.”




Shar started sniffling, so Alex picked her up and hugged her some. Alex sighed, “It’s not your fault. There’s no way you could’ve known. But her mom got killed in a home invasion a couple years ago, and they couldn’t stand to be in that house anymore, and they moved away, and now she’s lost everything. So she’s having a horrible time, and she really needs us.”




Ray just said, “And you’re really good at the doing-what’s-needed deal.” He looked Alex in the eye. “Let me run in and give my folks an FYI so they don’t put their foot in it. And maybe you could beat the snot out of Jackson at H-O-R-S-E while I’m inside so he’ll get a little humility.”




Jackson gave Ray a little ‘ghetto’ swagger, even though Jackson was a regular middle-class kid, and insisted, “It ain’t bragging if you can do it.”




Tony made fun of him by doing a John Wayne kind of imitation and saying, “No brag, just fact.” Jackson flipped him the bird even though Shar was right there.




Alex watched Ray dash into the house and grinned, “So what’s the longest shot you’ve made today?”




Jackson pointed way over at the driveway-protecting net. “Five feet in front of the net.”




Alex set Shar down and walked around the net until she was halfway across the street. Then she stood with her back to the net and tilted her head back until she could see the basketball hoop. She’d practiced this shot lots of times before, just to give Ray a hard time when he wanted to play H-O-R-S-E. She took the shot, using her tk to guide the ball a little so it swished through for a goal. Shar jumped up and down and cheered. Alex walked back onto the driveway and gave Jackson a smile. Tony just couldn’t stop laughing at the stunned expression on Jackson’s face.




It wasn’t that Alex was being mean. Well, she was pretty sure she wasn’t being mean. She just really thought Jackson would be a way better player if he didn’t act like he had to take the shot every time. Ray was a really great point guard because he always looked to see who was open or could get open, and he fed them the ball. Your team just made more of their shots if you had a really great point guard, because he got them the ball when they had better shots they could take. That seemed totally obvious to her.




She also thought Jackson needed to do more than shoot hoops all the time. Alex knew Ray was doing these leg and torso exercises the basketball coach said they could do on their own over the summer, and Ray’s vertical jump had gone up two inches just since May. It looked like Tony was jumping a little higher too. Jackson needed to do all the basketball stuff, not just shooting.




Ray hopped back out the front door. “Go on in. They’re in the den. Better hurry, because dad’s gonna start music practice pretty soon, and you know what that sounds like. I told ’em what not to ask about.”




So when Alex went in, Ray’s folks oohed and ahhed over Shar, and got her some cookies and a glass of milk, and talked to her about how she liked Alex and Alex’s parents. Shar was really good at the ‘secret cover story’ thing. And that just stunk, because nobody Shar’s age should have to be able to maintain a cover story. Life had not been nice to Shar, or to Hanna, or to a lot of people, and Alex didn’t see why she couldn’t fix things here and there. Plus, Shar was the cutest thing ever. She pretty much had Ray’s folks wrapped around her little finger by the time they left. Alex figured Shar could have asked for a huge bowl of ice cream right before dinner, and Ray’s mom would have fetched it for her and asked if she wanted sprinkles on top.




When they got home, Shar helped Alex fix dinner, which pretty much meant doing the safe stuff like standing on a chair and tearing up salad greens, and peeking in through the oven window to say when the ‘timer’ on the turkey breast popped up so the turkey was done. Alex also let Shar pick out the vegetable to cook in the microwave and put it in a microwave-safe bowl and set the timer on the microwave, so they were having green beans.




Over dinner, Alex’s mom and dad explained to Shar that she was going to have to do what they said, and they would give her chores they were sure she could do, and not the hard stuff like baking bread or mowing the lawn. And Shar would have to help in the mornings so everyone could get off to school or work on time, with Alex driving Shar in to Roosevelt Elementary School, over on Roosevelt Drive. Alex added, “But tomorrow will be different, because mom and I are gonna drive you in to school and get stuff all set up for you.”




Alex’s dad told everyone, “I talked to Ralph Simpson at church this morning, so things should go smoothly.” Alex knew Mr. Simpson was the Superintendent of Schools for the city, so he could probably make a lot of stuff happen pretty quick if he wanted.




Then, after they cleaned up after dinner, Shar wanted to play one of the board games from Auntie Willow, so they all played Forbidden Island, and it was really way more fun than Alex expected, because it wasn’t a game for little kids, it was just a game that kids could play too. And it was everyone working together against the board, instead of everyone trying to beat the others to win, so they all won together, even if it was super, super close. And it didn’t take forever, like some of Mina’s games. They all decided it would be really fun to play pretty regularly. Alex decided that Willow was the smartest game-picker ever.




That night, when Shar was in bed holding Alex’s Pikachu plushie and Alex was studying at her desk, Shar whimpered, “Alex, can you sleep over here tonight so if I have another nightmare you can just… hug me or something?” So Alex ended up holding Shar like Shar was her little girl.




Alex figured that in a sense, she was.







Monday was the first day of ‘morning rush-around’ with someone else to manage. Alex was glad she got Shar to bathe the night before, so that was one less time problem. Even if Shar got into Alex’s lipstick while Alex was drying off in the shower.




Alex groaned, “Honey, please don’t use my makeup. It’s really expensive. If you want to learn about makeup and stuff, I’ll get you your own, and I’ll teach you. Okay? But not a lot of elementary school kids are wearing makeup yet. You wouldn’t want the other kids to think you’re all weird. And lipstick is a lot of work to maintain. You’ve got to learn not to chew it off by accident, and you’ve got to fix it every time you eat anything, and you’ve got to check it pretty regularly just in case. A soft mascara’s probably gonna be easier and more natural-looking. Plus, you’re already pretty.”




Shar had kind of wrecked the bullet — the part of the lipstick that was bullet-shaped and you used to apply the lipstick to your lips — but Alex just used her tk to reshape it without getting lipstick all over her fingers. It was still sort of messed up, but it was a lot better. She figured Willow would know how to fix stuff like that, and she made a mental note to call Willow and ask.




So then they scrambled to get dressed for school. Shar wanted to dress like Alex, so they were wearing matching overalls and t-shirts and sneakers for the day. Then Alex made sure Shar had a nutritious breakfast. Alex had a little backpack that was one of Annie’s old school backpacks from the attic that Alex had cleaned up, and Alex had put four notebooks and a pencil case and a box of good crayons in it for Shar.




Then they all rushed off. Alex followed her mom so she knew where to drive Shar to school every morning. Since Shar’s new school was only about a mile and a half from Alex’s high school, it was going to be easy. Hopefully. Alex knew her mom was taking time off from work to get Shar registered and everything, but her mom wouldn’t be able to do this every morning. Alex was the only one in the family not working eight to five, or in her dad’s case, maybe eight to six. Or even eight to seven, on days with a ton of meetings. Her dad would love to spend eight to seven in the lab on an interesting research problem, but eight to seven in meetings? Not his fave.




Alex’s mom led them down to the principal’s office. Mrs. Hemmings was waiting for them, since the superintendent had already called her. Mrs. Hemmings was a nice lady maybe about the same age as Alex’s mom, but a lot shorter. Even in heels, Mrs. Hemmings was like 4’10”. Alex wondered if Mrs. Hemmings was so short that she could only be a principal for elementary school children, because even a lot of junior high kids would be able to stare down at her.




So Mrs. Hemmings was really friendly, and told Shar that they would do everything they could to help her fit in, and if she got really sad, that was okay, and she should tell her teacher, and come down to see Mrs. Hemmings and it would even be okay if she cried and took a rest in the nurse’s office next door. She looked over the files that Jack had given to her mom, which Alex knew were all faked. Then she gave Shar a sheet of paper and asked her to read it out loud. The first lines were pretty much ‘see spot run,’ but the paragraphs slowly got harder and harder, until Shar started struggling with some big words and asked if she could stop.




Mrs. Hemmings gave her a big smile and said, “Shar, that was really, really good. That’s just a quick check and not a full evaluation, but it looks like you’re reading at a fifth grade level, maybe sixth grade. Now let’s try this page.”




It was a page of math problems. And, just like the reading one, it started out with a row of super-easy ones and slowly got tougher. It turned out Shar was doing math at a third or fourth grade level already.




The last page was questions about cities and states and countries. The first ones were super easy, and they got tougher. Shar was maybe second or third grade in social studies, which Mrs. Hemmings thought was very good for a girl home schooled by a single parent who was probably not devoting enough of his time to teaching.




So Shar was put in the ‘smart’ third grade class, which was taught by Mr. Kuzuki. Alex walked Shar down to the classroom while her mom filled out forms and did all the other really icky stuff. There was probably paying bills in there too.




Alex walked Shar in and handed Mr. Kuzuki the note from the principal. Mr. Kuzuki was really nice too, and he welcomed Shar to the classroom, and let her sit in a nice desk, and told her what their daily schedule was going to be. Alex could see it was written on a big sheet on the wall, so duh. But it looked like reading and history and math and Spanish and science and writing and stuff, plus lunch and some time running around out on the playground. And Shar had only missed the first three days of school, so she wasn’t behind in anything.




Shar got to introduce herself, and Alex stood at the back of the room and gave her a big ‘thumbs up’ to encourage her, and she did okay. And Mr. Kuzuki had each of the students stand up and say their name and say one thing about them. Alex had a pretty good idea who the class jerks were just from where kids were seated and who Mr. Kuzuki kept a close eye on and who tried to make a couple other boys laugh.




Alex just wanted to stand there and keep an eye on Shar all day, but she knew she couldn’t. So she gave Shar a little bye-bye wave the next time Shar looked back at her, and slipped out the classroom door.




Her mom was standing right there, peeking in through the little window in the middle of the door. She whispered, “How’s she doing?”




Alex whispered back, “Fine. I think we can go. I’ll meet her after school and make sure she gets on the right bus and she goes to the Boys and Girls Club, and then I’ll make sure she’s all checked in and stuff. Then I’ll pick her up at five.”




Her mom gave her a huge smile. “You’re such a good girl. You’ll make a great mom, even if you adopt. I have a feeling after watching you with Shar that you’ll have your own kids and you’ll adopt a few ‘strays’ you find along the way.”




Alex was late to school, but her mom had called in an excuse already. So she got a permission slip from Mrs. Bennis the attendance lady, and she hurried down to American Lit class which she had already missed almost all of.




When the bell rang, Ms. Walters waved her up to the front and asked her why she was late. So she ‘explained’ about having to go back east on Saturday with her folks because her little cousin Charlene, who already had lost her mom, lost her dad and her home early that morning in a big fire and so they were taking Shar in, and Alex needed to help get Shar settled in at her new school and stuff.




And math class was really great, because Mrs. McGurty explained about limits, and what she said made a ton of sense after the stuff Alex had been reading, so Alex was ready to do the homework for the section and maybe even the next two sections. And the weird notation that the book used for calculus integrals actually made sense, mostly. Even if she didn’t see why you had to have a giant capital ‘S’ that was so weird-looking and thin that you couldn’t even tell it was an ‘S’ anymore.




Apparently, most of the American Lit class had heard a lot of what Alex said to the teacher as they trickled out, so word was already going around the school. Kelly dropped by Alex’s table at lunchtime to complain about ‘Saint Alex’ and how Alex was probably milking this for Homecoming Queen votes.




“What a bitch,” Louis muttered quietly, even if it was not quietly enough.




Alex refused to let Kelly make her mad, which was probably what Kelly wanted. She just told her, “Oh, I know you pretend you’re all mean and stuff, but if your favorite cousin just lost her dad and her home and all her things in a big fire, you’d help her too. Wouldn’t you?”




Kelly frowned at her, and didn’t answer. But Alex hadn’t expected she would. Kelly had a hard time letting people in. Kelly was probably standing there wishing she hadn’t confided in Alex that summer they were both camp counselors and they nearly got eaten by a bear.




Mina smiled sweetly at Kelly, “We all know taking in a cousin isn’t going to win anybody any Homecoming Queen votes, but that’s not what we’re gonna use to beat you.”




Alex groaned, “Mina! I’m not running for Homecoming Queen!” All she needed was being voted into the homecoming court and then having to fly off on an SRI emergency and missing Homecoming so it would look like she was dumping on the entire school. Everyone would be so mad at her! But missing Ray’s birthday party just really rubbed in how hard it could be if you were a superhero. Well, if you were a responsible superhero who wasn’t a big jerk.




The rest of school went just fine, even if she needed to tell Mr. Hooper she was going to really rush out of the classroom as soon as the bell rang, because she had to go pick up her cousin at elementary school. He was okay as long as it wasn’t going to be an everyday problem. And Wade Stevens invited her and Mina to come talk to the first meeting of the year for the Computer Club and the Science Club on Thursday last period, which they were doing jointly because there were plenty of kids who were in both. So now Alex needed to prepare for that too.




When the clock said the bell would ring in thirty seconds, she started putting her stuff away. When the bell rang, she already had everything in her backpack, and she took off. She cut to the front of the room, ran to the door from there so she wouldn’t get blocked in an aisle, and sprinted down the hall before anyone else got out of their classrooms. Then she dashed out to the parking lot, hopped into her car, and took off. She made sure she was pretty close to the speed limit, though, because she’d seen the police liked to patrol around the school at the end of the school day, just when teenagers were racing away and breaking the most traffic laws.




She still got to Shar’s school in time, but it was pretty close. Kids were already coming out of the building and heading for the buses, so Alex made sure she knew which was the right bus, and she walked over to meet Shar as she ran out of the school with what seemed like a flood of other kids. They just poured out in a tidal wave. Alex was really happy to see Shar animatedly chatting with another little girl who looked about the same age.




Shar waved excitedly when she saw Alex, and she ran right over. “Alex! Alex! Hi! I was worried you wouldn’t be here!”




Alex smiled down at her, “Well, if there had been bad traffic, it might’ve been a problem. But I wanted to check on you before we went over to the club. How’d your day go?”




Shar gushed, “It was good. I get to learn Spanish! Como esta usted! At lunchtime I got really sad when I had the mac and cheese and I thought about daddy making it for me and how he wouldn’t make it for me anymore, and I had to go to the nurse’s office and cry some, but I’m okay now. And I met a bunch of nice kids, even if Petey Johnson and his pals are just assholes.”




“Let’s say ‘jerks’ instead, okay?” Alex nudged.




“Well, they’re something bad that starts with ‘a.’ But they’re jerks to everyone, not just me. It’s too bad Terawatt can’t fly into the playground and give all of ’em superpowered wedgies.”




Alex insisted, “If someone is being a bully, you should report them to your teachers. And if someone asks why you ratted Petey out, tell them that your cousin Alex had trouble with a bully and the bully came back and tried to stab her with a knife, so you don’t want any bullying.”




“Did a bully really do that?” Shar’s eyes got really wide.




Alex nodded. “Yep. I stood up to her, and she got expelled, and she came back on school grounds to threaten me so she got in more trouble, and then she came back again and got arrested and put in a big jail, and then she got superpowers so Terawatt had to go beat her up.”




“Wow.”




By then, they were right at the bus that said ‘Boys and Girls Club’ on the side. Shar hopped in and went to find a seat. Alex drove her car behind the bus so she would get to the building at the same time as Shar. Then Alex led Shar in and got her registered and all that stuff, which was a lot of filling out forms, so it was a good thing she had copies of all the stuff her mom filled out for the school, so she could look at all the stuff she didn’t know, like Shar’s new Social Security Number, while she filled things out. Shar put her backpack where they stored all the backpacks, and ran off to play with some of her new friends.




Alex said to the friendly ladies who ran things, “If Shar has any problems, would you call me and my mom? I already put both our numbers down on your forms. But her daddy just died only two days ago and where they lived burned down to the ground, and she’s lost everything. So she’ll have good days and bad days, and if someone picks on her, I don’t know whether she’ll burst into tears or try to scratch their eyes out. If someone says something mean about her mommy or daddy, she might get really, really upset.” They promised to keep an eye on Shar for her.




Then Alex had to go do the part she was really dreading. She drove over to Gloria’s to tell her that she had to quit waitressing.




Gloria smiled when Alex walked in. “Well, you’re early. Skipping school to earn tips?”




Alex frowned, “I wanted to come tell you in person instead of over the phone. I now have an eight year old ‘cousin’ coming to live with us. She’s a ‘picture taking’ rescue. But I need to quit waitressing so I can take care of her in the afternoons.”




Gloria looked horrified as she realized what Alex meant. “A ‘picture taking’ rescue? And she’s only eight?”




Alex nodded. “She just saw her daddy shot and killed in front of her just Saturday morning. She really needs me right now.”




Gloria gave Alex a big hug. “Alex, I knew you’d have to stop waitressing for me one of these days. Barb was talking about how hard your courses are this year and how you’re trying to get into a top-notch journalism school, and I know how dedicated you are with your ‘picture-taking.’ And it’s not like I’m buried under waves of donut-devouring cameramen anymore. I can always advertise for an after-school waitress if I feel like it’s too much. Okay?”




Alex hugged her again, “I’m really sorry. I feel like I’m letting you down. But mom insisted. I brought Charlene home, so I have to do a lot of the childcare and stuff.”




Gloria said, “It’s okay. Really. As long as you and your dad come in now and then for donuts so I can see you.”




Alex smiled, “I’ll bring Shar by so she can find out what the best donuts in California taste like.”




And Gloria even packed her off with a dozen donuts as a gift. Alex had to make herself leave them alone, because she wanted to share all of them with Shar for dessert after dinner, and Alex knew if she got started eating them, there might not be any left by dinnertime.




So Alex worked on her math homework for a couple hours, until it was time to go pick up Shar. Now that the limit stuff made sense, she was able to get all the problems done for the whole section, even though Mrs. McGurty had only assigned most of the odd problems. But Alex had figured out last year that Mrs. McGurty liked to take the not-assigned problems, change a number here or there, and use them as most of the test questions.




Alex drove back and picked Shar up at the Boys and Girls Club. Shar looked fairly happy. She babbled about all the stuff there was to play with. She and a dozen other girls had done art projects. The boys mostly ran around like wild monkeys or played basketball or stuff like that. Some of them ran around like wild monkeys while they were supposed to be playing basketball.




Then Alex had Shar do her homework at the kitchen table while Alex fixed dinner. Since Shar was living with them now, they needed to have dinners earlier than eight or eight thirty. And since her mom got off work every day right at five, and didn’t have hours of homework afterward anymore, it would probably work. If Alex’s dad had to work late, they would just have to deal. So dinners at six thirty from now on. And Alex could help Shar with her homework too. Not that Shar needed any help, except with a little of the Spanish. Shar was just fine in the reading and writing and math parts, so she really didn’t have much homework to get done.




And Alex showed Shar the lab stuff in the garage and warned her not to touch anything because sometimes her dad had experiments going, and some of them might not be safe to touch, and none of them would be okay if you messed something up and ruined his experiment. She told Shar that if Shar wanted to do some experiments, she should just ask Uncle George who would be thrilled to show her all kinds of cool stuff with chemistry.




After dinner, Alex did all her workouts and her martial arts practice, while she watched tv with her dad and Shar. Somehow, Shar had never seen ‘The Fuzzy Family’ so they watched a rerun, along with a new tv show Shar wanted to watch that her new friends were talking about. It had a family kind of like the Incredibles who all got superpowers. Alex liked it, because some writers had stopped and thought about what life might really be like if you had superpowers, and if you were afraid to let anyone else know you had them, and if still sometimes you did stuff with them even if looking back you could see it was a bad idea.




Then Alex let Shar take a bath and dry her own hair with the new hair dryer Alex’s mom had bought. It had a special baffle on the end and it didn’t get too hot, so it was safe for kids. And anyway, Shar could probably dry her own hair just by using her power to move some hot air around her head. Not that Alex thought that would be a good thing to experiment with while they were still inside.




So Alex tucked Shar in with the Pikachu plushie, read her a story, and then read in her American Lit textbook with a reading light until Shar was sound asleep. Then Alex moved back to her desk and prepared for the next day’s Spanish class until she was ready for bed.




109. Sister Act



The family slipped into the new routine surprisingly easily. Maybe it was because Shar was trying pretty hard not to get sent back to the East Coast. Maybe it was because Alex’s mom and dad thought Shar was cute as a button. Maybe it was because Jack read some DHS child psychiatrist into the SRI and she talked with Shar for an hour three times a week over Skype, while Alex’s mom kept an eye on how things went. Alex thought it was pretty sneaky that Jack got Shar the therapy she needed, while even the DHS child psychiatrist couldn’t find out where Shar really was, since the psychiatrist connected to Jack’s IT set-up and then captainmal re-routed the connection internally.




And maybe it was because Alex was trying really hard: she didn’t do anything except take care of Shar and study. Even at night, when she was asleep, she was kind of keeping an eye out for Shar. Or maybe an ear. When Shar had nightmares, Alex woke right up and gave Shar a telekinetic shove to wake her right up. Nothing got burned, so Alex was pretty happy about how that worked.




But not a lot was going on in her life except Shar. Alex did her exercises and practiced her martial arts while keeping an eye on Shar. She cooked dinner or did housecleaning while helping Shar with homework or letting Shar watch tv. She got going in the morning while making sure Shar did too, and when she dropped Shar off at elementary school she always made sure Shar got into the building safe and sound. Okay, so several times a week she also drove around the block while checking for anyone tailing her or staking out the school, just in case.




On the first Wednesday night, she also had to spend a few hours getting ready for the Thursday meeting. Mostly that meant grabbing still photos off the internet, studying the lighting, and taking photos of herself under matching lighting. Okay, that might have been a problem if she couldn’t manipulate one of her good cameras with an 85mm lens for getting really good portraits, plus four light sources, all at the same time. Telekinesis was really a fun power. Then she spent most of the time taking the internet images and Photoshopping herself into them.




Thursday afternoon during last period, she and Mina went to talk to Wade’s groups. The Science Club and the Computer Club were doing their first meeting of the year in the same room, since there were a lot of guys who were in both. Alex was a little depressed when she saw the room was like 90% guys. There were maybe forty guys, and only six girls, not counting her and Mina. Alex hoped that it just meant that science girls mostly had other things to do in their spare time, and maybe these guys didn’t.




She shoved that thought aside and went walking around saying hi to people. The club presidents finally got around to asking people to be quiet, and they went through the usual ‘first meeting of the year’ stuff everyone had to do. Getting names and email addresses, saying what the meeting schedule was going to be, dealing with the big overlap between the people in the two clubs, talking about what everyone wanted the clubs to be… Alex figured they really just needed everyone to put their ideas down in text messages or a Facebook wall.




But Wade made sure there was time for Alex before the end of the hour. “Okay everybody, we have a special presentation. All of you know Alex Mack. I guess. She and Mina have something to show us.” Okay, there were about fifty ‘umm’ and ‘uhh’ and ‘errm’ noises in there too, because he wasn’t good at public speaking, but that was the main thing.




Alex stood up and let Mina get the laptop hooked up to somebody’s LCD projector. She stood just to the side of the projected square on the wall so she wouldn’t be blinded by the light, and she said, “Everyone knows the yearbook for the last few years has been ‘cool clubs only.’ And nobody likes that. Even most of the cool clubs think it’s jerky. So this year, we’re putting all the official clubs in the yearbook. Including you. We’ll set up some date this year when you’re meeting, and we’ll get a group photo for each club. But seniors get action photos, and a chunk of you are seniors. I want you to start thinking about a cool action photo that expresses who you are. Like this…” She snapped her fingers, and the room cracked up laughing.




Well, that was what she had wanted. It was Angelina Jolie as Lara Croft, only with Alex’s head Photoshopped on. The next picture was Alex softly front-lit and apparently fiddling with a holographic display that was in front of her. The next picture was her as the girl in ‘Tron.’ That also got a few chortles. The next one was her in a spacesuit talking to the HAL 9000. Then it was her playing tic-tac-toe against the WHOPR from “War Games”. Then the next image was her hacking on a laptop the way it looked in “Hackers”. She had a couple more examples, so she let Mina put them up while she answered a couple questions.




Someone asked, “How long did it take you to do these?”




She admitted, “I did all of ’em in Photoshop last night. The only thing I really had to do was take a photo of me in the right pose with the right lighting to match where I wanted to paste my image in.”




Kyle Markson asked, “What if I really want me in a video game?”




Alex said, “Well, we have to worry about copyrights. I don’t know if you can put yourself in N7 armor without Bioware getting grouchy. If you make your own N7 armor, I think that’s okay. And if there’s a chance of getting sued, you know the school will say no. And if it’s a really violent game, or really skanky, the school’s not gonna like it.”




She got through three or four more relevant questions before Helen Kramer asked, “What did you dress up as when you went to San Diego Comic Con? And how did you get tickets?”




Alex stopped and asked, “Aren’t there any more questions about the senior photos?”




“No.”




“We’re done.”




“I wanna hear about Comic Con!”




Alex asked, “How’d you even know?”




Helen said, “Because the tv station aired your coverage on the super-robbery down there.”




“Oh. Right.” Alex explained, “Okay, a friend had the tickets and invited me along. And I was dressed as Kitty Pryde, Agent of SHIELD while I was trying to get the police to take me seriously as a reporter, and boy was that a hassle.”




“Holy crap!” That was Jimmy and Todd poring over a smartphone.




She winced inwardly, because she had a good idea what it was. The two guys started showing people the picture they’d found on Todd’s phone, and Alex was pretty sure it was her as Kitty Pryde. And it was a pretty skintight outfit.




After that, the whole meeting pretty much got derailed. Alex felt kind of guilty about that, even if nobody but her seemed to care. Even Wade and the other guys running the meeting wanted to look at the pictures and talk about cosplay. Even Mina wanted to see the cosplay pictures.




Since she’d stayed at school through all of last period, it was going to be a waste of time to drive all the way home, do some stuff there, then drive back to get Shar, then drive home again. So she just pulled out her English textbook and did some of the readings that hadn’t been assigned. Then she read ahead a little in her calculus book, and she did her studying for Spanish class. Once she was done with them, she put those books away in her locker and pulled out her tablet.




Ooh! Willow had a couple things for her to go read on the internet. One was “The New English Canaan” by Thomas Morton. Wow, he really wasn’t like some of the other authors she’d been reading for class. He really didn’t like the religious settlers, and he talked like the American Indians were just better than the British settlers. Alex made a few notes of some of the real zingers he wrote, and she figured she might just drop in one of his quotes on a midterm or something just to show that she’d been doing a ton of extra reading.




Meanwhile, she was making notes when she read anything by Anne Bradstreet, so she was going to be ready when her teacher told them to write their first paper.







Shar was all red-eyed and sniffly when Alex picked her up. “Shar? Is anything wrong?”




Shar sobbed a little. “It’s just… There’s a picture up on the wall in the room with the pool tables and foosball tables and all that. It looks sorta like daddy’s grampa’s cabin, where they kidnapped us. And I was looking at it and ‘membering the cabin and daddy, and I got really sad, and I kinda cried a whole bunch. And Petey called me a big baby.”




Alex hugged her. “Honey, it’s okay to cry. It’s only been a few days. You deserve some time to feel really sad a lot. It’s normal.” She paused and added, “And Petey’s a big jerkhead.”




Shar sort of cringed as she admitted, “I kinda told Petey he was a… well, a bad word you told me not to say, and my big sister was gonna beat him up. So he said his big brother would beat you up.” Shar peeked at Alex from the back seat. “Is it okay I called you my big sister?”




Alex couldn’t help grinning. “It’s more than okay. I really like it. Would you rather be my little sister than my little cousin?” Shar nodded eagerly. “Good. I’d like it too.”




Shar asked, “Can we play Barbies after dinner?”




Alex said, “Sure.”




But after dinner — which meant Shar doing her little bit of homework and helping some in the kitchen while Alex prepared dinner, and then everyone eating together when Alex’s dad got home a little after six — Alex found out what Shar had in mind. Shar didn’t want to play ‘ordinary Barbie.’ She wanted to play ‘Terawatt Barbie.’ She had a whole story in mind where Petey the jerkhead drank secret chemicals and turned into a giant ugly extra-stupid monster, and then Terawatt and Pyre had to fly in and blast him into a pulp with lightning bolts and fireballs. Shar even made a ‘monster’ for them to fight. It was a pillowcase with a couple toys inside it so it was about the size of two basketballs, one on top of the other, only with stuff jutting out inside the pillowcase. Alex played along, but she sort of felt like she did enough superheroing for real that it wasn’t that much fun to do for playtime.




And she really wondered if lots of little girls were using their Terawatt Barbie dolls to be superheroines fighting bad guys and monsters. That might not be so bad, really. Maybe Mattel ought to come out with a giant spider and a giant blob and an Azure Crush doll for Terawatt Barbie to fight.




Still, just in case, the next morning, Alex called the elementary school and the Boys and Girls Club and gave them a heads-up, and warned them that Petey Johnson and his posse might be giving Shar some more hassle in the near future. The last thing Alex wanted was for Petey and his jerkhead friends to bully Shar to the point that she totally lost her temper and turned them into bully flambé.







Saturday morning was the first real problem. Alex wasn’t counting Shar’s nightmares, even if she probably ought to. But when Alex needed to turn into Terawatt and go off to her martial arts lesson, Shar wanted to go too. It didn’t seem to matter what Alex said. Shar didn’t want Alex to go, and didn’t want Alex to leave her behind.




Even though the temperature in the kitchen was rising a lot, Alex’s mom went over and hugged Shar and said, “Honey, she’ll be back in a couple hours. She’s not leaving you. She just has to do this by herself because Terawatt’s doing it, not Alex Mack.”




“But I wanna go too! And I wanna learn how to beat up Petey Johnson!”




Alex asked, “How about I give you some lessons in private?”




Her dad suggested, “How about Terawatt takes her video camera and films some of her workout so you can watch it?”




Shar thought it over for a bit. “Ummm… okay. I guess.”




He smiled, “Good! Because I want to watch it too. And while Alex is gone, you can help me in the yard, and then I’ll show you some cool chemistry stuff.”




“Okay… I guess…”




And that turned out pretty well, even if it was embarrassing showing her whole family what her martial arts lessons looked like. Shar cheered for her like it was some kind of sports event. And she acted like the forms Alex was doing were amazingly cool. Okay, maybe the sparring did look sort of cool, but that was because she was cheating a lot, with combinations of her powers and her training together. And when the sergeant tried a hip throw on her and she flew out of it and moved into a horse stance, that looked maybe more impressive than it was, because she had totally messed up and should have ended up slammed to the mat instead of making a quick escape.




Her mom gaped, “Alex, that was… really impressive!”




Her dad smiled, “Honey, you’re really doing great. I could never do that.”




Shar jumped up and down. “Teach me! Teach me!”




Alex admitted, “I’m really not that good if I don’t use my powers some. And you all could learn that stuff.”




Her mom hinted, “Maybe you could give us some lessons. Considering what’s happened to us over the past year or two, some self-defense classes might come in handy some day, especially if no one knew we had any training. And Shar really wants to learn.”




Alex figured she really did need to teach Shar, just so Shar had an option between ‘put up with mean jerks’ and ‘burn them alive.’ Okay, Alex had only been learning for about half a year, and she totally wasn’t qualified to give martial arts lessons, but she needed to try.




She nodded. “Okay, how about everyone goes and gets changed into something loose. I’m going to move the couch and the chairs in here, and we’ll start with the white belt moves. One of the first really cool katas I’m going to teach you is called ‘obstructing the storm’…”




“Wow!” exclaimed Shar.







Alex didn’t even realize there was a problem for another two weeks. She’d just flown home from her Saturday martial arts lesson and she was all hungry for a big lunch. But Ray and Robyn and Nicole and Louis all showed up at her door together. Alex realized something was up.




Oh. And her mom had lunch ready for everybody, so she knew they were coming. How long had it been since she’d had everyone over?




That was when it dawned on her that she’d been saying ‘no’ to everyone about everything ever since she brought Shar home. She hadn’t gone shopping with Nicole. She hadn’t hung with Robyn. She hadn’t been out on a date with Ray. She hadn’t done anything except do school stuff and take care of Shar for… umm… Was it almost a month?




Uh-oh.




She was a bad friend and a super-cruddy girlfriend. And she hadn’t Skyped with Willow or Hanna or Cindy or Annie or Grover except maybe a couple times. Everybody probably hated her. Suddenly her appetite was totally gone. And then Willow drove up and came in, so Alex knew everyone was all there together to tell her she was a horrible friend.




She sat down at the table with everybody, and there was a ton of food, and she was so not hungry. She tried not to cry. She really did. She had to sniff a couple times as she stared at her plate and said in a small voice, “I’m really sorry. I’m not a good friend.” Then the tears just started leaking out of her eyes all by themselves even though she didn’t want them to.




And Shar was hugging her hard and saying, “Don’t cry. Please don’t cry.” She just hung onto Shar pretty hard. It was a good thing she didn’t have super-strength.




Ray gently told her, “That’s not why we’re here.”




Willow pouted, “We’re really worried about you, because you’re not getting out of the house anymore.”




Nicole pointed out, “All you do is go to school and go home.”




Alex insisted, “That’s not all I do! I take care of Shar.”




Her mom murmured, “Honey, when we said you needed to take care of Shar, we didn’t mean we wanted you to stop doing absolutely everything else.”




Robyn added, “It can’t be good for Shar either. She’s got to learn she can depend on your folks… and your friends… and she’s got to have time to make new friends.”




Willow chipped in, “And some of us would like to spend time with just Shar. And with just you. You don’t have to be glued to her 24x7.”




Her mom gave Shar a look. “Look how sad Alex is. Don’t you want to make everything better for her?”




Shar hugged Alex some more and tried, “Maybe I could do more chores?”




Alex’s mom smiled gently, “Honey, you already do fine on your chores, and on keeping your half of the room clean most of the time. I mean, can you spend some of your time playing or reading or watching tv without Alex?”




Shar asked, “Will Alex stop crying?”




Alex hugged her some more and told her, “I’ll stop crying anyway. Really.”




Shar said to Alex’s mom, “I can do anything if it’ll make Alex feel better.”




Alex’s mom nodded, “Good. So how about we let Ray take Alex out on a date tonight?”




“Can I stay up until she gets home?”




Alex’s mom slowly shook her head. “I don’t think so. But you can talk to her all about it tomorrow.”




“Well… Okay.”




It wasn’t until Alex spotted the sneaky look on Willow’s face that Alex realized Willow had somehow orchestrated the whole thing to get Shar to give Alex some breathing room without doing anything that might make Shar mad or upset. Alex wondered if Willow was taking sneakiness lessons from Jack. Or maybe Jack suggested to Willow how to set it up.




So then, after lunch, Alex and Shar and Willow watched one of Willow’s DVDs and Ray and Nicole stuck around to watch too. And Alex sat in Ray’s lap to watch. It was even one Alex hadn’t seen before. “The Iron Giant.” And there was a fake comic book superhero that the boy loved, and his name was Superman, and he had a kind of stupid costume that reminded Alex of old-timey ‘strongman’ guys in old circus acts, what with the red underwear on the outside and the billowing cape. Alex wondered if that was anything like the ‘Superman’ guy from Selina’s universe who could take a tactical nuke off his face.




But Alex sure didn’t expect the ‘Superman’ comic book character would be important at the end of the story, when the iron giant saved the town by flying up into space, posed like those Superman drawings with both arms forward, and sacrificed himself by crashing into the big missile. The iron giant whispered, “Superman.”




But Ray said, “What would Terawatt do?”




And the missile blew the iron giant to pieces. Alex went over and held Shar while they both cried.




But Willow insisted, “Don’t cry, look!” And they watched the end of the movie with the boy and the one piece left of the iron giant that the boy had. And it started moving. And glowing. And when the boy let it go, it rolled north and just kept going… until it joined up with dozens and dozens of other pieces of the iron giant that were all putting themselves back together!




Alex cried some more, but it was a happy cry. She sniffled, “That’s a great movie. How come I haven’t seen it before?”




Willow said, “It didn’t do that well in theaters. I think it was a bad advertising campaign.”




Shar insisted, “Terawatt could totally stop the bad missile without getting blown to pieces. That movie needed a Terawatt instead of a dorky fake comic book hero who isn’t even real.”




Alex told her, “Maybe they couldn’t get permission to use a real comic book guy, like a Marvel Comics guy. And the movie was made before Terawatt started showing up in places.”




Shar asked, “Can I watch it again while you’re out on your date?”




Alex smiled, “Sure. But you have to talk with mom about how late you can be up and what you need to do if you’re not done watching the movie when it’s bathtime.”




Shar scrambled to her feet and went over and hugged Willow. “Thank you, thank you, thank you! This is gonna be my favorite movie forever!”




Willow hugged Shar and rested her cheek on Shar’s head. “You’re more than welcome, honey. It’s an aunt’s job to spoil her niece rotten. Even if Jack says I absolutely cannot buy you a pony.”




Shar sniffled some and said, “I wish I could show it to daddy.”




Willow hugged her tighter. “I’m sure he’d love it too.”







Alex had a great date with Ray, who was really nice even though she was a cruddy girlfriend who hadn’t gone out with him for a couple weeks. And maybe they necked in Ray’s car way past Alex’s curfew but her mom didn’t say anything about it. And Shar was sound asleep, cuddled up with the Pikachu plushie, when Alex got inside. But the next morning, Shar asked a jillion questions about the date while they got ready for church, and then at lunch after church, and while they were helping Alex’s dad in the yard, and even while Shar watched “The Iron Giant” again that evening.




And the next week went better, with Shar having a couple playdates with little friends, and Petey Johnson getting in trouble at school for bullying, and Alex getting to go to the mall with Nicole, and getting to go over to Robyn’s house for dinner, and getting to go out on a date with Ray. Even if every time Alex went somewhere without Shar, Shar would say the Iron Giant line: “You stay… I go… No following.” If Shar wasn’t so darn cute, Alex would have gotten really tired of hearing that.




And Alex’s paper on religious symbolism in the works of Anne Bradstreet came back with a 96, and Nicole got a 91 on her paper, and Mina got an 88, so Alex was happy for them too. And Alex had the highest score on the Friday chemistry quiz, which got Mr. Hooper to give her a huge smile and tell her she was ‘a chip off the old block’ and got a couple guys like Wade to look at her like ‘oh no it’s the second coming of Annie Mack and there go our grades!.’ She was so not the second coming of Annie.




So naturally, there was going to be bad news waiting just around the corner for her. Saturday, when she was flying back home after her martial arts lessons, her tPhone went off. She tapped her earjack and said, “Terawatt here.”




It was Jack. “Tera, I wanted to give you the bad news first. Unless Acid Burn already beat me to it.”




“No colonel, you’re ahead of her.”




“For once. And we both know it’s only momentary. But Joelle Baker just vanished. She was working in the prison laundry one minute, and the next minute she’d gone missing. They went into full lockdown, and even an invisible woman shouldn’t be able to get out of there. And… Oh crap, this is vanishing act number two. Victor Cready vanished from his cell last night.”




She asked, “Are you checking on every other GC-161 prisoner?”




Jack muttered, “Yeah, that’s why Homer and Jethro were checking on Cready.” He paused and told her, “Hang on, I’m putting you on hold for a second. Acid Burn’s calling me.”




A second later, the line went silent, and then Willow’s AutoTuned voice was on. “…And I’ve got the electronic copy of the prison logs, so nobody suspicious has been to see either of them, and the prison doctors’ computers say both are taking their antidote. Cready cooperates. Baker gets hers intramuscularly because she isn’t cooperating. Oh wait, something new on their computer network! Baker’s fellow prisoners got interviewed and someone transcribed everything. One, a Patricia Anne Heyers, told the guards she saw a big silvery blob drop down out of an air vent and attack Baker and ‘eat’ her. Nobody believed her.”




Alex groaned, “Great, Danielle Atron grabbed her.”




Jack added, “Probably Cready as well. This looks familiar.”




Alex gritted her teeth, “I really hope this isn’t what it looks like. But if it is, we’ve got a pintsized surprise waiting for them at my house.”




Jack insisted, “I don’t want Charlene involved in this if we can avoid it. Hell, I don’t really want you involved in this sh- stuff.”




Alex said, “I need to get back to base and give my support team a heads-up.”




Jack told her, “And the DHS is going to be giving all of California a big FYI on Blue Belle and Flamey the Wonder Ouchy, so they know what to look for. And the DHS is going to mobilize some forces. Maybe local cops can’t handle them, but I’m betting National Guard battalions can. Cready may be too tough for an unarmed police helicopter, but I figure a fully-loaded Viper can blast him out of the sky. And Baker may be bulletproof, but I doubt she can handle an Abrams firing anti-tank rounds at her.”




Alex winced. She didn’t like Jo Baker, but she didn’t want her to be blown to smithereens by a missile. And she had been hoping Mr. Cready would turn himself around. But if Danielle had him again, he might not have a lot of choice anymore.




She just told herself that she had beaten both of them before, and she could do it again if she had to. And if Danielle sicked both of them on her at the same time, maybe she could still win. Okay, maybe she needed to think about that one.





110. Interlude XVI



Vic Cready was nobody’s fool. He knew damn well what was going to happen to him if he didn’t get some antidote in the next couple hours. And he knew damn well that Danielle Atron, may her soul rot in hell, wasn’t going to give him any.




She had him locked in a basement with a hottie who was in prison clothes too. But the hottie was crazy enough to want to get her powers back. What the hell was wrong with that bitch?




He sat on the floor and tried not to think about how long it had been since he got laid. The babe was really tall, maybe four inches taller than him, and built like a brick shithouse, with tits that just wouldn’t quit. Long, sexy brunette hair. A decent face, even if she’d look a lot better with makeup. He wasn’t stupid enough to think that the hotties you saw in magazines and movies looked like that when they woke up in the morning. No, this babe was still hot even without any makeup at all.




And she was probably only twenty or so, maybe twenty-two tops, but definitely not twenty-five. As far as he could tell, she could be under eighteen, even if she was stacked. He’d done plenty of bad shit in his life, but rape and statutory rape were sure as hell not on that list. And he wasn’t starting now.




Not after he’d been in hell for several days. People talked about being in hell, but they didn’t know what the fuck they were talking about. He’d been in hell. He’d been stuck in that grotesque silvery form with no food and no water and no sleep and no breaks. He’d been burned alive, constantly, every second of every hour, every hour of every day, with no relief. He didn’t want to go through that ever again. Not in this life, and not after he died. That meant he had to do something to turn his life around so he didn’t go to hell after he died. And it meant he had to find some way to get out of here and get some antidote before he went up in flames again.




The girl turned and glared at him. “What the fuck are you lookin’ at, perv?”




He said, “You must be kidding me. You’re a fucking Sports Illustrated swimsuit model, and you’re asking me why I’m staring at you? How can you not know why I’m staring at you?”




She growled, “If I want some big ape to lie to me, I can find one who’s better lookin’ than you.”




He just gritted his teeth. He was not going to smack this bitch around. He didn’t hit women. Not unless he had to, like with that Somali bitch with the AK-47 who’d tried to put a dozen holes in him. “Nobody ever said I was Brad Pitt. But you can’t tell me you haven’t gotten to look in a mirror in the last ten years. Sure, you don’t have any makeup on, but I’m not stupid enough to think hot women look like cover girls when they have their makeup off. You’re hot. It’s obvious.”




She glared at him like she wanted to rip his face off. “Look asshat, I know I’m the fat, ugly toad.” She glanced down at her prison coverall-clad body and said, “I mean, I used to be really fat too.”




He thought about the spare tire he used to pack around, and how he had a sixpack now, thanks to that bitch’s secret superpowers drug. He asked, “Atron gave you the stuff and it did that to you?”




She paced back and forth. “Yeah. Best thing that ever happened to me. It made me strong. I was finally strong enough to do what I wanted. And I wasn’t a great big lardbucket anymore. I just couldn’t take that Terawatt bitch. Fucking pretties with the hottie bodies, they all treat me like shit.”




He finally got it. This was like Tamara Hales from his old school. When Tamara finally got tall and lost all that baby fat, it took her months before she realized what every boy in her form had already spotted. Only poor Tamara got used like the town pump before she wised up. This bint was already hard. He said, “Then don’t listen to me. When you get out of this shithole, go get a makeover and see for yourself.”




She gave him a weird look. “What, you think I’m gettin’ out and you’re not?”




He grimaced. “I got no idea what your powers are, but mine suck. First, I turned into a silvery blob and I couldn’t turn back to normal. I was like that for… fuck, I have no idea how long. They just left me like that and waited around to see what happened. Then they dosed me with the stuff again, and I caught on fire. I couldn’t put it out. And I couldn’t make it stop burning me alive. I was like that for four fucking days before Terawatt kicked my ass and saved me. You can’t imagine what it’s like to be burning alive, nonstop, for four fucking days. I would’ve done anything for that antidote, and that bitch Atron wouldn’t let me have any.”




She smiled smugly. “I got strong. Really, really strong. Spiderman strong. I could flip a car over. Bullets bounced off me. I was… It was awesome. I can’t wait until my powers come back.”




Hell, someone else who still hadn’t learned something it took him a lifetime to figure out. He said, “It won’t matter. Someone’ll stop you. If it isn’t Terawatt, it’ll be someone worse. Maybe you can shrug off a few rounds from an M16, but I’ll bet you can’t shrug off a tank round. Or a cruise missile to the face. That bitch Atron wants us to go rip up Paradise Valley until Terawatt shows up, and then we kill her. If we can. She kicked my arse pretty hard, and you just admitted she stomped you.”




She clenched her hands into fists. “That’s all I got left. Stomp Terawatt. Find Alex Mack and rip her face off. Then I’m gonna kill every cop I can get my hands on until they kill me.”




“That’s it?” he asked. “That’s your big plan? Let Atron use you and then go out in a big blaze of glory?”




She shrugged. “I got nothing to go back to. My mom’s dead, and my dad’s pissed at me, not that he was ever much of a dad, even when he wasn’t doing hard time. I don’t have anybody. I’m a big nothing. I didn’t even graduate from high school. So what does it matter?”




Stupid bitch. “You’re thinking like a mook. Stop thinking small. You’re not the fat, ugly kid anymore. You got the magic superdrug. You could be anything you want now. One of those swimsuit models, or those starlets, or those women who stand around next to the cars at car shows. All you have to do is get out of here and vanish. Take off to someplace without an extradition treaty with America, like Brazil. Start living the good life.”




She stared up at the ceiling. “Even if you weren’t lyin’ your ass off, I can’t. The thing I didn’t tell you? I’m Azure Crush. When I get my powers, I turn blue all over. There’s no hiding that. So I got no choice.”




He told her, “There’s always a choice. Sometimes you just can’t see it for yourself. And sometimes it’s a shitty choice. But there’s always a choice.”




Like right now. He was figuring he had a couple choices, none of them good. But he could probably get this bitch to kill him before he turned into a blob-shaped fireball again. If he had to. He’d tried breaking out of the place, but the basement windows were solid and made of those glass bricks that were frigging indestructible without a sledgehammer. And the door at the top of the stairs was a steel security door with no handle on his side. Atron had set it all up so he didn’t have much choice. And it looked like Azure Crush didn’t want a choice.




Stupid bitch.




The tiny bathroom didn’t have a door, but it had a toilet and a sink and a really small shower. He figured that was his best shot for now. Especially when he could feel the burning sensation in his hands and feet. He knew what that meant. It was only a matter of time before he started giving off a lot of heat, and then his clothes would start smoldering, and then… agonizing fireball and being burned alive nonstop.




Maybe he could stand under cold running water and keep the fire under control. Maybe. He told her, “My power’s coming on. I’m going to go stand in the shower. Once you get your powers and bust out of here, would you call the cops on me?”




“Hell no,” she insisted. “I want you working with me. I’m not letting that bitch Terawatt pull that shit on me again. I want you blasting her while I punch the shit out of her.”




“Not happening. I’m not flying around burning to death for hours. You have no idea what that’s like.”




She glared at him, “Fine. We can do this the hard way.” She turned away from him, and he saw that her hair on the back of her head was already starting to turn dark blue, from the roots outward. The color just kind of rippled out, like blue was leaking out of the back of her head and dripping down her hair.




She stomped into the bathroom, ripped the shower door off its hinges like it was nothing, and broke the faucet handles off. Then she ripped the showerhead off and twisted the steel pipe into a knot so water couldn’t come out.




She turned and faced him with a smirk. He could see her skin was turning blue. Not a strangling-to-death blue, but a kind of sexy blue. Not that he was seeing her as sexy right then. No, he was seeing her as some kind of monster. Maybe even a really stupid monster, because she was trapping herself in a room with a guy who was about to burst into flames.




He still warned her. “Not a good idea, babe. Once I burst into flame, I’ll be using up all the oxygen in here pretty damn fast. And this whole place will go up in flames.”




“Okay, good point.” She tiptoed up the wooden stairs to the security door at the top of the steps, like she was afraid she might smash the steps to pieces if she was careless. She clenched her teeth and made a fist. Then she punched the door right where the lock would be.




The door ripped open with a screech of abused metal.




She sneered, “Have fun burning alive, asshat. I’ve got people to see, bitches to maim, you know, the usual.”




He watched her walk out of the basement, and he realized he did have another choice. He ran up the stairs and ducked toward the back of the house. He heard the noise as Azure Crush kicked the front door off its hinges.




There. A wall phone. But this was probably an empty house, so the phone was probably turned off. Hell, the water was probably turned off so he’d had no chance to stand under cold water even if the bitch hadn’t screwed him over. He looked at the phone and whispered, “Please be hooked up. Please.” He yanked it from its cradle and listened for a dialtone.




Beeeeeeeeeeep. The phone was still hooked up. Maybe someone up there didn’t really hate him. He dialed 9-1-1 and got an operator. “This is Victor Cready. Escaped criminal Victor Cready. I need cops and a firetruck. I don’t know where this house is, but wherever it is, I’m pretty sure we’re in Paradise Valley or damn near it. Azure Crush just stomped out of here to go injure or kill someone named Aly Mack or something like that, then attack Terawatt, then kill as many cops as she can before she gets taken down. I need somebody to stop her. Terawatt, if you’ve got her. The cops, the National Guard, the fucking U.S. Army. I don’t care who. Just get somebody! And I’m about to catch on fire again, so I need that antidote shit pronto.”




When the 911 operator tried to keep him talking, he just set the phone down so it wouldn’t hang up. He needed those pricks to trace his call. Then he walked to what was left of the front door.




There was no way the locals could contain someone like Azure Crush. The first cops on the scene were going to be dead men. It would be hours, maybe days, before National Guard armored forces were here. And he had no idea if Terawatt was even in the United States now. The last thing he’d seen on the prison tv about her had her fighting monsters in Ireland, Italy, and Japan. Without a superhero, this town was fucked.




“You always have a choice, Vic,” he reminded himself. “Even if sometimes the choices suck.”




He gritted his teeth and pushed. He didn’t have a better description than that. He just knew that was how he summoned his fireballs. He screamed in agony as his hands caught on fire. The silvery crap followed only moments behind, but the pain didn’t stop. If anything, it got worse. The flames ran up his arms, and in seconds he was engulfed in fire. Once again, he was a sickening, inhuman, silver blob that was covered in bright orange flame. Once again, he was being burned alive and he knew it wouldn’t stop. Once again, he was in so much pain he could hardly think.




He flew out past the damaged door and down the street. He smashed into Azure Crush’s back hard enough to flatten himself, but still not hard enough to knock her over. All he managed to do was accidentally set her clothes on fire.




She whirled around, smashing him all the way across the street and into the curb. “What the fuck do ya think you’re doin’?” She ripped off her burning clothes and threw them aside.




It was so hard to make a sound while he was like this, but he tried. “No. You… can’t.”




She grinned ferally. “And you think you can stop me?”




Hell no, he couldn’t stop her. But all he had to do was stall her.




He hit her in the chest with a fireball. She cursed furiously, so that probably hurt her, but she wasn’t damaged. He threw a much bigger one, and she screamed in pain. And surprise. She really hadn’t thought he could hurt her. He threw another, and another.




She threw the front end of a car at him. It smashed into him, knocking him a hundred feet down the street. But he was just a blob. It hurt. A lot. But not nearly as much as the fire did. So he just came back for more.




He threw fireball after fireball at her, until he could hardly see for the pain. Maybe that was why he didn’t spot it when she tore a concrete slab out of that driveway and used it like a bat. He saw something massive swinging at him, and then everything went black.







She adjusted the knot in her scarf and strode forward with her roller bag to meet the mysterious Mr. Johnstone. Or rather, the supposedly mysterious Mr. Johnstone. As if dressing like a ‘60s IBM salesman and using an obvious pseudonym made him mysterious, instead of moronic.




“Mr. Johnstone. I take it you are acquiescing to my demands?”




He grimaced. “My superiors have decided that they need to talk to you directly. We are a very wealthy organization, but fifty billion dollars and your own private island? That’s well outside the sort of payment I would be allowed to authorize. And you are a highly sought criminal.”




She shrugged carelessly. “That’s why I arranged for a diversion, and it’s why I’m interested in my own private island. No one’s going to be expending the effort to look for me here, when there’s a disaster in the making not that far north of us.”




He said, “It won’t be that easy. Our private plane will only go as far as Mexico City. We’ll need to transfer to a commercial jet there, and we’ll need to do it in a public venue. Even in Mexico, you’re a wanted woman.”




She rolled her eyes. “Are you really that dense? I don’t have to walk around like you do.” She put her hand on the rolling suitcase beside her and metamorphosed into her silvery form. Then she poured herself into the suitcase. She reversed the process and told him, “I won’t be there. You’ll just be wheeling a heavy roller bag around.”




He reluctantly nodded. “Very well, Ms. Atron. Welcome to The Collective.”




111. After Burner



Alex was maybe a thousand feet up, and looking for any signs of superpowered mayhem. She was using her best telephoto lens, even though she knew she might lose it if she had to dive into a superbattle. But she needed to cover a lot of ground, and she could afford to buy a new lens if she had to. She couldn’t afford to let Azure Crush and whatever-name-Cready-picked-out destroy half the city.




And there was no way he would call himself Flamey the Wonder Ouchy. Sometimes Jack was so weird.




No, Cready probably had a mercenary-battles kind of name picked out. Firezone or Killbox or Friendly Fire or something like that. Maybe Unfriendly Fire.




Her tPhone went off, and she answered it as fast as she could. “Tera here. Go.”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice came through. “Police and fire calls in one area. Two people called the cops to report a superbattle on Mulgrew near 17th Street, and there’s some kind of weird maybe-prank 911 call from the same locale, and there’s a fire call on McNeill near 17th Street too.”




Okay, she knew where that was. She said, “That’s only two blocks over from Mulgrew.”




“Yeah, one call’s from 1730 Mulgrew, one’s from 1765 Mulgrew, the maybe-prank call’s from 1733 Mulgrew, and the fire call’s from 1751 McNeill. That’s kinda too close together to be chance.”




“On it. Thanks.” She hung up and took off.




But she was in the wrong part of town. She was over near her high school, and it sounded like the stuff was going on in one of the nicer parts of town over toward the really ritzy section where Libby lived. Even at her best speed — which was maybe a little slower than usual because she was towing her camera and three water balloons, with the balloons fifty feet behind her — it took a minute or two to get there.




Nothing was happening on Mulgrew Street. Okay, it looked like there had been a superbattle, and the street was damaged, with some wrecked cars and torn-up driveways, and there were still some small fires burning, but there wasn’t anything going on now. People were even coming out of their houses to put out the small fires that were in their yards or on the street in front of their houses. She could see a firetruck about six blocks off and racing down the street toward them.




She darted over two blocks to McNeill Street. Oh.




Oh crud.




There was another firetruck pulling up while a flaming blob lay unmoving on a large front yard. It was Cready, and he looked like he might be dead.




How horrible was that? Maybe he was dead, and he was still on fire.




Oh crud, what if they could never put him out ever?




She landed in the yard and carefully set her gear down on the roof behind her. The firetruck pulled over near the closest fire hydrant, and guys started rushing back and forth with big firehoses. In a matter of seconds, one fireman had the fire hydrant open with one hose attached, while two more firemen were running up to Cready’s body while screwing a nozzle onto their end of a hose. Wow, you could tell these guys practiced just a ton.




And then water was blasting out of the nozzle and dousing the flames. Alex waited nervously. Was Cready dead? What had happened? How did he get over here if the fight stuff was two blocks away? And where was Azure Crush? This seemed a little too obvious to be an ambush. And an ambush wasn’t really Jo’s style. Jo’s style was more ‘stomp over and throttle anyone who got in her way’.




Still, Alex was being careful and trying to keep an eye out for any nasty surprises, like Danielle Atron sneaking out of the house behind her and launching a surprise attack. But if Atron was that stupid, or Jo was around somewhere, Alex had a surprise waiting for them. They wouldn’t be expecting an ambush from Terawatt when they sprung their ambush.




As the water poured over Cready, he moved. At first, Alex wasn’t sure it wasn’t just the blobbiness being pushed around by the force of the water. But then something like a blobby hand reached out and pushed the blobby body up off the patch of now-really-burnt lawn.




She waited until Cready’s fire was pretty much out for a few seconds, and she carefully lifted one of her water balloons off the roof behind her. She dropped it on him, and it broke open, splooshing him with about a quart of heavily diluted antidote.




Boy, was she glad her dad had 700 milliliters of GC-161 antidote locked away in his secret garage safe. When she had flown home and been all desperate, her dad told her he had antidote she could pour on Cready and Jo. And then she saw the party stuff from her birthday party sitting on one of the storage shelves in a big clear storage bin, and she’d gotten the idea. Her dad had stretched three balloons, poured 100 milliliters of antidote into each one, and then added a liter of purified water before tying each one in a knot and adding a drop of plastic sealer to keep them from leaking. Alex still hadn’t wanted to get within twenty feet of the things, but that was what telekinesis was for.




The fire went out, and the silvery blob began to slowly give way to normal. Only this time, he had some clothes on. Really badly burned clothes, but at least he wasn’t totally naked this time. And he looked like he’d been smacked with a baseball bat the size of a tree. Crud, was he getting a nasty bruise, and it looked like it covered about half his front side. Ouch.




She called out, “This man needs a blanket! And maybe some medical attention!”




Her tPhone buzzed, so she tapped her earjack. Willow rushed, “Tera! I got the sound file of the 911 call. Cready called and reported himself and ratted out Azure Crush and asked for antidote. I mean, I’m pretty sure it’s really Cready on that call. What’s going on?”




As the firemen ran over with a blanket and a medical kit, she asked, “Okay Cready, what happened?”




He looked around slowly and blinked a couple times. “Where am I? This isn’t the street we were on.”




Alex hadn’t ever heard him talk more than a couple syllables before, so she hadn’t realized he had a sort of English accent. Cockney. Or Australian. Or something. She didn’t know. She said in her best Terawatt tones, “That would be Mulgrew Street, which is two blocks that way.” She pointed off behind him.




“Jesus! You mean that bitch knocked me two blocks? I knew she was strong, but that’s mad. Did she get away?”




Alex said, “It looks like it. But there isn’t a trail of destruction, either.”




He groaned, “I hurt her with my fireballs, but I don’t think I really did more than give her a bad sunburn. She’s one tough bitch.”




Alex didn’t say anything, but she had to agree with him. That was why she was flying around with three water balloons full of diluted GC-161 antidote, even though it made her really nervous. And that was why the balloons stayed fifty feet away from her. Minimum.




A police car turned into the street and screeched to a halt right in front of Alex. The policemen flipped open the car doors, crouched down behind them, and pointed their guns. “Victor Cready! You are under arrest!”




Alex called out, “Excuse me officers, but I believe Mister Cready will cooperate with you. I think he was kidnapped by Danielle Atron and brought here. But he called the police for assistance, and he attempted to stop Azure Crush. And I believe he was injured and knocked unconscious in the attempt.”




Cready just lay face down on the grass with his hands behind his head, like he’d been arrested a jillion times before. He muttered at her, “Why are you being nice to me?”




She kept talking, “Officers, if you could escort Mister Cready to your stationhouse and let him give a statement, and provide him with more antidote and some clothes, I would appreciate it. I believe this city owes him a debt of gratitude, since he just drove off a supervillain.”




Cready muttered, “Yeah, the crazy bitch wanted to kill you and someone named Mack, and then kill as many cops as she could get her hands on until they blew her brains out. She didn’t seem real rational about it. But maybe Atron wasn’t giving her much of a chance, either.”




She pointed out, “It’s not like Azure Crush can maintain a low profile, either.”




“That’s what she said,” Cready agreed. “She thinks she’s still the ugly fat broad. She thinks she’s only got two choices: supervillain who goes out in a blaze of glory, or ugly fat loser. This Aly Mack bitch must’ve really done a number on her.”




She made sure she didn’t get mad, and she made sure she maintained her Terawatt voice. “According to the police and school reports, Miss Mack is just the kid who finally stood up to Joelle Baker, which indirectly led to Miss Baker getting expelled from school. Then, when Miss Baker came after Miss Mack with a knife, Miss Mack refused to panic, and called 911 without alerting Miss Baker, and I believe Miss Baker holds her responsible for ending up in jail.”




Cready shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. A grudge is a grudge. Doesn’t have to make sense.” He stared at his hands. “Can I get some more antidote? I can still feel it in my hands and feet.”




“The police will have all the antidote you need, Mister Cready.” She checked with the police officers, “Will you be able to get him some antidote fairly soon? I believe he’ll be very cooperative as long as he wants more.”




The police officers handcuffed Cready and said, “Yes ma’am.”




Cready looked at her, “Hey. Thanks.”




She gave him a smile. “You’re welcome.”




Alex lifted off, swooping over the roof of the house where she had her stuff, so she could grab everything without being obvious about it. With her telephoto lens in her hand and the two remaining balloons trailing fifty feet behind her, she soared up to a thousand feet and started flying in circles, trying to locate a massive blue super-strong ball of anger. How hard could it be to find someone like that? Surely Jo would stick out like a sore thumb.




Unless Jo had just busted her way into someone’s house and was holding them hostage. Or she’d carjacked someone and was holding them hostage. Or she’d just stolen a car out of someone’s driveway or garage.




Alex flew in larger and larger circles until the circles were over a mile across. But there was no sign of Jo Baker. Alex could see police cars patrolling all over the place, so she knew the police were searching for Jo too. But there wasn’t anything.




“Okay… what would I do if I was Azure Crush and I’d just gotten burned by some crazy Fireguy and I knew the police were looking for me and maybe that superheroine was too?” She really needed not to be talking out loud to herself. Even at about a thousand feet above the city.




But she didn’t have an answer. Steal a car? Okay, a car or truck with tinted windows would keep anyone from seeing that a blue woman was driving the thing. Break into somewhere and hole up until she felt better? That could work too, if she broke into the right place. Hide until nighttime and then make her move? Yeah, in the dark, it would be a lot harder to spot that Jo was blue, instead of a normal color. Alex thought about it for a long time, and just kept coming up with more and more things Jo might try.




So… Alex had no idea what Jo was doing, or where she might go, or anything. She patrolled the skies for the whole afternoon, and nothing. The police didn’t find anything either, because Willow was monitoring the police bands and wasn’t hearing anything.




Alex finally gave up when it was dinnertime, because she was starving. She had brought four energy bars in her utility belt, and she’d devoured them hours ago. She dove straight down into one of the dry creekbeds, shot along as a silvery jet until she got to the right runoff pipe, and headed home.




It wasn’t until she was nearly done with dinner — which Shar helped make so Alex gave her lots of compliments — that Acid Burn called again. “Tera here.”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice buzzed, “Guess what? Police found an abandoned car an hour’s drive south of here. It was stolen from a garage only two blocks from the big superbattle. And the thief ripped opened the garage door even though it was locked, and broke the locking mechanism. And it’s a big SUV with tinted windows.”




Alex guessed, “So Jo’s going south. Or she’s going to double back and be sneaky.”




Willow told her, “Somebody on the highway patrol thinks the same way. They’re patrolling the interstate and the state roads south of you, in case she tries driving back here.”




Alex hung up, and her dad said, “Maybe I’ll just keep those water balloons handy for a couple days.”




She winced, “I don’t like ’em. They make me nervous.”




He suggested, “One in the chem lab safe, and one in a lockbox in my office at the plant.”




She grimaced and finally gave in, “Okay. But I don’t like ’em.”




Shar pointed a finger at her and spoke around a big mouthful of roast beef, “You already said that.”




Alex’s mom automatically said, “Please don’t talk with your mouth full, Shar.”




Alex gave Shar a big smile. “You remember everything, don’t you? Maybe you’re too smart to be in third grade. Would you like to be a high school senior like me?”




Shar’s eyes got really big, and she hastily shook her head no. “Unh-uh. You got tons of real hard homework. I don’t like that. Can I just kinda be in third grade for a while?”




Alex’s mom smiled, “I think she was teasing, honey.”




After dinner and clean-up, Alex did her martial arts practice on her side of the room, while Shar tried something new.




Shar got out her new white Mary Janes for church, and white kneesocks and black tights and a long-sleeved white leotard and little white gloves And a little Lone Ranger-style domino mask that Alex didn’t know she had. It looked like Shar had bought it in a dollar store for about fifty cents. Then Shar put all of that on, with the kneesocks going on over the tights, and she had a superheroine outfit that looked an awful lot like Terawatt, only for an eight year old. She got out her ‘superheroine’ Skipper and dressed it in its superheroine outfit, and then played superheroine with it for maybe half an hour, flying her little ‘Pyre’ around the room and blasting monsters and rescuing Terawatt from bad people and just generally being simultaneously heroic and cute as the dickens.




While Alex did her weightlifting, she lifted up her GoPro and got maybe two minutes of Shar being the cutest little superheroine ever. And then, without the GoPro in the air, Alex managed to lift a whopping 225 pounds. Even if afterward she needed to take three pain relievers and eat an entire quart of chocolate ice cream. With hot fudge sauce and whipped cream. And twenty Oreos.




Hey, it wasn’t her fault that chocolate was the best kind of calories.




She finished just in time for her ‘late date’ with Ray, because they were going to a late showing of the new Ben Stiller movie, and Alex was hoping it would be really funny. She loved Ben Stiller, but she thought Adam Sandler movies were too ‘teen guy.’ Okay some of them were pretty fun, but some of them? Pass.




She hugged Shar goodnight and reminded her to be good for ‘Aunt Barb’.




Shar frowned at her. “I’m always good for Aunt Barb!”




Alex smiled, “Well, that’s just because she always lets you watch ‘The Iron Giant’ a couple times.”




“Nuh-uh!” Shar insisted. “Oh. You’re teasing me.” She put on a big pretend smile and nodded excitedly. She fibbed, “Yeah! She lets me watch it a hundred times in a row, until it’s five in the morning!”




Alex snickered and hugged Shar. “You are the best little sister ever.”




Shar hugged her back and insisted, “Nuh-uh. I bet you were the best little sister ever!”




Alex just told her, “You’ll have to talk to Annie about that. There were plenty of times when I wasn’t the best little sister ever. Back then, I was sure it was Annie’s fault, or at least someone else’s fault, but looking back, there were definitely times when I was a brat.”




Shar said really seriously, “Well I’m never a brat.”




Alex went to get ready for her date and just didn’t mention the times when Shar got into her makeup, or the times Shar didn’t want to do her homework, or the times she didn’t want to eat the vegetables at dinner, or the times she didn’t want to clean up her side of the room, or when she decided she wasn’t giving Alex back the Pikachu plushie, or…





112. Interlude XVII



Jo Baker looked around. It had been pretty easy stealing that first car. Once you break the lock on a door, you’re in. Once you rip out a car’s ignition, you don’t need a key to start the bastard. And it had tinted windows, so no one knew Azure Crush was driving it.




Okay, after a while she’d felt the need to ditch it and steal another one. Super-strength was fine, until you started accidentally tearing the steering wheel off the steering column, and crushing the gas pedal through the floor when you didn’t want to, and smashing the radio to pieces when you just wanted to push a button or two to get a decent station. Still, stealing another car was just not a problem. But she had just ditched the second stolen car and was looking for a ride. And some food. The secret superdrug made her lose a fuckton of weight, which was great, but now it made her hungry pretty much all the time, and that sucked donkey dicks when you were in prison and you could only get so much to eat. No one was going to be finding that second car, since she’d tossed it over an embankment into a creek, thrown a couple saplings and half a dozen bushes over it to hide it, and then walked over to the nearby interstate rest area.




Some food, and maybe some clothes. She was wearing a bath towel out of the back of the first car, because that dogfucking bastard Cready burned up her prison coverall and everything else she had been wearing. And it wasn’t like she was some perfect size eight so anybody’s clothes might fit her. She was big. She had been growing while she was in prison, and now she was maybe 6’4” and way over 200 pounds. Probably way over 250. She didn’t really know, but she knew she’d always been a load.




At least her skin had stopped burning like she was on fire. That bastard Cready had totally fucked up her plans. She’d needed hours to heal up from those fireballs. So now some wiseass would probably spot that and hit her with a flamethrower the next time she tried to pull off a robbery or something. She was giving up on Alex. For now. She’d find some way to get even some other time, like when Mack wasn’t expecting it.




She just needed a new ride. There was an old van with hardly any windows, and it was parked off by itself way over at the back of the parking area. Perfect. And there were three nerds climbing back into it after they hit the john. More perfect.




She ran down and grabbed the sliding side door before the third guy could close it. She stepped in and started to give them some orders. “All right—”




“Oh holy shit, it’s Azure Crush!”




She growled, “Yeah, and—”




She expected the guy to be terrified, or at least worried. He didn’t look scared. He didn’t look anything like ‘scared.’ He excitedly gasped, “Oh my God! Can I have your autograph?”




“What?”




“Me too!” the guy behind the wheel squealed. He actually squealed. Like a ten-year-old girl. What the hell was wrong with these guys?




The third guy, who was sitting in the seats at the back of the open area, jumped up, “Can I get you a soda? Or a sandwich? Rod made ’em but they’re okay.”




‘Rod’ was obviously the guy in the middle. He looked at Third Guy and said, “Fuck you.” Then he looked at her and asked, “Could I get a photo of you with me?”




The driver excitedly asked, “Can we give you a ride? Can we help you? Anything you want, just name it.”




And when she slipped inside and closed the sliding door, she saw there was a poster taped up on the right-hand wall of the van on one of the solid areas. It was a blown up shot of her fighting Terawatt. It was the moment she slammed that car on the bitch’s face. She was wearing a ripped-up short-sleeved wetsuit and showing more skin than she’d realized. And she looked good. That wasn’t fat, ugly Jo Baker there. That was a hot, busty supervillain.




Holy crap, that perv Cready had been telling the truth. When the hell did she stop being fat, ugly Jo?




Rod nervously tried, “If you could autograph our poster, it would be utterly cool.”




“Where’d you get it?” she asked.




Rod said, “Umm, Tommy bought it.” He looked at the guy in back and asked, “Where’d you get the poster?”




‘Tommy’ grinned, “From AzureCrushRules.com. It was only $19.99 plus tax and shipping. Totally worth it.”




Jo suddenly felt like someone had taken her brain out of her head, tossed it in a washing machine on spin cycle, and then shoved it back in her skull. “Azure Crush rules dot com? I have a website? There’s an Azure Crush website?”




How the hell could she have a website? How the fuck could she have fanboys? Because that guy Tommy was staring at her like she was a porn starlet. And he had a fucking hardon in his pants. Guys didn’t get boners over her.




The guy behind the wheel scoffed, “You have five websites. Maybe ten. Not as many as that candy-ass Terawatt, but a lot. If you’d let us get some photos of you, we could make some serious cash dollars.”




“How?” she wondered.




Rod told her, “AzureCrushRules and UltraHotAzureCrush have standing rewards for pics of you. UHAC’s webmaster is just down in L.A. so we could drive down, show him the pics, and pick up the cash.”




“Pleeeeeeease?” Tommy begged like a five year old.




The driver gushed, “Yeah! Anything you want. Maybe we could buy you something sexy to wear first, like a bikini. Or another wetsuit. You were HOT in that wetsuit. Almost as hot as you are in that little towel.”




Tommy sneered, “Let’s keep it classy. We’re not ‘Hustler’.”




She asked, “What does Hustler have to do with anything?”




Rod said, “Oh. That. Well, Larry Flynt has a five million dollar offer for a nude pictorial from you, Terawatt, Action Girl, or that Poison Ivy chick.”




This was impossible. Her brain was refusing to work right. Maybe she was hallucinating or something. There was no way anyone would offer five million bucks to take pictures of her naked. No way. Even if every guy in the car was looking at her like she was Terawatt. Like she was a naked Terawatt.




Five million bucks. She couldn’t stop thinking about that. She used to be the fat blob that not even the school losers wanted to screw, and now one of the biggest girlie mags on the planet wanted to pay her major money to take her clothes off.




It felt like a lightbulb was going off in her head. That Cready prick was right. She’d been thinking like some kind of ugly loser. Like a minion. She needed to think like… like a swimsuit model.




Like a centerfold.




She asked, “How would I even contact somebody like Larry Flynt?”




Rod instantly said, “LFP, Inc. has a headquarters building smack in the middle of Beverly Hills.” Everyone stared at him. “What? So maybe I know stuff.”




Tommy sneered at him, “Or maybe you have a hundred Hustlers under your bed at home.”




Rod just flipped him the bird with both hands.




Jo smiled smugly. “I tell you what. If you guys drive me down there, I’ll let you buy me dinner, and you can buy me the teeniest swimsuit you can find.”




Tommy stared up at the ceiling and shouted, “Thank you God!”





113. Interlude XVIII



Hermione was nervous. Extremely nervous. She’d been called up to her boss’s office before. She’d been called up to his boss’s office before. She had never been called up to this office.




She had never even been here before. She had never even known they had offices in this building, which bothered her quite a lot given that she was in data analysis and she should have seen at least some evidence that this building was a part of the SIS.




There was a fluffy little old lady sitting at a little desk that had a simple ‘INFORMATION’ placard on it. She was knitting a jumper. Hermione didn’t really knit, but she had learned the basics and she had read some information on the subject, so she recognized the pattern. It was non-trivial, and the mere fact that the woman could focus on Hermione while still knitting said a lot about the woman’s skill level and years of practice.




Hermione stepped up to the desk. “Excuse me, could you direct me to room 324? I have an appointment at half past.”




The woman smiled sweetly and said, “Oh dearie, this place is a rabbit warren, you’ll never find it on your own. Let me get someone to take you there.” She leaned back and called out, “Oi! Bertie! Can you help this nice young lady?”




An old man tottered out and waved her to follow him. But as soon as they went around a corner and through a solid oak door, Hermione found herself facing a standard set-up for a low traffic, high security building. There was a full-body passive-radiation scanner for her, and a conveyor belt with two different scanner modules for her handbag and her briefcase.




She took off her shoes, stepped into the scanner, put her hands on the hand placements, and let the scanner do its job.




The man in full SAS gear said, “There ye go, hop on out an’ reclaim yer shoes.”




The man behind the conveyor belt said, “Not a weapon on her or in her bags. First today. Bertie, who had first one showing up between ten and eleven?”




The old man was standing a lot straighter and moving a lot more crisply. He grumbled, “It’s that bleeding Edna again.”




The man in SAS gear said, “I keep sayin’, ye’ve got ta make sure she doesn’t get ta look at the appointment list first!”




The old man said, “I’ll take you up. They don’t like people they don’t know wandering the halls unsupervised, even if they don’t have a single weapon on them. If you’re going to be coming in and out of here regularly, you ought to talk to your people about getting you some protective gear.”




She stiffly replied, “Thank you for the advice, but I seriously doubt I shall ever be directed back here again after today.”




He smiled smugly. “That’s what they all say, and the next thing you know, you’re wearing a Walther in a back holster and meeting with Q.”




She blanched, because she knew who Q was. She had no intention of getting drawn into that life. She was just a data analyst.




Granted, she was a data analyst who had been drawn into ‘that life’ at age eleven. She vividly remembered her first year with Harry and Ron. The threat in the bathroom. The series of deathtraps they had gotten Harry through at end of term, even though Ron ended up with a nasty concussion and Harry ended up in hospital too. The nightmare their second year, when she had nearly died, and Ginny had nearly been murdered. The battle in third year that had left Ron with a badly injured leg. Nearly drowning in her fourth year. The running gun battle her fifth year. That night at end of sixth year, when the headmaster died. The break-ins and thefts she planned out their seventh year, and then executed with Harry and Ron. The agents of Lord Deathstrike she had battled in seventh year…




Oh good Lord, she and Ron both qualified for Double Oh admittance too. And Appledore had probably known it and had probably informed his associates.




At that point, she was expecting to be taken to see one of the Double Oh ‘elders’ who were part of Appledore’s group. Granted, they were really more of a cabal. Perhaps a junto. For older men, they were extraordinarily dangerous in a number of ways.




Instead, the old man — who Hermione realized was probably one of the Double Oh elders, playing at being a useless docent — led her to room 324 and knocked briskly. “Excuse me, L? Your next appointment is here.”




Oh no. If she was being taken to see L, then this was not good.




A dry, middle-aged male voice answered, “Thank you very much, Albert. Do you suppose you could convince Helen to make me two cups of tea? You know how I like mine. Miss Granger takes hers with milk and one lump.”




The old man escorted her into the office and grinned, “Get right on it. I can probably sweet-talk her into it.”




Hermione was definitely nervous now. The fact that she was meeting L, and that L knew that much about her, meant that there was probably very little they didn’t know. She would have to assume they knew about her thing with Ron.




She would have to assume they knew everything.




She also hadn’t expected to be summoned to meet with someone like L. Hermione knew perfectly well how the letter designation system went. Q and R and the nearby letters were SIS armourers and inventors and all-around boffins. The letters F through L were reserved for people directly under M. Usually, K and L were given to people who were being groomed to become the next M.




The mild-mannered man on the other side of the desk could become the next M at any time. That meant he was far more dangerous than he appeared. It meant that he was far more ruthless than he looked. It meant that he might even be one of the Double Ohs who were so dangerous that they were retired because of age, rather than because of critical injuries. That definitely did not cheer her up.




The fact that she recognized him from photos she had seen as part of her work didn’t cheer her up either. In fact, it increased her nervousness.




She glanced around. He had a remarkable library of books, some of which were also less than encouraging. He had a glass-covered shelf of presumably-rare books in the original Chinese. Her Asian languages weren’t as strong as her European languages, but she was quite sure she recognized three of the classic Chinese books on war. That one was very definitely Sun Tzu. He had some texts on data analysis that she had, even if he had older editions of the same books. He had shelves of economic reports for countries around the world, some of them written in languages even she didn’t read.




She wasn’t sure whether she should feel reassured that she was dealing with a fellow member of the intelligentsia, or if she should feel threatened by the thought.




He gave her a gentle, vague smile and waved at the comfortable armchair that sat across the desk from his more formal chair. She wasn’t fooled for a second. People who were in line to become M were not gentle or vague.




“Please sit down. Miss Granger. Or do you prefer Ms. given that you’re a modern woman?”




She managed not to stammer. “Either is acceptable, milord.”




He smiled, and this time his smile was less like that of a chartered accountant and more like… a tiger. “It is both gratifying and disconcerting to be recognized, Miss Granger. And I’m surprised you’re so formal, given that you’re sleeping with young Lord Wellesley. Still, given how your school years went, I suppose it was inevitable that you would end up seeing one of them. Is the problem his parents or is it the SIS rules?”




She got the strong mental image that he was fencing with her, expertly wielding an epee while she struggled not to be overwhelmed and skewered. He would slowly cut her into shreds if she continued the engagement. She recalled his old nickname and wondered how accurate it had been.




She admitted, “Both. His parents like me, but they are fully aware of what we did in school, so they know that Ron’s association with me and Harry is dangerous. And his grandparents are really hoping he’d pick someone more… suitable than a commoner. His mother’s mother has been introducing him to young women who are distant heirs to the thrones of several countries. His father’s mother has been pushing one of the Parkinson girls at him, only we went to school with her, and I imagine Ron would rather shoot himself in the leg than have to marry her.”




He looked at her through glasses that strongly reminded her of Harry’s glasses before Harry switched to contacts, and then had Lasik surgery after his eyes stopped changing. Ginny sometimes complained to her that she had quite liked Harry in his round, wire-rimmed glasses. Hermione suspected that it had a lot to do with Harry’s dramatic rescue of Ginny in their second year, while Hermione was injured and Ron was facing down yet another teacher who turned out to be a threat.




School teachers. Ugh. It had gotten to the point that Hermione had investigated everyone who even attempted to get a job at their school, from the headmaster down to the groundskeepers. Along with the new applicants, Hermione had found the chemistry teacher, the heads of their house and two other houses, the head groundskeeper, the gamesmaster, and the higher maths teacher had all had suspicious connections to Appledore’s group or Riddle’s cabal. Along with both of Harry’s parents, both of Ron’s parents, both of Drake’s parents, and a quarter of the school’s board of governors.




He nodded. “Hmm… I could put a word in for you with Mariam. She’s quite the force of nature, as you know. If it weren’t for her considerable temper, she would have made a remarkable M. Arthur is really more the Q type.”




“No thank you,” she told him carefully. “I think it would be better if I didn’t owe you anything.”




He gave her a twitch of the lip. “Anything more, you mean. After all, we’re not pressing your Ronald to become the next 006. And we’re not pressing you to become the next 009.” He noticed that she didn’t react. “But you have considered this before. You three were quite the team. Riddle lost far more people to you three in seven years than he lost to Appledore in over thirty. I personally would prefer to get you into the Double Oh series. Oh, Harry is quite determined, with the right reflexes and all. But he’s precisely the type that people look at and say, ‘by George, I’d bet that chap is the spy they sent.’ You, on the other hand… The mere fact that the elders aren’t considering you for the series tells you all that anyone needs to know about patriarchal attitudes around the world. You would be devastating.”




She just gave him an arched eyebrow and refused to say anything. She had no intention of incriminating herself in any way.




He smiled slightly. “Precisely. We do maintain files, after all. I am fully aware of how you looked as an eleven year old, and how you looked at your fourth-year ball, and how you looked when you broke into Mrs. Lestrange’s bank. Men look the same in every disguise. It would be Harry, Harry with glasses and a beard, Harry with a messy wig and a mustache… People see through those disguises. But women are constantly underestimated, when they wear the most effective disguise materials every single day. Only women prefer to call it makeup and hairstyles. You are a remarkably attractive young woman who is capable of posing as the prissy scientist or the dowdy librarian or the pasty-faced secretary… or, as we already know, the insane chatelaine of someone like Tommy Riddle.”




He stopped while an older woman brought in a tray with two cups of tea. He gave her a big smile and thanked her effusively. The woman blushed slightly and rushed off. Hermione recognized that he had deliberately put on that little performance just so she could see what he really was.




He took a sip of his tea and sighed happily. Then he continued, “And you have the intelligence and background to pull any of those roles off convincingly. If you weren’t probably the best person in the entire SIS data analytics section right now, I would have suggested to someone that you were being wasted in that job. And apparently, even Terawatt has recognized how valuable you are. She wanted you to be her lone contact point for the entire continent. I hope you realize what that says about you.”




Hermione decided that some honesty was called for. “It really says something about someone else. Terawatt told me why she was interested in me. She went to an alternate universe with a team of superheroes and fought a hellgod who was trying to take over dimension after dimension until she would rule the entire multiverse. The leader of that team was an extremely powerful magic user. A witch. Her name is Hermione Granger.”




“Ahh,” he nodded thoughtfully. “So she provided you with some sort of proof that alternate universes exist, and this explained the real reason why she sought you out. Does she expect that you would be a magic user like your counterpart?”




Hermione cleared her throat slightly. The man was distressingly fast on the uptake. She admitted, “No sir. She seems quite convinced that different dimensions far enough apart according to some undefined metric have differing physical constants, so that magic cannot exist in our dimension. She sought me out because the other Hermione had demonstrated years of using her brain to outsmart enemies in fieldwork situations, and she thought it likely that I might have similar characteristics.”




He simply said, “And you do, even if we try to keep that aspect of your past sub rosa.”




She pretended she didn’t notice the implied threat in his statement. After all, if he let Lord Deathstrike’s remaining people know all about her role in Harry’s successes, as well as some of the people she had personally defeated, the consequences could be… unpleasant.




He added, “After all, did Harry ever have to stand up to extended physical torture? Granted, Lestrange was merely an enthusiastic amateur, but she was working with a professional’s toolkit. You did, and you managed not to spill anything. Hardened SAS men have been known to fold under what you endured. And you got right back in the game.”




“It wasn’t a game,” she said, trying not to lose her temper.




“Agreed,” he replied calmly. “It’s just an expression. I’m sure it was coined by someone who never spent any significant amount of time doing serious fieldwork. Still, if you truly want to keep Harry out of the series, all you’d have to do would be to step in, in his stead. I could get you the 007 spot. And perhaps you could use your middle name instead of your first, just because Hermione is rather distinctive.”




She pursed her lips. “I don’t think I could bear going around introducing myself as ‘Bond, Jean Bond’.”




He mildly said, “I see no reason why one needs to adhere to the clichés as strongly as the elders prefer.”




She decided it was time to use one of her prepared tactics. “And anyway, I was considering resigning my position and emigrating. I hear that Washington, D.C. is lovely this time of year, and that Jack O’Neill’s base is not as subject to the vagaries of the weather as many places on their East Coast.”




He just grinned. It wasn’t a nice grin, but it was still a grin. “Well played! Oh, very well played. No tells, no ‘flop sweat,’ and nicely underplayed. Riddle was an idiot to underestimate you so seriously.” He dropped the grin. “I’ll tell you a little secret, since the consequences won’t be all that secret much longer. One of our old 006 retirees who emigrated to America years ago just had a few words with some of the ‘elders’ and convinced them that forcing someone into the Double Ohs against their will would be quite as bad as restarting the Appledore-Riddle conflict. So your friend will be left alone until he asks for the position, or some new development on the Riddle front pops up.”




She realized instantly what had to have happened.




He looked at her face and said, “And you do know how this came about, don’t you? It’s all conjecture, but we have reason to speculate that perhaps Terawatt convinced our retiree to intervene. And the only reason she would choose to make such an effort is… you. And I take it you didn’t know this was going to happen.”




She didn’t like that someone who didn’t know her was reading her that well. She still admitted, “Terawatt did volunteer to apply pressure for Harry. It seems she met the other-dimensional analogues of Harry and Ron and Ginny as well, and liked them too.”




He smiled, “And we do want to remain in the good graces of the most powerful being on the planet, don’t we. Given what she did for Petrie’s Island and Rome, I should think that we owed her a few dozen favours.”




Hermione nodded, “Yes sir. And I suspect that we’re going to owe her a great many other favours over the next couple decades.”




He pointed out, “Yes, that had occurred to me as well. So feel free to tell your two friends that Harry can choose his own destiny, until he requires our help more drastically. And, if Terawatt is really this attached to you, then I suspect he’ll be able to draw on a superheroine to assist in his efforts against the remnants of Riddle’s minions.”




She recognized a dismissal when she heard it. So she stood up and said, “Thank you, Your Lordship.”




“Oh, and do drop that nonsense. You know who I am. You have my permission to call me by my first name the next time we meet.”




She stepped into the corridor, and found Albert hurrying to escort her out. She paused and let him do his job.




She thought over what she had learned. And what she was not about to do. Such as call someone like His Lordship by his first name. After all, he had been a rather notorious playboy in his early years. That would probably lead to people making rather unpleasant assumptions about how she had gotten her way on this issue.




She was also not going to cross him. Lord Rupert Giles hadn’t acquired the nickname ‘Ripper’ in his earlier years because of a fondness for seamstress work.





114. Fall Colors



On Sunday, Alex waited until they got home from church and she ate a big lunch before she started making Terawatt calls. First, she Skyped Willow. “Hi! How are things?”




Willow complained, “I don’t know! I mean, Cready’s being Mister Responsible in the jail, and not being a problem, but Jo’s vanished off the radar. Where she dumped the first car, there’s a couple used car lots not that far away, and a strip mall, and so there’s been maybe four car robberies in that area that are maybes, and she might not have done any of them, but there’s no trace of three of the four cars, and the fourth one was a joyride that got dumped about ten miles away. So, that one… not her. But we don’t know about the other three. And they haven’t gotten any reports of a big blue girl rampaging around, so I have no idea, because all she really has to do is break the lock on the back of a semi truck and hitch a ride down the interstate to wherever she wants to go.”




Alex said, “I really thought she’d keep trying to come after Alex Mack. And it’s not like there are a lot of Macks in the phonebook, so anybody could find me in about two minutes with just a cellphone. Less than that, if she just looked in a phonebook and knew my dad’s name, which Danielle sure does.”




Willow asked, “Did you know there are Azure Crush fansites?”




Alex just about dropped her laptop. “You’re kidding.”




“No, I’m totally not, and they’re all using footage that ‘A.L. Mack’ took of the fight with Terawatt, and the news footage of her arrest afterward, and her at the trial date, and that stuff after. Although there is an Azure Crush website that I’m pretty sure is cheating, and they just took a picture of a buxom girl in a shorty wetsuit and they Photoshopped her so she looks bigger and they colored her blue.”




Alex sighed unhappily. She didn’t like Jo, but she didn’t think some of this stuff was fair.




Willow went on, “There’s almost as many Poison Ivy websites, and I’ve found four Action Girl websites even though they pretty much just have that footage from that museum fight to work with. And Hustler magazine has a five million dollar offer for a nude pictorial with any one of you four.”




“Eww!” Alex gasped.




Willow said, “That’s what I say. And seriously, how do they think they’re gonna get a nude pictorial of a wanted criminal? Especially one who’s in jail? That’s just dumb, unless they’re hoping Jo or Pammie can beat the rap or get out on bail or something. Maybe probation.”




Alex complained, “There are some really creepy guys out there. It’s a good thing we have really great boyfriends.”




And then they got into a really important discussion about dating and where Jack last took Willow, and where Ray last took Alex, and how dating while taking care of a ‘little sister’ was harder than it sounded, and how Willow was still worrying about how Charlie felt about her being with Jack. There wasn’t even any TMI the whole time.




Although Alex had to shut her bedroom door, because Shar was playing “The Iron Giant” on the big tv downstairs really loud, and acting it out too, with her as the iron giant and her Skipper doll as Hogarth. Shar seemed to think you acted out the part of the iron giant by shouting the lines at the top of your voice. “You stay! I go! No following!” Okay, she was only eight. And a half. Shar cared a lot about the ‘and a half’ part.







When October rolled around, Alex found out what Louis and Mina and Robyn had been up to. And she found out about Azure Crush. And she ran into a new problem with Shar.




October was shaping up to be a cruddy month, even without another Terawatt crisis. Yet. She wasn’t going to say that out loud, because she vividly remembered the last time she said something mega-stupid out loud, and she got that call from Hermione. She wasn’t even going to think it, if she could help it.




So the first thing was the school photos. Way more people wanted their school photos redone than she’d figured. She’d been really happy with the way things went. But when ‘picture retake day’ came around, there were like five times more kids than she’d expected, so it took about six times as long as she had figured. Even getting more photographers in still meant that she missed four periods. Including lunch. And then she had to worry about how many people would gripe about their new pictures. Okay, she’d been pretty sure that people like Mike Malone and Therese Waterman would want new pictures taken, because Mike and Therese were both the type of person who complained about everything and nothing was ever good enough to make them happy. But there were way more kids who wanted their photos redone, and some of the time it was just totally unfair stuff, like they had a better hairstyle since picture day or their mom didn’t like the top they were wearing in their photo.




And the second thing was the Homecoming Queen ballot. Alex was walking down the hall to math class when a Science Club posse walked past and gave her a big thumbs-up, and one of them even said, “We already got our votes in!”




Alex kind of cringed, because she’d been hoping she could duck out of the whole Homecoming Queen thing. This year, everyone got a ballot and got to vote for up to three people. She’d already turned in her ballot, but she’d voted for Nicole, naturally, and also Terri Williams and Elissa Conroy because Alex liked them and she thought Kelly was being mean about them. But it looked like someone was making a big push to get people to vote for Alex Mack. So at lunch she asked Mina and Louis, because she figured they were probably behind it.




Louis started right in. “No one looks at this from a market segmentation perspective. So I did a quick business study, and I came up with 37 market segments that I combined into 21 ‘voting blocs’ that we did targeted marketing for.”




Holy crud.




Mina grinned, “Like there’s one of the big voting blocs that hardly ever bothers to vote, and that’s the nerd bloc, like the Science Club and the Computer Club and the Robotics Team and the Chess Team and them. So we sent everyone in that bloc a text telling them to get out and vote for their people: you and Helen and Tanya.”




“Me?” Alex squeaked.




Louis insisted, “You. We included a link to a picture of you and Phoenix on a major cosplay site. And let me tell you, hardly anyone thinks that’s not a booth babe Marvel hired for the con.”




Alex sternly said, “Louis, I don’t want you telling people that’s Willow. Especially not people on the internet. It was a lot of fun for her, but having people pestering her and friending her just because she looks hot in those pictures would not be great.”




Robyn just went on, “So we sent out texts sorta like that to the sk8erbois and the goths and the cheerios and every one of Louis’s voting blocs, and it just sort of happened that every one of the ‘three people to vote for’ lists has you in it.”




Alex rolled her eyes at that. “And how many of Louis’s voting blocs got a message with Kelly’s name as one of the three?”




Louis gave her a mischievous smile. “Gee, I knew we left someone’s name off.”




Alex checked, “How many voting blocs with Donna’s name?”




Mina looked at Louis and wondered, “Four? I think it was three or four.”




Louis reeled off, “The cheerios, the main-sport jocks, and the playas. The off-sport jocks don’t like the cheerios that much because they never come out and cheer at their meets. But the main-sport jocks like Alex partly because of Ray and partly because of her snaps of them, and the off-sport jocks like her because she always gives them good photo coverage for the yearbook and the paper. And she did do track for a little while, so she’s got cred.”




Ray asked Alex, “So who’d you vote for?”




Alex said, “Well, Nicole, naturally, and Terri because she’s really nice and she is so not a moose, and Elissa because she deserves to get some votes.”




Louis smirked, “I bet Kelly votes for herself three times.”




Robyn frowned, “That’s against the rules. You can only vote for a person once on your ballot.”




Marsha sarcastically said, “Gee, that would be too bad if Kelly and her posse all put her name down three times and all those ballots got tossed for breaking the rules.” She gave Louis a naughty smirk.




Alex knew there was something going on with that smirk. She just hoped Louis and Marsha weren’t tricking Kelly so her ballot would get thrown out, because that was totally not nice.




At least the votes all had to be in by Friday after next, and then the Homecoming Queen and her court would get announced the following Monday, and then Homecoming was the second Friday in November, at halftime of the football game.




Alex was going to all the home football games anyway, because she was doing photography. She had a team of photographers for the football games this year, with a guy on their side of the field in each endzone, and two guys on their side of the field bracketing the line of scrimmage on either side of the yard markers, so they could get a lot more of the good shots. But she had the best photographic equipment of all the school photographers, so at every home game she was out there too, and she tried to get a couple dozen mega-good shots every game with her 70-200mm lens. Nice, big, clear, color images so by the end of October she’d have at least five really great action photos for every senior on the football team and every senior on the cheer squad. And really good shots of her photographers who were also seniors. Plus some pictures she could sell to the newspaper. She would totally love to have a top-of-the-line 400mm lens with a nice monopod, but it wasn’t like she was being paid by Sports Illustrated to cover pro sports, so that was not happening. At least, not this year.




If she was in the Homecoming Court, she’d have to have a nice dress, and she’d have to do her hair really nicely, and she’d have to do all her makeup ahead of time, and she’d have to wear whatever lingerie she needed under her overalls and t-shirt, and she’d have to hope nothing messed her stuff up for when she had to run off the field just before halftime to get dressed up.




Okay, Shar would love it if Alex was in the Homecoming Court and she got to go to the game and stay up late and scream when Alex was announced, and Alex figured her folks would be really stoked, and her friends would be really happy for her. But somewhere along the line, Alex had stopped being the girl who was dying to be Miss Popularity. If she had never gotten superpowers, this would probably really matter to her more than life itself, but now that she had to worry about stuff that really was life itself, Homecoming Court was just a big headache that would probably be a disaster when Alex had to rush off to go do Terawatt stuff, just like with Ray’s birthday party.







And the next day, when Shar had a playdate with a little friend so Alex didn’t have to pick her up until six, Alex went right home to do her workout and martial arts practice. And Willow called her on the tPhone.




“Tera here.”




Willow burst out, “I can’t believe it, I mean, it’s so of the yucky, but it’s already hitting a bunch of net sites, and my software picked it up!”




“What? I need you to calm down and tell me.”




Willow gasped, “Azure Crush is doing a naked photoshoot for Hustler! She’s doing the nakedness thing for the five million dollars, and Hustler’s going to be making a ginormous deal about her being all of the naked and all, and this is just wrong!”




Alex sort of had a sick taste in her mouth. “She didn’t get forced into it or anything, did she?”




Willow paused, “I dunno, but… Oh wait, there’s matching hits on two of the Azure Crush fansites… Let me read these…” She gulped, “Oh God, there’s these three dorks who have a bunch of pics of them with Azure Crush in this completely skanky slingshot bathing suit, and they had to wait until the Hustler announcement before they could tell that they drove her down to L.A. and introduced her to the people at the magazine. Ick, and there’s some pictures of them and Azure Crush and some Hustler centerfold sluts or whatever they call them and… eww, they look way more skanky than Azure Crush.”




Alex suddenly realized something. “Wait, doesn’t that mean these guys are guilty of aiding and abetting? And the magazine’s guilty of harboring a fugitive? And other stuff?”




Willow muttered, “That’s what I said to Jack like two minutes ago about the magazine, so he’s already on it.”




“Oh.” Alex wasn’t sure what else to say.




But by the next day, it was all over the web and the news and everything. Azure Crush was doing a ‘pictorial’ for Hustler. Guys all over the place were wondering when Terawatt would do one too, which was so gross it made Alex’s skin crawl.




So that evening, Alex wasn’t too surprised to get a call from Graham on her tPhone. “Terawatt? It’s Captain Miller. I’m on speakerphone with Lieutenant Lupo.”




Alex couldn’t help smiling. “Hi, Graham. Hi, Jo.”




Graham continued, “The colonel called me with some bizarre news on Azure Crush.”




Alex groaned, “Umm, yeah, Acid Burn gave me a heads-up.”




Graham sounded kind of angry as he said, “Larry Flynt has already done an end-around on us, through his contacts with law enforcement in Kentucky. He’s got some federal marshals monitoring Azure Crush in ‘witness protection’ at his mansion, and he’s trying to get all her charges dropped in exchange for rolling over on Atron. His lawyers are already assuming that may not work, and are also filing motions to plead out on all charges in exchange for probation and restitution. Maybe community service, although I’m not sure what kind of ‘community service’ goes with a Hustler centerfold who can crush cinderblocks in her bare hands.”




Alex muttered, “Yeah. What kind of restitution does it take to pay off attempted murder of a superhero?”




Jo explained, “Besides you, and the fractured skull she gave her cellmate, and one police officer’s broken arm, and the concussion she gave Cready, and threatening some high school girl with a knife, she’s basically looking at property damage, resisting arrest, and escape. And it’s probably pretty doubtful that a jury would think you could be hurt by hitting you with a car. So that’s one cop that they can claim was accidental, and two convicted felons they can claim were self-defense. On top of that, there’s the whole issue about GC-161 affecting a lot of people mentally, so it could be argued she wasn’t responsible for her rampage.”




Alex tried not to wince as she remembered what happened to her mom, who was the last person in the world who would go all supervillain on anyone. What if that really was what happened to Jo Baker after she drank that stuff? What if it just made everything worse in Jo’s head so it really wasn’t her fault?




Jo Lupo went on, “With some really good lawyers, her charges could probably get plea bargained down to a stack of misdemeanors and low-level felonies. And keeping a supervillain contained is expensive. Having a supervillain who wants to cooperate at low cost? A lot of D.A.s would probably jump at that, especially in California given the current budget problems.”




Alex frowned, “So she just… walks?”




Graham stiffly said, “House arrest isn’t walking on the charges.”




Jo complained, “House arrest at Larry Flynt’s mansion? That’s not walking on all charges, it’s driving away from the charges in a Lamborghini. While drinking the world’s most expensive champagne. And having Brad Pitt sitting next to you pouring it for you!” There was a tiny pause before Jo remembered to add, “Sir.”




Alex grumbled, “Well, now I’m even more depressed than I was after Willow called.”




Graham said, “Sorry, but I called because I was hoping you could join us Saturday afternoon. The colonel wants us to make a little surprise inspection on Flynt’s mansion and make sure Azure Crush is still there, and that there really are federal marshals keeping an eye on her.”




Jo muttered angrily, “I bet there are. And I bet they’re guys. And I bet they’re keeping both eyes glued to every woman in the place.”




Graham insisted, “Regardless, we need to check. And we really need you there in case Azure Crush objects to our visit.”




Jo added, “I think Colonel O’Neill is hoping that having you there will get her to go ballistic and wreck the place, and if that happens, I think we could take her into custody over the objections of the marshals.”




Alex admitted, “Jack is a lot sneakier than he looks.”




Graham disagreed, “He’s just really good at strategic thinking. It’s the military training.”




Alex said, “If you say so… But I think he’s just really sneaky.”







And so, on Saturday, right after her martial arts lesson, Alex flew from Building G over to the airfield, where an SRI Super Huey was waiting for her. She had a big lunch packed in her gymbag, but the pilot, Lieutenant Reynolds, had a gift from Graham. It was two foil bags to keep things hot or cold, and one had four cans of diet coke with an icepack, and the other had three twenty-piece chicken McNuggets boxes with large fries and extra sauces and ketchup packets and a hotpack to keep everything piping hot. She just barely finished eating everything in the bag and drinking two of the cokes before they were flying into the L.A. airspace.




The pilot talked to her over the chopper’s comms, “Captain Miller said you should jettison at this point and fly in under your own power. He’ll have a beacon you can track. Afterward, I’ll be waiting for you with your gear at the LA AFB near his transport, and he’ll convey you there. Then I’ll fly you back to Camp Atron.”




Alex just said, “Roger that.” If she’d been wearing real lipstick and makeup, she would have had to fix her makeup before she bailed out, but she wasn’t wearing any makeup at all, just the plastic eyeshadow and plastic lipstick. So she checked her tPhone, used Willow’s app to locate an SRI beacon, and bailed out in that direction.




She flew at maybe two hundred feet up, and found herself flying over some of the really mega-nice houses and stores and buildings. Okay, at two hundred feet, she had to fly around some of the taller buildings, or else pop up high enough to clear them. If she only had to go up a little bit, she flew over the tops. Otherwise, she flew around them in ‘Iron Giant’ pose with both arms pointing forward.




Then she was flying over the mega-mega-nice parts of Los Angeles that looked like movie star mansions. Her tPhone rang, and she answered on her earjack, “Terawatt here.”




Graham’s voice came through loud and clear. “Just fly in on my beacon. The LT has your position, so I’m going to try and time it that you can land at the back side of the security gate just as I arrive. If you can zap it open so we don’t have to talk to a speaker for ten minutes, that’ll keep them from pulling a fast one, or just jerking us around.”




Alex wondered aloud, “Do we have permission to do that?”




Graham insisted, “Definitely. We have DHS documents, because Azure Crush constitutes a clear and present danger just by being there.”




Alex could see Graham’s Humvee pulling up into a driveway and stopping at a big security gate, so she dropped down to maybe twenty feet in the air and twenty feet from the gate. She zapped the control box, and it yanked the gate open. Graham drove right on in and headed for the mansion at the head of the driveway. She flew about twenty feet above him.




Alex nervously asked into her earjack, “Umm, do I ‘constitute a clear and present danger’ too?”




Graham firmly told her, “No. The colonel made a big push with General Hammond and the DHS Secretary after the Bloomington-Normal op to get you some temporary deputization, and now he’s working on getting you officially permanently deputized by the DHS.”




“Oh. Okay.” She wasn’t sure what she should say, because she knew someone with powers like hers was a real threat. Just look at Danielle Atron or Victor Cready. Or for that matter, Charlene Roberta McGee. But Alex didn’t want to be the kind of person people were scared of.




Okay, maybe she wouldn’t mind if badguys were scared of her.




And she wondered just how much paperwork Jack had needed to go through to get her any kind of deputization when he wasn’t even going to list a real name or address or anything for her. She knew how much Jack hated paperwork. Even figuring he got Walter to do most of it, Jack would have had to do a bunch of paperwork just for her. That made her want a smile a lot.




Graham asked, “Can you take a quick look on the back side of the structure to check for Azure Crush?”




“Sure.” She darted forward, popped up another fifty feet so she would clear the peak of the mansion’s roof, and ducked into the back yard.




Only it wasn’t a ‘back yard.’ It was an amusement park. Or something. There was a big pool on one side with waterslides and swimming lanes and stuff. There was a shallow pool on the other side of the yard that looked like it was two or three feet deep everywhere but covered more area than her house. In between there was a big concrete area with chairs and lounge chairs and a covered thing that looked like a really fancy bar. Past the pools, she could see a tennis court on one side, and on the other side a beach volleyball area that was all sand. There were little cabanas. There were half a dozen outbuildings that might be poolhouses or party rooms or maybe even really gross stuff. Off to the back of the yard, which was surrounded by a huge concrete wall, there was a bandstand. And there was even more stuff at the sides, against the concrete walls there.




And in between the pools, sunning herself along with half a dozen other women, was Azure Crush. There were even three guys in gray uniforms with holsters and stuff, who were pretty much ogling her and all the other women. And there was a maid bringing people drinks.




This was so not ‘witness protection’ or whatever they were calling it.




She spoke into her earjack. “She’s in the back, sunning herself between the pools, with some other women.”




“Between the pools?” Jo asked sharply.




“When you get back here, you’ll see.”




Graham instructed, “Lieutenant, take the left flank around the structure, and I’ll take the right.”




Jo suggested, “Sir, the front door’s wide open, and I can see right down a main hall to what has to be the sun coming in from the back. I’d like to recommend that we move directly through the mansion to the objective.”




“Good enough,” Graham agreed. “Tera can see our objective, and can keep things under control long enough for us to arrive as backup. Tera, please drop in on our objective and check that she’s all right. Do not initiate battle, but if anyone attacks, you have permission to engage.”




“Roger that.” Alex dropped down until she was maybe twenty feet above the concrete and forty feet in front of the ladies sunning themselves. Half of them were starkers. Completely naked. And only two of them weren’t topless. Those federal marshals were probably thinking this was the best job in the history of federal marshaldom.




Alex made sure she was in her best Terawatt tones, and she spoke, “Excuse me, Miss Baker, but I wanted to check that you are all right.”




Jo opened her eyes and sat up and choked, “What the fuck are you doin’ here?”




Alex tried again. “As I just said, I wanted to check that you are all right. After all, Danielle Atron is still on the loose, and three federal marshals with handguns wouldn’t be able to stop her.”




“Watch yer mouth, bitch!” yelled the marshal who needed to lose the most weight. The guy sounded like he was from Alabama or someplace Southern. Oh, right, Graham said Larry Flynt used his law enforcement contacts in Kentucky, so maybe these were guys he knew from Kentucky.




“We’re federal officers, so why don’t you take your super-twat outta here?” said the ugliest one, who had a bad Southern accent too.




“Beat it, afore we arrest you!” said the shortest one. And then he called her the C-word, which really made her not like him. He had an accent too, and it was even worse than the other two guys.




She glared at them. “I am duly deputized by the Department of Homeland Security and the President of the United States, so perhaps you three should ‘beat it’.”




One of the naked women laughed, “Yeah, they beat it plenty around here.” Several of the other women giggled at that.




Alex landed on the concrete and glared, “You three are clearly not doing your job. If you are supposed to be guarding Miss Baker, you are woefully unprepared for Danielle Atron’s superpowers. If you are supposed to be keeping Miss Baker under house arrest, you are woefully unprepared for Azure Crush’s superpowers. I will be reporting this to the Federal Marshals’ Office.” None of these guys were nice, either, so she was going to think of them as Fatty, Ugly, and Shorty.




Fatty started to stand up from his folding lawn chair as he reached for his gun. But Alex didn’t bother to do anything, because Lieutenant Lupo moved swiftly up behind him and slammed him back down into his chair hard enough that it broke and dumped him onto the concrete. When he got mad and tried to pull out his gun while looking up at Lupo, the lieutenant stomped down on the guy’s wrist. There was a really icky cracking sound, and the guy screamed.




Ugly and Shorty went for their guns, so Alex used her tk to yank the guns out of their holsters and throw them into the deeper pool.




Shorty crouched down and went for an ankle holster, but Graham was behind him by then. He tipped Shorty over onto his face with a well-placed boot and calmly said, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”




Just to make sure, Alex yanked that holdout gun out of Shorty’s hand and launched it off toward the roof of the mansion.




Jo Lupo smirked, “Looks like these losers aren’t prepared for anything more dangerous than a loose bikini tie.”




Ugly came up out of his chair when he heard that, and he took a swing at her. The guy was big and fast and musclebound. He was probably twice what the lieutenant weighed, and looked like he could play linebacker for an NFL team if he was ten years younger. He threw a vicious right cross at her face.




Lupo casually used an open palm to slap his fist out of the way. It was an inside-out guide parry that moved his fist from landing in the middle of her face to going well outside of her ear. She then gripped his forearm in something that looked like tiger-style kung fu, and pulled him forward so he was suddenly way off-balance. As he fell forward, her other arm shot out twice, once to his solar plexus and once to his groin. He curled up as he fell over and crashed face-first onto the concrete.




Most of the sunbathers applauded. Two cheered. One even gave Lupo a wolf whistle. Jo Baker looked at Alex and said, “They look pretty tough for sidekicks.”




Alex insisted, “They’re not sidekicks. That’s Lieutenant Lupo, Special Forces. And Captain Miller, Army Rangers. They’re some of the toughest fighters on Earth. Captain Miller’s been through ops in other countries that make Danielle Atron look like Suzie Homemaker. And both of them faced down the giant spider problem in Arizona.”




One of the topless-but-technically-not-naked sunbathers said, “And she’s pretty. With a makeover, she could definitely do a centerfold.”




Graham firmly said, “Lieutenant Lupo has far more important things to do. Like protecting the safety of this planet. And protecting people like Terawatt and Action Girl. And Azure Crush too.”




Jo Baker growled, “I don’t need no fucking protection.”




Alex asked, “Are you sure? They didn’t trick you into posing for their pictures? They didn’t take advantage of you?”




Jo frowned, “Fuck no. All they did was pay me a hell of a lot more money than I’d ever see in my life if I said no, and get me some decent lawyers instead of that pansy P.D. I had before.”




Lieutenant Lupo sternly told her, “That still doesn’t change the fact that — even if you’re content to stay within these walls forever and the courts decide to let you — Danielle Atron may not feel so inclined. It’s obvious where you are, and she’s dangerous.”




Alex pointed out, “You couldn’t stop me. Atron may have even more dangerous powers than I have.”




Azure Crush just shrugged. “I didn’t have any future before the crazy bitch kidnapped me. I don’t see why I should worry about anything past my next drink.”




Alex frowned, “You’re only eighteen.”




Azure Crush smirked, “I’m twenty-one. I got held back a couple grades. Why do you think I was in with the hard cons, instead of being in juvey?”




Alex thought Jo was lying, but she just stalled, “I think we’ll have to verify that. After all, we wouldn’t want Mister Flynt to publish pictures of an underage girl and end up in prison for it.” On the other hand, Jo had been a grade or two ahead of Alex when Alex had to deal with her. One or two grades ahead, plus held back a couple years, and Jo would now be… twenty or twenty-one. She could even be twenty-two. Okay, it was possible.




One of the stark naked sunbathers took a big swallow of something that was probably really alcoholic and asked, “How come you talk like that? You sound so know-it-all. On the news, you come off like a total dick.”




Alex asked, “How would male reporters and male police officers and male soldiers treat me when I look like this, if I sounded like you?” Not that she wanted to be mean, but whoever the woman was, she had a soft Texas-ish drawl and a high-pitched bubbly voice that made her sound like she was a total airhead.




The woman shrugged, which made her chest bobble so all three of the marshals zoned in on her breasts, even the guy cradling his broken arm. “If you’re blonde and got big tits, guys think you’re stupid no matter how you sound.”




Alex insisted, “Not if you stand up for yourself and sound right.”




Graham added, “And not if you’re extremely smart, like Terawatt. Or Lieutenant Lupo.”




Alex went on, “Or NASA astronaut Samantha Carter. She’s blonde and pretty, but she’s a captain in the Air Force, and she’s flown fighter jets in combat, and she has a Ph.D. In astrophysics. She’s a genius.”




Jo just shrugged. “I don’t have brains. All I got going for me is what you’re lookin’ at, and the toughness to get through a lot of stuff.”




Alex insisted, “Miss Baker, I don’t think that women should be posing naked for men’s magazines, but I do think you have the right to choose what you do with your own body. So we’re going to give you a phone number. If you ever need help, just call that number, and the SRI will put you through to me as soon as possible.”




Jo looked at Alex like she’d just sprouted a second head. “Why would you do something nice for me? I tried to kill you, remember? We’re not buddies.”




“Maybe she wants ta get into your panties,” suggested another of the sunbathers.




Alex managed not to turn beet-red in embarrassment. Eww! Even if she was being supportive for Willow and that whole bisexuality thing, Alex was not interested in anything like that.




“Doubt it,” Jo told the sunbather. “In prison, you learn pretty fast how to spot the lezbos, or else you get in serious trouble. Terawatt ain’t into girls.” She looked over at one of the totally-naked women. “Now Didi’s totally inta the girls too.”




Didi grinned shamelessly, “Oh yeah. Throw in a couple hunky security guys like Hank and Sergei, and this place is Didi’s dream house.”




And speaking of hunky security guys… Alex saw Graham walking over and talking with three armed security guys and showing them several pieces of paper. She needed to keep an eye on that and be ready to go help out if she needed to.




Lieutenant Lupo handed a business card to Azure Crush. “Here’s a set of numbers for us. In an emergency, call the one in red. We can get you in contact with Terawatt any time you need, and we can help you as well. We’ll also be talking to the DHS and the Attorney General about providing you with better security than these three redneck losers.”




One of the ‘redneck losers’ started cursing her out and threatening her and promising to dish up some payback. Lieutenant Lupo ignored him, which made him even angrier.




Alex stiffly said, “Miss Baker, just because we engaged in a superbattle does not make you my mortal enemy. It just means I still have a lot to learn about handling people.”




Didi smirked, “See? She wants to ‘handle’ you. Too bad for her you only let Sergei do that.”




Azure Crush frowned, “How the fuck do you know about that?”




Didi smiled naughtily, “You’re not the only one who’s sneaking out of the security guys’ rooms at six in the morning.”




Alex really hoped this didn’t turn into a ‘Willow Rosenberg TMI’ thing. She interrupted, “Now that we have verified that you’re really here and you’re all right, and we have evaluated the federal marshal corps guarding you, our work is done.” She really felt like she ought to warn Azure Crush not to get in any fights or do other bad stuff, but that would probably make Jo mad, or make her want to do bad stuff just because someone told her not to.




Alex flew over the mansion and hovered over Graham’s Humvee while she waited for the captain and the lieutenant to walk back through the building. Then she flew along just forty feet above the Humvee as it drove through the L. A. traffic over to the Los Angeles Air Force Base. She was totally not surprised to see her helicopter sitting next to one of the SRI’s Cessna Citations. She gave Jo Lupo a hug, shook Graham’s hand, and flew back to the helicopter. Then she ate the lunch she had packed in her gymbag while the chopper flew her back to Paradise Valley.




It was only a little after three when she puddled up through the storm runoff system and flew into her house. Her mom was waiting for her in the kitchen, looking worried.




Uh-oh. She went normal and dropped down into a chair opposite her mom. “What’s wrong?”




Her mom said, “Shar went over and played with one of her new friends. Maria.”




Alex nodded, “Yeah, I know. Maria’s got a big sister at my high school, and she’s nice.”




“Maria showed Shar a cartoon that’s been running on one of the cable channels for a couple seasons.”




“Okay…” Alex still didn’t see where this was going.




“Did you know there’s a cartoon called ‘Last Airbend’? Well, something like that.”




Alex said, “I think you mean ‘Avatar: The Last Airbender.’ Yeah. I’ve seen some of it.” Now she was starting to get a bad feeling.




Her mom cringed, “Shar wants to learn something called firebending.”




115. Home and Away



Alex’s first reaction was kind of in the ‘oh holy crud’ range.




Her second reaction was more like “Umm, mom, maybe that’s a good idea.” And maybe she said it out loud.




Her mom gaped at her. “What?” Her mom opened her mouth, and then froze. She even stopped and thought stuff over for a second. “I mean… Could you explain what you’re thinking? Because this sounds like a recipe for disaster to me.”




Alex thought for a couple seconds and tried to explain herself, “Okay… we can’t really teach her firebending here. There’s no way we can find a place in Paradise Valley where Shar can blast everything in sight. But Captain Miller’s down in a big, open desert area we could use. And if they fly us there and back in the Cessna, it’s only an hour and a half each way. I think the firebending stuff in ‘Avatar’ is supposed to be Kung Fu stuff but just with blasts of fire. So first we have to find someone to teach her the martial arts part. My guess is Riley or Jo or Graham is good enough to do it, but if not, I bet they know someone who can. So Shar can get a lot of training in self-control and she can learn a bunch of self-defense that’s normal martial arts stuff. It would be mega-cool if she had something she could do in between ‘sit there and take it’ and ‘burn the entire building down.’ So then the firebending ought to come naturally once she’s good enough at the kung fu.”




Her mom carefully said, “Honey, I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but I think I want a second opinion.”




Okay, it did hurt Alex’s feelings, but she tried not to get too grumpy about it, since her mom was treating her like an adult and even listening to her. She asked, “Who you gonna call?”




“Ghostbusters!” shouted a high-pitched, very excited voice from around the corner.




Alex watched as her mom sighed quietly. “Shar? Honey? Where did I ask you to wait?”




Shar peeked in from the doorway. “You said I could watch tv or a movie in the living room, or play up in my room, or run around in the back yard. An’ I did. I waited and everything. I played up in my room and read until I thought Alex was home.”




Alex was pretty sure she hadn’t made any noise when she came in, but she’d noticed that sometimes Shar just sort of ‘knew’ stuff. If Shar’s mom and dad had some kind of telepathy between them along with their other powers, it wasn’t crazy that maybe Shar had some kind of telepathy along with her pyrokinesis. So she asked, “Who’s Aunt Barb going to call?”




Shar grinned, “Auntie Willow! I love talking to Auntie Willow, even if she told me to keep a big secret until she was all set to tell you herself.”




Uh-oh. Alex’s mom flinched a little bit on that one. Alex totally trusted Willow, but she really wished Willow hadn’t asked Shar to keep a secret, even if it was something harmless. Even if it was mega-harmless.




Her mom frowned, “Well, we’re definitely calling Willow now.” She pulled out her tPhone and pressed a speed dial button.




Willow’s AutoTuned voice sounded really chipper and cheerful. “Hi!”




Alex’s mom said, “Burn, we have a couple things. Shar saw this cartoon and now she wants to learn this thing called firebending…”




Willow sounded so excited, “Ooh! ‘Avatar: the Last Airbender’! They modeled all the bending on real Oriental martial arts. Firebending is modeled on Northern Shaolin Kung Fu! Very powerful, very dramatic. Do you want me to see if I can find a sensei for her?”




Alex’s mom hesitated, “We’d have to decide if it’s a good idea, and appropriate, and also age-appropriate, and we’d need a teacher who’s read into the SRI rules because of what Shar wants to do.”




Willow bubbled, “Oh sure, but Jack has a ton of contacts, and Riley probably has a black belt in it anyway, or at least in something pretty similar, and let me check their records even if I’m not supposed to be able to go look in this part of their files… Ooh! Jo has a brown belt in it! You should so set things up with Jo, she’d love it, and they’ve got plenty of open space down there for when Shar learns the kung fu part and moves up to the firebending part, I bet it’ll be totally awesome!”




Alex’s mom sternly said, “I don’t want to have to be the bad guy here, but we haven’t agreed to this. We don’t have a time we can make this work, and we don’t really have an instructor, and we don’t know if Shar and Alex can spare that much time, and we’d have to find a way to keep all this extra stuff a secret too.”




Alex figured, “About the only time we have would be Sunday afternoons. I mean, we’d need an hour and a half of flight time each way, plus at least an hour of lessons. I mean, I’d be up for two or three hours of lessons, but I think that might be way too much for Shar. Still, that’s at least four hours. Maybe five. That would eat up the whole afternoon. And how many Sunday afternoons would I have to cancel because of Terawatt business or photojournalism, or just plain family stuff?”




Willow made a ‘hmm’ noise that sounded weird with the AutoTune. “Well, let me talk to Jack, and see what he can work out.”




Alex’s mom told her, “Fine. And Willow? What was the secret you asked Shar not to tell me?”




“Oopsies,” whispered Shar.




Willow sweetly said, “It’s okay, Shar. I just needed to plan some stuff out first, because I can’t just drop everything, and I wanted to take Shar to Disneyland over Thanksgiving or Christmas holidays.”




Alex’s mom looked surprised. “Oh. That’s not such a huge secret. And you could have talked to me about it first. But we like to do a family dinner on Thanksgiving. I was hoping my sister and my parents and Annie could all fly in and have Thanksgiving with us this year, and we were hoping you’d spend Thanksgiving with us this time, unless you already have plans.”




Willow uncomfortably said, “Umm, my mom’s kinda anti-Thanksgiving, what with the whole ‘taking advantage of native Americans’ thing. I think she’s speaking at a native American protest deal in Washington D.C. that day. And dad will still be lecturing on his book-signing tour. I think he’ll be in Jerusalem that week.”




Alex looked over, and her mom looked so sad for Willow. Alex asked, “Well, why can’t you drive down Wednesday and spend Thanksgiving with us, and then maybe Friday evening you and Shar can drive down to Disneyland for the weekend?”




Shar wondered hopefully, “Can Alex go with us?”




Willow asked, “Yeah, can Alex go too? That would be great!”




Alex smiled, “I’d love to!” Then she frowned, “But I have no idea whether ‘picture taking’ might come up.”




Willow just tried to sound really reassuring. “Hey, we handled it just fine the last time.”




Alex groaned, just a teensy bit. “Just as long as you don’t do what you did the last time.”




Shar excitedly asked, “What did Auntie Willow do?”




Alex frowned at Shar. “Auntie Willow was trying to be helpful, but it was still a very bad thing. She ran into a superbattle with about thirty people following her. She could’ve got herself hurt or killed. She could’ve got all those helpers hurt or killed, and they had no idea how dangerous the battle could be. It was bad.”




Willow pouted, “And Uncle Jack was really, really mad at me when he found out.”




Shar asked, “What did he do?” Alex could tell her mom really wanted to know too.




Willow said, “He gave me a stern lecture. For like half an hour. And maybe he yelled. A little. And there was something I really wanted to do, and I didn’t get to do it.”




Alex looked sternly at Shar, “And I don’t want you running into superbattles either, even if you’re way better at ’em than Auntie Willow.”




Shar gave her a big pout. Even though the big Charlene pout worked great on Ray and Alex’s dad, it didn’t work on Alex. Well, not much.




Alex frowned at her, “No. When I think you’ll be safe, and when I think you can do something where people don’t get hurt really bad and buildings don’t get disintegrated, we’ll talk about it.”




Shar pouted, “Maybe I need to learn earthbending. I can already do the firebending, except for the karate part.”




Alex patiently told her, “Shar, I don’t think anyone can learn earthbending. Not for real.”




Alex could tell by the look in her mom’s eyes that her mom had no idea what earthbending was. She probably had no idea about firebending either. Maybe Alex could talk her mom into watch a few episodes of the cartoon with Shar. On the other hand, most of the firebenders in the show were really bad people who did really bad stuff, so that might not work out real well.




After Willow hung up to go make more calls, they talked for a while. Alex sort of thought maybe they could find somebody local who could teach people that style of Kung Fu, and the whole firebending thing could get postponed until Shar was good enough at the martial arts part that they could go down to Roswell a couple times a month to work on the superpowers part in private. She was working on talking her mom into getting the whole family to enroll, because they totally could use some martial arts skills after what had happened to them in the last couple years.




After maybe an hour, Alex’s tPhone buzzed. She yanked it out of her pocket with some quick tk, and answered, “Tera here.”




It was Jack. “Relax, Tera. I’ve got Lieutenant Lupo, Major Finn, and Captain Miller on a conference call. I understand The Littlest Witch wants to learn from Uncle Iroh.”




Alex just kind of stared at the phone. How did Jack know so many kid references? Did he just watch tv and read with Charlie all the time? Wait a minute, Charlie was probably too old for the show, so did Jack just watch kids’ cartoons on his own now? She still said, “Northern Shaolin Kung Fu would be a really good style for Shar to learn, and then once she was good enough, she could turn that into firebending pretty much on her own.”




Jack agreed, “That was what I was thinking. And I’d like her to have some means of self-defense other than ‘tactical nuke.’ Lupo? Do you have time to fly up to Paradise Valley once or twice a week to give a lesson in someone’s back yard?”




Jo asked, “Is their back yard a suitable area?”




Jack said, “Surprisingly so. It’s more than big enough. It’s flat, with nothing in the middle. It’s got a sturdy, tall fence all the way around it, and no nosy neighbors as far as I know. All we’d need to do is put down a 20’x20’ or 30’x30’ area of weatherproof pads so you have a training area.”




Graham suggested, “I saw an advertisement for a weatherproof pad that’s three 3’x3’ pads sewn together at the ends so it unfolds into a 3’x9’ section for personal training. There’s a smaller one that unfolds into a 2’x6’ rectangle. They’re an inch and a half thick, and really sturdy, but they’re going to be more expensive.”




Jack liked that idea. “Three by nine? We could get some and make a 27’x27’ square.”




Jo calculated, “27 would do it. But they’d be pretty bulky when they need to be stowed away.”




Alex pointed out, “We have a storage shed that we can use. It’s big enough to hold two or three stacks of the things along with what’s in the shed already, and it’s got a better than normal-height ceiling so we can stack ’em pretty high.”




Jo spoke up, “That sounds workable. We just need to get all the pads there, and work out the schedule.”




Graham added, “Let’s find out what schedule Terawatt’s people want to go with, and we’ll work from that.”




Alex told them, “Sunday late afternoon. Four thirty to six, then Jo can eat dinner with us before she flies home. We’ll see how that goes before we add in a Wednesday evening session or change the Sunday time or whatever.”




Jack directed, “Lieutenant, you’ll have the Cessna for this, and we’ll make a motor pool vehicle available up there. I’ve got directions from Acid Burn, and they’re really easy to follow.”




“Yes sir. I’m looking forward to it,” said Jo happily.







On Monday, Alex got to school to find out that Kelly and Donna were both mad at her. Great.




Kelly and her posse headed Alex off just before Alex got to homeroom. Kelly glared, “You said you weren’t running for Homecoming Queen!”




Alex insisted, “I wasn’t. And I didn’t! You heard Louis and Mina that day. You made ’em mad being so mean about Terri and Elissa and them. Louis sent out a bunch of texts to people. That was it. I think. When I found out, I asked ’em not to do anything else.”




Kelly scowled, “Marsha told me you could write your name down more than once, so we all wrote my name down three times, and now I found out they won’t take ballots with a name down more than once!”




Alex groaned, “Ugh. I didn’t write my name down even once on my ballot. Look, go tell the principal someone fibbed to you about the ballot rules, and you want new ballots. But it won’t make any difference, really. Out of the whole school, you’re talking about… what? Three or four votes for you? If you need four more votes just to get on the Homecoming court, you have no chance of making Homecoming Queen, and if you only need four votes to be sure you’re Homecoming Queen, you’re probably already a lock for it.”




Kelly complained, “Fine! Just keep your political machine away from me from now on!”




Alex just barely made it into her homeroom on time, so she knew Kelly had to be a little late, because Kelly had to go to the other side of the building to get to her homeroom. She hoped Kelly didn’t get in trouble, because Alex knew she’d be mad if she was in Kelly’s shoes. It totally wasn’t fair that some jerk was running a really sophisticated campaign for Homecoming Queen and was also tricking people into turning in invalid ballots.




Alex wasn’t happy that the jerk with the campaign tricks was her.




At lunch, Alex complained to Louis and Marsha and Mina, “No more bad campaign manager tricks. Kelly’s really upset, and it’s totally not fair that you guys tricked her into ruining her own ballot.”




Louis shrugged, “Okay. Anyway, she’s mainly trying to sabotage Donna, which is pretty much a waste of her time, because there’s only one bloc that would vote for both of them, and Kelly’s not working on them.”




Mina added, “And it’s a good thing Libby’s not here, because I don’t think anyone would vote for her after the Terawatt thing.”




Ray grinned, “You mean it’s too bad Libby’s not here, so she could find out she only got three votes out of the entire school. That would show her.”




Donna sat down at her regular table, which was next to theirs, and half a dozen of the cheerleaders sat with her. Donna glared at Alex, “I don’t need any help getting my friends to vote for me! And I sure don’t like you sneaking your name in there too.”




Alex sighed. “I’m sorry.”




Louis turned around to face Donna and explained, “It was my fault. Kelly was being a giant pain in the ass, and Mina and I decided to steamroller her, even though Alex said she didn’t want to run for Homecoming Queen.”




Alex sort-of-fibbed, “I’m waiting to hear back from Corcoran College on when they want me to fly out to meet prospective mentoring teachers, and most of the mentors are real reporters and photojournalists who are on their own schedules, so I may only get like a few hours notice that I have to rush to the airport and fly out there to meet with people way more important than me. So I don’t even know if I’m gonna be here for Homecoming! If I get elected to the court, I’ll end up spending the entire time up to Homecoming sweating out whether I can even go to the game and show up at halftime, so it’s a huge headache for me. So I really wish they hadn’t done this stuff!”




Donna rolled her eyes, “Get real. You would’ve got elected to the Homecoming Court anyway. Everybody who got screwed out of last year’s yearbook by Pete and Paul and Jack loves you and Mina. And everybody who ever got bullied by Fatso Baker thinks you’re freaking awesome for standing up to someone who’s a supervillain now.”




Alex muttered, “She was just a bully back then.”




Donna pointed at her, “And see? You’re really good at the fake modesty thing. Libby totally sucks at that. That whole ‘little old me’ routine really gets the guys.”




“I don’t do a ‘little old me’ routine!”




Ray insisted, “She doesn’t fake it, she really is modest.”




Donna pointed at him, “See? Guys totally fall for shit like that.”




It made Alex pretty mad, but she just could not make Donna see that she wasn’t being all ‘fake modesty.’ So by the end of lunch, Donna was still ticked off at her, but Alex was ticked off at Donna too.




The whole ‘running for Homecoming Queen’ thing was just a giant pain in the… neck. She was gonna be so glad when the voting closed on Friday and it was all over.







That night, they had a delivery from a home furniture store. At least, that was what it said on the truck. But Sergeant Scott was driving, and Sergeant Walters was sitting shotgun. And Jack called an hour before they arrived to tell Alex’s dad that the martial arts pads were about to be delivered.




Alex introduced everybody. “Mom, dad, this is Sergeant Scott and Sergeant Walters. They’re both really nice. And all of you know Shar.”




Sergeant Scott shook hands with her folks and said, “Call me Stew. And this is Cliff. The colonel wanted to maintain absolute security, so not even the DHS knows where we’re delivering this gear.”




“Well, call me George, and this is Barb.”




Shar asked, “Can I help? ’Cause I wanna start firebending like tomorrow.”




Alex scooped up Shar in her arms and told her, “Honey, we’re not gonna be doing firebending until you get good at Shaolin Kung Fu first, and then we get permission to go work out with Jo at their desert base where you can’t burn anything up and no one can see you.”




Shar pouted for like five minutes.




But the sergeants had a whole bunch of stuff. First, they had a lawn roller they filled with water so they could roll out that part of the yard. Then they had big sheets of really stiff plastic that they laid out to make a thin ‘floor’ for the 27 3’x9’ pads. Then they had a 30’x30’ plastic tarp rolled up on a collapsible plastic tube so you could unroll it over the padding in a couple seconds if it looked like rain. Then they had a bunch of martial arts gear too. The clothes went in the laundry room to get washed before wearing them. The wrist and ankle weights and the weighted vests and the fake knives and fake swords and the training dummies and the padded helmets and shoes and gloves and chestpieces all went in the shed in a storage locker and a storage bin that the sergeants brought too.




Alex got ‘Stew and Cliff’ to stay for coffee and cake before they took off again, even if they had a three hour drive back to their jet so they could go home. Everyone thanked them for hauling all that stuff out.




Once the truck was gone, Alex’s mom started a laundry load with the white gis and the white belts. “Alex? Did you know your colonel was going to send outfits in my size and your father’s too?”




Alex admitted, “I was kinda hoping he would, because you two need to get secret kung fu lessons too, because someday you may need ’em.”




Her dad said, “Given that we’ve already needed them a couple times, I think this is a good idea. Even if I’m too old and out of shape.”




Alex carefully pointed out, “Umm, Jo might want you to start getting in shape. And she’s really strong and really tough, so treat her like she’s one of those six foot tall Marine drill instructors that you just know if you punched ’em in the face they’d just yell at you and say you hit like a girl.”




Shar said, “That’s stupid. You’re a girl. Hanna’s a girl. The blue lady who takes her clothes off too much is a girl. You’re all super strong.”




Alex’s mom carefully asked, “Shar, where did we hear about the blue lady who takes her clothes off too much?”




Shar said, “Petey Johnson’s friend Mike. He says Azure Crush is from here and she’s his cousin.”




Alex mentioned, “Jo Baker is from here, and she used to go to my high school, and she just might be his cousin, since her family’s from around here.”




Shar insisted, “I tol’ him Azure Crush is a big stupidhead, and Terawatt is way prettier anyhow.”




Alex reminded her, “Remember the thing about secret identities?”




“Oh yeah.”




Alex gently warned her, “I know it’s easy to lose your temper when someone’s saying bad things about your other identity, or the secret identity of someone you care about, but we have to pretend we don’t care so much about Terawatt.”




Shar insisted, “But Petey and Mike are dumba—” She stopped in mid-word and looked over at Alex’s parents. Alex was pretty sure she knew the word Shar had been thinking. “Dumbheads. They’re great big extra-dumb dumbheads who are dumber than the dumbest thing anywhere.”




Alex smiled, “And we know stuff they don’t, so we can just smile and ignore ’em when they say dumb stuff.”




Her dad added, “Well, we can try. But sometimes it’s very hard not to jump in there and defend someone you love.”




Alex reminded Shar, “But just keep telling yourself the secret identity deal is way more important than getting to tell some dumb jerkhead how dumb he really is, because he’s gonna ignore what you say anyway, because he’s dumb and a jerkhead.”




Shar scowled, “Terawatt should fly over and punch Petey in the nose.”




Alex smiled a little at that. “Petey may deserve a big punch in the nose, but we can’t have grownups with superpowers going around punching people just because they’re jerks.”




Alex’s mom said, “And not just because Terawatt would have to spend all her time flying to Omaha twenty or thirty times a week to punch that Glenn Howard jerk in the mouth.”




Alex’s dad laughed so hard he almost choked.







On Thursday evening, Alex got a phone call from Willow. Well, it was from Acid Burn on the tPhone, so it was official stuff. “Tera here. What’s the crisis?”




Acid Burn said, “Oh, no big crisis deals, just Colonel You-know wanted me to give you a couple FYIs.”




“Pinkie Pie,” Alex insisted. “Action Girl and I decided his codename should be Pinkie Pie.”




When Acid Burn stopped giggling, she snorted, “Ooh, he’ll fuss about that.”




Alex checked, “Will he even know who Pinkie Pie is?”




“Oh yeah. He knows way too much about cartoons. A couple weeks ago, he wanted to assign op names out of the Herculoids! I mean, I kind of liked it when he said he’d be Zandor and I’d be Tara because they’re man and wife you know, but then he was gonna name you Zok and Hanna would be Igoo and Riley would be Tundro! And I’m pretty sure Sergeant Scott and Sergeant Walters were gonna end up being Gloop and Gleep, and Klar was gonna end up being Dorno. It was bad enough when he named you guys after the A-Team and when he named Grover ‘Space Ghost.’ He even kept doing that announcer thing and calling him ‘Space Ghooooooooooost’ all the time.”




Alex mentioned, “In New Jersey, he made Grover’s callsign be ‘Amy’.”




“Oh, that. Cindy thought it was really funny, even if Grover was totally not with the ha-ha. I’m pretty sure Grover’s mom thought it was funny too, even if she was trying to be all mom-like.”




Alex asked, “So what’s up?”




“Well, a couple things. General Hammond’s been backing Jack’s push to get you official deputization, and they think this is gonna fly, and I worked out a couple options on DHS-type payments and income taxes, so they’ll be able to handle paying Terawatt through the GAO and setting up special protected accounts from companies like Mattel for royalties to an official deputized superheroine with an untraceable way Terawatt’s other identity could access the money, and I did some work lobbying some California Congressmen and Senators to fit you into the U.S. Tax Code, but it turns out there’s a couple jerks in Congress who might try and tank that or get weird stuff stuck in the next IRS tax-law bill about you.”




Alex winced, but she figured she could live on her income as a photojournalist whether that stuff went through or not.




“And if you do get deputized, General Hammond is probably gonna need you in Washington D.C. to get really officially deputized, and that would be by the President, maybe in front of a bunch of the Senators and Congressmen on the national security oversight panels. We’re trying to pick a time that’ll work for you without making it obvious that’s what we’re doing.”




Alex pleaded, “Just don’t make it Homecoming, because it looks like I’m going to be in the Homecoming Court.”




“Oh! They’re already counting the votes that are turned in!”




Alex asked, “And how do you know that?” Even though she was pretty sure she didn’t want to know.




Okay, she was pretty sure she already did know.




“Well, you know they have totally inadequate security on the school network, you really ought to talk to them about beefing that up before someone gets at the grade info and does something bad, I went ahead and changed a couple settings on their firewall that they totally needed to have someone fix but it still needs more work and a way better password than ‘PASSWORD,’ which is just retarded, and they have all the votes in a big spreadsheet, and they haven’t officially done anything but data entry, but running totals is really pretty trivial, even if they entered the data totally wrong to do it the easy way, so I went ahead and did it on a private copy of the file, and you’re leading! By a bunch!”




“Oh crud,” Alex muttered. “Is there any way you can jiggle the entries so I don’t win?”




“Not really, because they wasted a ton of time color-coding the entries, and you’ve got a pretty big lead over someone named Donna, and it’d be really obvious if huge numbers of ‘Alex Mack’ votes got changed to something else, because the huge blocks of red would disappear and it would be pretty obvious to anybody unless they’re totally colorblind, which they can’t be if they bothered to color-code the entries. Why don’t you want to be Homecoming Queen? Back when I was in high school I would’ve given anything to be all popular and get picked Homecoming Queen over Cordelia and have everyone applauding for me.”




Alex frowned, “Well, that part’s great, but what happens when there’s a huge Terawatt Code Red and I have to rush off and I miss Homecoming and the whole school hates me for dissing them?”




“Umm, I’ll tell Pinkie Pie you’re off limits for one evening no matter what. And that sorta leads up to what he thinks is going on. It seems the Russians have another little teensy problem.”




Alex winced. “Oh no.”




“They have these really old Alfa-class nuclear subs that they decommissioned years ago and were supposed to all be scrapped. They had these really clever liquid-metal cooled nuclear reactors except they had to be kept hot by big external systems when they were in port, so it wasn’t like you could run one without tons of expensive support and your own submarine base, and they needed a crew of about thirty expert submariners, and they only had torpedoes so you couldn’t go launch missiles at other countries. So there was one that wasn’t scrapped yet and they were using it as a museum that you took a gangplank out to because it was actually in the water beside a dock, and they’d taken out the reactor and replaced it with a real, live VM-4 pressurized water reactor with some transparent parts so you could look into it.”




Alex guessed, “Someone stole it.”




“Umm, maybe, but the Russians are apparently investigating it like an inside job, so Jack thinks maybe someone sold it. And having a nuclear reactor running around loose all over the oceans can’t be good. Plus, it’s fast. Really fast. Super-noisy by today’s submarine standards, but fast. Like maybe forty-five miles an hour underwater. And it would cost a mint to keep it running for any amount of time, so no one knows what’s going on with that.”




Alex muttered, “Sounds just like some whackos we know and don’t love.”




“Yeah, Jack thinks it’s them. No one else has the technology to operate one except a team of American submariners, or else a team of former Soviet sub officers, and keeping a VM-4 water reactor going when there’s transparent parts stuck in now? Could be really tricky. But the DHS is checking pretty hard on personnel to see if there are any retired American submarine guys suddenly missing.”




Alex asked, “And that’s it?”




“Umm… no. General Hammond just passed down some CIA reports to Jack. It looks like the North Koreans are suddenly trying to buy biochemicals by the truckload. And radium, which is pretty darn hard to get hold of these days. They’ve got another ginormous famine problem right now that they’re trying hard to pretend isn’t happening, and it’s gonna be a bad winter there pretty soon, and after the thing in Arizona, George is worried they’re gonna try the giant food animal thing, and they might end up unleashing giant monsters all over Asia.”




Alex winced and tried again. “And that’s all the bad news?”




Willow confessed, “They still don’t have any idea where Danielle Atron or Maggie Walsh went, and Jack’s trying to find out if either one of them could have snuck into North Korea.”




Alex cringed and asked, “Is there any good news?”




“Well, your Samantha Carter is going to be leading a team that’s flying the shuttle Atlantis to a passing comet to get samples and stuff, and it ought to be pretty awesome, and I think I can also get all the feeds NASA’s not planning on televising!”




Alex grinned, “Okay, that is good news.”




“And that really annoying talk radio guy in Omaha? Glenn Howard? He’s talking about ditching his radio station and Fox News and running for state senator so he’d at least be off the air most of the time and just the state of Nebraska would have to put up with him.”




Alex frowned, “I’m not sure if that’s good news or bad news. What if he gets elected and then he’s really popular and then he runs for way bigger offices?”




“And some anonymous donor who we have to pretend we don’t know who it is just sent Jack two bat-grapples with the bat emblems not embossed on ’em, and Jack’s letting Hanna work out with them, but it looks like they’re going to have to find some tall buildings and things for her to work with, because the tallest building at Jack’s base is only three stories.”




Alex had a mental image of Hanna swinging through the skies from building to building, and she sort of winced a little at that too. “I hope that goes okay, but it sounds pretty dangerous.”




“And Riley’s teaching Hanna the basics of chain-fighting so she can use those grapples as weapons.”




Alex just said, “Okay.” She figured that was a really good idea. And she figured in another year or so, Hanna would be like Jet Li with those things.




“Oh! And you and me and Shar will do Disneyland over Christmas break instead, because I managed to get some special stuff she’ll love. And I promise I’ll come for Thanksgiving dinner, even if it sounds like it might be really crowded, and I can always stay in a hotel or something.”




Alex insisted, “No! You can’t! You have to stay with us! Grandma and grandpa will be in the guest bedroom, and maybe Aunt Ashley will be on the couch in the home office, so Annie will be in with me and Shar, and I’ll probably let Annie have my bed and I’ll get out a sleeping bag, so you can do that too, and it’ll be like a sleepover! Shar will love it too.”




“Well… okay… I mean, I guess.”




Alex didn’t want to ask why Jack and Charlie weren’t inviting Willow for Thanksgiving, because she really thought Willow would be going there instead, but it didn’t seem like it. But if Willow wasn’t invited out there for Thanksgiving, it was probably something that would upset her. Unless really she wanted to talk about it… “What’s Jack doing for Thanksgiving?”




Willow groaned. “Oh, poor Jack. He’s stuck going to Oklahoma. Sarah’s family is having this huge thing they do for Thanksgiving for the entire extended family, and they only do it once every ten years, and there’s no way Jack’s gonna let Charlie go by himself, and Sarah’s mom kinda roped Charlie into going even though he’s pretty iffy about it considering, and I really wish there was something I could do to help, but there’s no way I can go, because that would make everything a jillion times worse…” And Willow told her all about the get-togethers Jack had been to before, and how much he wished they didn’t have to go to this one, and how Sarah’s dad never really liked him anyway, and a bunch of stuff Alex wasn’t sure Jack would have wanted Willow to tell anyone. But Willow was really worried about how Jack and Charlie would fare, and it wasn’t like Jack could just beat up anyone who was mean to Charlie, or call up Terawatt to come down and give mean people zaps in the butt.




After hearing about the horrible Thanksgiving Jack was going to have, Alex decided she was going to go out of her way to make the holiday extra special for everybody at her house, including Shar and Willow.




And she had to go look up the Herculoids on Wikipedia to figure out what the names meant. Ooh, Zok flew and had laser beams, so that really was sort of like her, even if she didn’t like being compared to a screaming dragon-thing. And Igoo was super-strong and super-tough, so that was sort of like Hanna, except for the part about being an ape made out of black rocks. And Tundro was really big and tough, and could shoot exploding stuff from a long way away, so that really did sound a lot like Riley. But Gloop and Gleep? Really? Sometimes Jack was so weird.




And Grover would totally not like being tagged with the codename that went with the little kid.







The school day on Friday was chock full of tension. Kelly and Donna were making last-minute pushes to get votes for Homecoming Queen, but so were a dozen other girls. It was like everyone in school thought they had a chance now that Libby was gone. Okay, Alex thought it was great that so many girls believed they could be Homecoming Queen and really wanted it. But the whole school was tense from the pressure. It wasn’t like she could start all over and ask people not to vote for her.




And things weren’t helped any by Louis. At lunchtime, he sat down at their table and pulled out his smartphone. “Okay, we did exit polling, and ran the results through some programs you can get for free on Nate Silver’s website.”




Donna turned around in her seat and fumed, “Now you’ve got them doing exit polls? You suck!”




Alex sighed, “Donna, don’t be like that! You know I’m not making ’em do any of this stuff!”




Louis totally didn’t help by adding, “We’re predicting Donna’s in second place, in case you’re interested.”




“We?” Alex wondered.




“Me and Marsha and Mina.” He went on, “Okay, Kelly’s slid all the way down to sixth, but she’ll still make Homecoming Court. She made too big a push for votes, and she did the whole ‘smiling and shaking hands’ thing, which really gets the vote out, especially when you’re good-looking. But you’re still number one by a pretty big margin.”




“Ugh.” Alex dropped her face into her hands.




Louis had a big breakdown on stats, which she so did not want to hear, but most of the table wanted him to spill, so she had to listen to all of it. And it just made Donna really grouchy. But the ‘nerds who never vote’ bloc and the ‘outsiders who never vote’ blocs had both come out in big numbers to vote for her, so she would have ended up on the Homecoming Court no matter what. And a lot of the jock vote went her way because of Ray, and because of Alex being on the track team for a little while, and because of her photography, and stuff like that. And the ‘playa’ vote was mostly split between the six hottest girls in school, and she was in that six even if she didn’t think she should be, so she was getting some of that vote too. Ugh.







When the football game started that evening, Alex was in her usual photography outfit. A comfy shirt, overalls, a cap that was on backward so it wouldn’t be in the way of her camera, sneaks with good traction, her best camera body thanks to that mysterious Gotham donor, with her 70-200mm lens attached, and a fannypack turned around into a frontpack so she could get into it for lens caps and a couple dozen other little things. Like two energy bars just in case she got too hungry to wait for halftime. She had her GoPro on a Joby strap so it rested on her hip and she could yank it up instantly to catch any exciting action. Since the football season had started, she’d already managed to sell three clips to the tv station to go with their regular camera footage, which tended to be from up in the booth so it wasn’t as crisp and close as she might be able to capture from the sideline.




She slipped up into the first row of the stands to catch some more shots of the cheer squad and the guys running out onto the field, because she wanted to have some really great images for the senior cheerleaders to look at for their pictures in the yearbook. Then she moved back to the field once the kickoff went soaring overhead.







Marsha was hanging onto Louis’ hand and hoping nothing went wrong. It seemed like nothing went right anymore, except for Louis. And stuff still happened to him — or to her, or to both of them — way too much.




And she was afraid it was her fault. Ever since that night when they ended up in the mud in that creek, she’d been having this problem. If there was something she was afraid might happen, and she worried about it enough, it was probably going to happen, no matter how crazy it might be. And it happened even when Louis wasn’t around, even if she hadn’t told him about some of those disasters. Like when her mom was making a really nice cake for her dad’s birthday, and Marsha started worrying about it getting knocked over, so sure enough, someone knocked it over. Okay, her dad slipped on a spot where the dog had slobbered all over the linoleum, and he fell over, and he knocked a chair over, and the chair tipped into her side and made her stagger, and she bumped her mom, and her mom fell over against the folding table, and a table leg folded up when they were supposed to be locked, and the table collapsed on one side, and the cake on the other side of the table went flying into the air and landed on the back of her dad’s head. Which should have been impossible except in a Laurel and Hardy comedy. Okay, she told Louis about that one the next day, and he laughed like a maniac.




Or how Louis ended up getting an uncooked kidney bean up his nose so she had to take him to the emergency room to get it out.




Or how her brother ended up covered in paint when he was repainting his room. Okay, that was really funny.




But it meant that Marsha was petrified to go do stuff like go to the school football games, in case something happened. But Louis wanted her to go with him, so she said yes. And now she was clinging to his hand and hoping nothing bad happened. Like having the kick returner crash into the people on the sideline.




But the football took a funny bounce when the return man tried to catch it, and it went bouncing across the field toward the sideline, and he sprinted after it, and he grabbed it out of the air, and three guys tackled him right out of bounds.




Out of bounds… and right into Alex.




116. Marsha, Marsha, Marsha



Alex had her GoPro up, because this looked like great footage. Mark Warner was chasing after the football. Tom Hansen was making a great block to keep an opponent off his kick returner, and had no idea the ball was loose. Alex ran up the line, capturing the action as Mark snatched the ball out of the air and simultaneously dodged a tackler. Then he was running for the sideline and trying to turn the corner, but the other team had too many unblocked tacklers there because he needed so long to get to the ball.




She realized she was in the path of the action so she needed to move back and to the right. And just then she felt the telekinetic shove pushing her forward and to her left, so four big football players were bearing down on her.




She had to make a split-second decision. Use her powers, or get creamed? She couldn’t give herself away! Especially if someone was trying to make her reveal her powers.




She went for Door Number Three. She stepped back, even if she could see a normal person wouldn’t be able to get out of the way. They were charging right at her. So she was going to use her powers and let herself get creamed.




She jumped backward and put up a tk shield right in front of her body as close to her skin as she could manage. Mark and his pile of tacklers plowed into her hard enough to hammer her shield, but that was okay… except for the sharp whack of pain inside her head from her shield getting pummeled. She let go of the shield and pulled herself backward just inches ahead of the football players.




They crashed to the ground, and she went flying backward like they had knocked her that hard. She landed on her back, using her tk to reduce the impact to something manageable. She very carefully didn’t use any of her martial arts training to absorb the impact, but the ground was reasonably soft grass instead of maybe concrete.




She flung out her arms and smashed against the ground, letting her good camera bounce out of her hand, even if she hung onto it with her tk so it didn’t get busted. She let her GoPro bounce off her hip, since it was on a strap and wouldn’t go far.




She hit the ground and didn’t move.







Alex waited until Mark scrambled over to check on her, and she gasped for air like she’d had the wind knocked out of her. Mark worried, “Alex! Don’t move. I wanna get a doctor over here to look at you. Okay? Don’t move.”




She made another gasping noise and just lay there.




The team doctor, Dr. Cresswell, was over in a few seconds, since he was just down the bench. So were Coach Wagner and a dozen football players and half the cheer team, even though she’d thought they were all mad at her. Even Donna was there looking worried.




Dr. Cresswell knelt beside her with a medical bag and told her, “Alex, don’t move. Can you hear me?”




She pretended to be hurt a lot, even if she’d been hurt a lot worse just a ton of times. She groaned, “Sure I can. I just got the wind knocked outta me.”




He had her wiggle her hands and feet, and then move her arms and legs. He checked her pupils with a little penlight. He checked her stomach area.




She just said, “I need my cameras. Are they okay?”




Coach Wagner herded all the football players back to the bench area, and Donna and Nanci picked up her good camera for her before hurrying off to where the referee wanted them to go. Maybe Donna wasn’t that mad at her.




Then, when Dr. Cresswell was really, really sure she wasn’t desperately injured, he let her get up. She slung her good camera around her neck, held her left hand on her lower ribs like they really hurt, and limped off the field. She felt like a totally faking creep when the whole stands applauded her being okay. And Dr. Cresswell walked with her and kept an eye on her the whole way.




Ray was right there when she stepped out of the fenced area around the field, and he said, “Hey, doc.” Oh yeah. Dr. Cresswell was the team doctor for the basketball team and baseball team too, because his son Phil Creswell had played football and basketball and baseball for the school until he graduated last year, and his other son Frank was on some freshman and JV sports teams this year.




Dr. Cresswell nodded, “Ray, good to see you.”




Ray told him, “I’ll get Alex over to a doctor and get her really checked out. She’s not as bad as Heyward, but she doesn’t like to admit it when she gets hurt.”




Alex knew what Ray was talking about, because Heyward was the kind of basketball player who would say he was fine and ready to go back in even if one of his legs had been ripped off. That was probably why he was also playing tight end on the football team this year. That, and he really was just hugely bigger than he was last fall.




Ray took Alex off to his car and got her buckled in. Then he waited until he was out of the parking lot before he asked, “Are you really okay?”




She frowned, “Mostly. Just a couple little bruises, because I did you-know-what. But I couldn’t get out of the way in time because someone gave me a tk shove back into the line of fire.”




Ray gasped, “Another supervillain? One that’s out to get you? Maybe it’s Donna or Kelly. I think they’re about the only ones that cranky with you over the Homecoming thing.”




Alex pointed out, “Donna was even concerned. And helpful.”




Ray said, “So either it’s not her, or she’s faking the sympathy deal while being the mastermind behind it.”




Alex suggested, “Or else it’s one of her posse and she doesn’t know.”







Louis was worried. Marsha burst into tears when Alex got tackled. Louis held her while she cried, but he didn’t get why she was so upset. Alex wasn’t hurt that bad, and probably wasn’t really hurt at all.




Oh yeah. Marsha didn’t know about the secret superpowers thingie.




He hugged her and murmured, “It’ll be okay. Alex is pretty tough. Anybody who can stand up to Jo Baker can handle getting knocked down one time.”




But Marsha wanted to leave, and she wanted to go over to the emergency room to make sure Alex was okay. Louis was sure there was no way Alex would let anyone take her to the hospital, so he wasn’t sure how he was going to handle that, but he wasn’t going to take Marsha over to the ER no matter what.




They got into his car, and Marsha put a hand on his arm before he turned the ignition. “L-louis… please don’t hate me.”




“I could never hate you.”




She sobbed, “I think I made Alex get hurt! I think I’m a supervillain!”




Louis dropped his head forward and bonked his forehead on the steering wheel. Why did this stuff happen to him?




Marsha started crying harder, so he sat up and took her in his arms and hugged her. All right, so he also really liked holding her like this. “It’ll be okay. Just tell me why you think you’re a supervillain when I know you’d never do anything bad to anyone… other than Kelly, because that thing with her ballot was hilarious and she totally deserved it.”




And the whole story came rushing out: how stuff happened around her, ever since their first date when they fell in the mud in that creek, how every time she worried about something going wrong it did, how stuff had happened when he wasn’t even around like her dad’s birthday cake, and now how Alex could have been really badly hurt because of her.




Louis stroked her hair and told her, “I don’t think you can be a supervillain if you’re not doing this stuff on purpose. Look, you’re really upset, so why don’t I take you home, and I’ll check with the Macks and make sure Alex is fine, and we’ll go over and visit her tomorrow. How’s that sound?”




“NO! I need to go over to the emergency room and see how she’s doing!”




Louis tried, “What if she isn’t at the emergency room? Let me call Ray and find out where he took her.”




“Umm… okay. That sounds good.”




He crossed his fingers Marsha couldn’t hear whatever Ray said on the phone, and he called. “Hey Ray, it’s Louis.” Ray answered, but Louis just kept talking over him like he’d gotten an answering machine. “Marsha’s really worried about Alex, and she’s afraid she’s gotten superpowers from that time we fell in the muddy creek, and she’s afraid she’s doing these things by accident, so I really need you to call me back ASAP and let me know how Alex is and if she’s at the emergency room. See ya.”




He turned to Marsha and gently told her, “Okay. I’ll drive you home, and we’ll get you a cup of tea or something, and you can get yourself under control, and Ray will call back with all the details. It’ll be okay.”




“I don’t see how it can ever be okay when I’m doing all this stuff…”




He hugged her again and said, “We’ll make it be okay, or my name isn’t Louis Otto Driscoll.”




She whimpered, “Well, just don’t change your name to Elmo Driscoll when this goes bad and Alex calls the cops on me.”







Ray looked up from his phone. He was sitting in Alex’s kitchen having ice cream with Alex and Shar. Because Alex was always hungry and Shar had a huge sweet tooth. Alex had changed out of her overalls and shirt because they had grass stains and mud stains all over the back, and then Alex had even let Shar comb some grass out of her hair.




He groaned, “This is either really good news or really bad news. Marsha thinks she did it accidentally, and she thinks she’s been doing stuff like this by accident ever since right after their first date.”




Alex gulped. “The mud in the creek! She got plastered with mud. She told me how she got covered in mud and even got a mouthful of it too. How many times have we wondered if other people in town were getting powers, maybe by playing in a creek or getting splattered by contaminated mud? Maybe a lot of people around here have really low levels of the powers and don’t know it. This could be really bad!”




She suddenly remembered a host of events. Louis getting stung when some hornets got dislodged. Louis getting knocked into freshly-poured concrete. Louis getting coated with silver paint at the park. Louis getting orange juice spilled in his lap. Louis getting knocked into a fishpond. All of them could have been done with a tiny tk push in one place or another.




Shar asked excitedly, “Can I go play in the mud and get powers like yours?”




Alex winced some. “Honey, that would be a really, really bad idea. It might make your regular powers go crazy.”




Ray warned her, “It might make you go crazy, because that stuff messes with the chemistry in people’s brains. And I really hated what it did to me. I couldn’t stop being a silver blob, and I couldn’t grab anything, and I couldn’t even keep my clothes from falling off.”




“No clothes? Eww!” Shar complained. “Forget it!”




Alex asked him, “Okay, what do we do?”




Shar piped up, “I could do firebending on her! Boom! Pow! Blammo!” She made little punching motions to go with the sound effects.




Alex gently said, “Shar, I don’t think that’s a good idea, especially if Marsha’s not a badguy. We need to talk to her and find out if she’s telling the truth and really didn’t mean to do any of this stuff, and we need to see if she’s even doing anything, because I definitely felt a tk shove tonight, but it could’ve been a lot more effective if the tk just grabbed my shoes so I couldn’t run out of the way, or if it tripped me instead.”




Ray pointed out, “Umm, not everyone’s got as much experience using tk as you do.”




“And nobody’s as great at it as you are!” Shar said, trying her best to be encouraging.




Ray asked, “Shar, if you were hiding behind Marsha, do you think you could sort of ‘know’ if she was telling us the truth?”




Shar shrugged. “I guess so. I knew when Mrs. Deetering was fibbing to Aunt Barb about the bake sale at the church.”




Alex said, “Great. Then we’ll have Louis bring Marsha over here, and we’ll talk with ’em in the living room, and you can peek in from the doorway where they won’t see you, and give me a thumbs-up or a thumbs-down on whether she’s lying to me or being bad.”




Shar asked, “What’s a thumbs-up and a thumbs-down?”




Oops. Alex explained, “Thumbs-up is this.” She showed Shar how to point with her thumb up. “That means things are good. Thumbs-down means things are bad.” She showed Shar how to do a thumbs-down.




Shar asked, “Can I put on my superheroine suit too?”




Alex tried not to laugh. “No honey, I think we’d better not do that, even if we might let Marsha into Team Terawatt if she gets enough thumbs-ups.”




Ray smiled at the little squirt, “But you can show me your supersuit after Marsha leaves, if it’s okay with Alex.”




“Can I? Please?”




Alex grinned, “May you? Yes you may.”




“Yippee!” Shar jumped around the room for almost a minute.




Meanwhile, Ray called Louis and lied, “Alex is already checked out and on her way home. Bring Marsha over, and we’ll talk in the living room.”




And Alex called her folks, who had gone over to Ray’s folks’ house for a little get-together when Alex came home early. She told them, “No need to rush back, because we need to talk to Louis’ girlfriend about ‘picture taking’ stuff.” That made her mom get really edgy, but her mom said they would hang out at Ray’s for a while longer.




When the front doorbell rang, Alex positioned Shar around the corner. Then she plopped down on the couch so Marsha and Louis would take the armchairs opposite her, and Shar could peek out from around the corner behind them, where they couldn’t see her. She let Ray go to the door and bring Louis and Marsha into the room.




As Ray sat down on the couch beside her, Alex pointed at the armchairs, “Go ahead. Have a seat.”




Marsha looked really uncomfortable, but she sat down. Louis asked, “Are you okay?”




Alex shrugged, “Oh sure, just a few bruises. And my cameras are okay, which is what I was really worried about.”




Marsha looked like she was about to burst into tears. Okay, she looked like she was about to burst into tears again. Alex obviously just wanted to get up and go over and give her a hug. Marsha fretted, “Are you sure you’re okay? Because you should be really mad at me, because I think I did it.”




Alex peeked over at Shar, who was giving her a thumbs-up, and asked, “How could you possibly make that happen? I mean, it was four football players who smashed into me, and it’s not like they let you suit up for the opposing team.”




Marsha whimpered, “I… I don’t know! Stuff’s been happening around me lately. Ever since the night Louis took me out and we ended up in the creek. I get really worried about something happening, and… it happens. Like tonight, I was worrying about the ball bouncing toward you and you getting hit, and… then it happened.”




Alex asked, “Could you try something? Maybe…” She looked around the room. “Maybe you could try worrying that the DVD on the tv might fall off?”




Marsha glanced over at the tv and gave Alex a tiny nod. Then she squeezed her hands into fists, scrunched up her eyes, and started whispering to herself. “I’m worried the DVD might fall off… I’m worried the DVD might fall off… I’m worried the DVD might fall off…”




The DVD popped forward like someone had smacked it from behind, and it fell onto the floor.




Tears leaked down Marsha’s cheeks. “See? I’m a supervillain. I made you get hurt tonight.” Louis got out of his chair and held her while she cried. 




Alex gave Shar a raised eyebrow, and Shar shrugged. Okay, so they couldn’t depend on Shar as a perfect lie detector and all-round psychic spy-girl. And it wasn’t exactly fair to treat her like one, either. Alex asked Marsha, “Do you want to be a supervillain?”




“No!”




Alex tried to be reassuring. “Then I don’t think you can be. I’m pretty sure being a supervillain includes wanting to do bad stuff.”




Louis jumped in, “Or else being out of control, like the early Hulk comics, or being really crazy, like—”




“Louis!” Ray complained before Alex managed to do exactly the same thing.




Marsha cried some more, while Louis held her. He apologized, “Umm… sorry. I meant being super-powerful and also totally out of control, not just being able to knock a cake on your dad’s head, which I would pay serious money to watch.” Marsha giggled through the tears.




Alex carefully suggested, “Maybe you could practice this a lot more, so you’ve got it more under control and you can use it just for good stuff.”




So Ray added, “Like flipping Louis’ dessert in his face when he starts saying stuff at the lunch table that’s getting Alex in trouble.”




“Not my dessert!” Louis whined. “Maybe my vegetables. I can live without them.”




Alex said, “I was thinking more like when you see a bully pestering someone like Wade or one of his friends, you could maybe untie the bully’s shoelaces and scoot one lace under his other foot so as soon as he tried to walk he’d fall on his face.”




Marsha hesitated, “I thought you were gonna say ‘go stop bank robbers’.”




Alex shook her head vigorously, “Oh, no way. That’s not a good idea. That’s really dangerous.”




Louis pointed out, “And you ought to know, since you’re the crazy photographer who ran into a battlezone outside a bank robbery.”




Marsha worried, “Now that was really dangerous. Maybe I could handle making bullies trip.” She looked into Alex’s eyes. “Are you sure you don’t hate me? You could’ve gotten really hurt.”




Alex glanced at Shar, who was now giving her a big nod and a thumbs-up that Marsha was on the up-and-up. She took a deep breath and admitted, “No, I couldn’t have gotten really hurt.”




“And you… huh?” Marsha looked up at Alex in confusion.




Alex told her, “You’re not the only person in town who has superpowers.”




Marsha said, “Well sure, there’s Terawatt, and Jo Baker used to live here, and there used to be those weird rumors about the Mystery Kid, and we’ve had those creepy supervillain bank robbers…”




Alex stood up. “Come on, I’ve got something to show you.” She led Marsha up to her room, with Shar twirling and giggling alongside them the whole way.




Louis stood up and asked Ray, “Do you really think Alex is gonna show her the suit and everything?”




Ray just looked up at the ceiling and waited.




“Holy fucking shitballs!!”




Ray grinned, “Yeah, I really think she’s gonna show Marsha the suit and everything.”




Marsha came scrambling down the stairs. “Louis! Louis! You’re never gonna believe this in a million, zillion years!”




Louis laughed, “Yeah. Pretty amazing, huh?”




Marsha gaped, “She’s… I mean… Alex! And… The whole…” She stopped and collected herself. “Wait a minute! You knew? You knew and you never told me? You dickhead!”




Ray definitely heard Shar upstairs saying, “Potty mouth!” He managed not to snicker out loud.




Louis stuck to his guns and firmly insisted, “It’s not my secret to tell. I totally wrecked Alex’s life once by not keeping my mouth shut, and I promised I wouldn’t ever do that again.”




Ray told Marsha, “And you can’t tell anyone. Not your mom, not your sister, not your BFF, not your diary, nobody. Ever. Except you can talk to us about it when we’re someplace safe, like in Alex’s house.”




And then Terawatt’s voice came from upstairs. “Okay, everyone can come up now.”




Ray walked up ahead of Louis and Marsha, because Marsha was still glaring at Louis. But when he walked into Alex’s bedroom he had to stifle a laugh.




Terawatt was floating half a foot off the floor in one of her ‘superheroine’ poses, but she had a sidekick. Shar was standing on the floor in the same pose, in a cute little Terawatt outfit with black tights, and white leotard and kneesocks and dress shoes and gloves, plus a cute little Lone Ranger-style mask. She even had her hair brushed out so it looked roughly like Terawatt’s.




Marsha choked, “Shar gets to know too? How come Shar got to know and I didn’t?”




Terawatt said in that voice, “That would be because Pyre here also has superpowers, although you will need to keep that under wraps as well.”




Ray explained, “The time when Alex missed my birthday? She had to go to the East Coast and rescue an eight year old with superpowers who was being experimented on by sickos.”




“Oh God,” Marsha gasped, clapping her hands to her mouth.




“Eight and a half!” Shar insisted.




Terawatt spoke in her forceful tones, “And it’s crucial you never even hint about Shar’s powers, because we have reason to believe a few of those sickos are still out there, and might someday try to hunt Shar down to kill her or make her do really bad things with her powers.”




Shar threatened, “And if you ever tell on Terawatt, I’ll go firebender on your ass!”




Terawatt gasped in Alex’s tones, “Shar! Watch your language, or I’ll tell Aunt Barb!”




Shar winced behind her little mask, and she glared, “Well, I’ll do firebending stuff to you, and you won’t like it!”




Marsha looked to Louis. “Can she really… I mean… firebending? That’s from a cartoon.”




Terawatt stated, “Her codename is Pyre. And she makes most of those Fire Nation guys look like wusses.”




Shar insisted, “Yeah, I can do lots of stuff! I don’t like hurting people, but I can do it… if I have to.”




Marsha glared at Louis, “I still can’t believe you didn’t tell me. You tell me everything! Even the stuff you’re not supposed to, like the thing about your dad’s whoopee cushion and your mom’s mother.”




Terawatt switched to Alex’s voice. “Marsha? Louis found out about me and couldn’t stop talking about it, even if it was just to Ray over the phone. And because of that, Danielle Atron kidnapped me and my mom and dad and tried to kill all of us, and tried to kill Ray when he came to the rescue, and we were all nearly blown into a zillion pieces when she blew up part of the plant. The only person he convinced was Robyn, and she was really mad at me for not telling her for four years.”




Marsha gawked, “Four years? But the plant thing was… How old were you when you got powers?”




Terawatt went silvery, flew into her gymbag, and came back out as normal Alex Mack. “First day of seventh grade.”




Marsha froze, except her mouth came open. She moved her lips slightly, but nothing came out.




Shar pointed, “Guppy mouth!” Several people glared at her, and she said, “Alex says it!”




Marsha finally made sounds. “Oh shit, you were the Mystery Kid!”




Alex nodded unhappily. “Yeah, Atron had her plant security hunting me down for years. It was not exactly the best part of junior high. Or high school.” 




Ray complained, “Yeah, getting handcuffed to a desk so I couldn’t get away from a timebomb, and left to die where I could see it ticking down to zero? Kinda puts taking that last shot in a b-ball game into perspective.”




Marsha winced, “You guys sound like you had it really bad.”




Alex pointed out, “Trained mercenaries kidnapped Louis and ‘interrogated’ him until he talked.”




“Eww!”




Louis stared down at the floor with a miserable expression on his face. “Yeah, I totally wussed out.”




Alex gently said, “You do know that if you hadn’t folded, they would’ve hurt you for real. A lot. The police said they had a high-voltage cattle prod, and scalpels, and a dentist’s drill, and some mega-icky stuff.”




Louis frowned, “I still got you and your folks kidnapped and nearly killed. Ray and Hunter did all the hero stuff.”




Alex told him, “But you’re the one who’s been going around making people think he’s a dork just to provide me with a cover and point the finger at other people.”




Louis grimaced, “Yeah, and look at how well that one worked out. I nearly got Libby killed too.”




Marsha hugged him, “No one made Libby do insane stuff except Libby. That wasn’t your fault.”




Ray insisted, “Yeah, and everybody thought that was a great idea. Even Alex. Even Alex’s mom.”




Marsha frowned, “Alex’s mom knows too?”




Alex said, “Ray and my sister Annie found out on day one, because I was having all kinds of weird symptoms, and I needed a ton of help. I told Hunter after four years, and Louis found out a few weeks after that. My folks and Robyn found out the day we got kidnapped and rescued. I told Nicole a couple days later. My boss Gloria at the donut shop figured it out almost a year after that. Shar knows because I rescued her. There’s one policeman who knows. You’re the only other person in the whole city who knows, and we can’t let anyone else find out, because there are real supervillains out there who would kill my family and my friends and maybe the whole darn town just to get even with me.”




“Like Danielle Atron?” Marsha asked.




Alex sighed, “Yeah. And there are even more dangerous people out there, if you can believe that. So I’m trusting you with my life. I’m trusting you with my parents’ lives, and Louis’ life, and everyone’s life. Please, don’t ever talk to anyone except one of us about this, and don’t do it anywhere it can be overheard or bugged.”




Louis put an arm around Marsha. “I’ll give her the whole Team Terawatt security speech.”




Alex gasped, “Oh! I almost forgot. We have a super-secret computer hacker as part of the team, and she goes by Acid Burn. We’ll have to arrange to let her hack your phone so you can be part of the secret Team Terawatt phone ring too.”




Marsha asked, “So she downloads stuff onto my phone?”




Louis led her down the stairs and off to the car. “Oh no, it’s way cooler than that. It’s like James Bond level coolness…”




Ray waited until Louis and Marsha drove away. “Well, that’s one super-problem we don’t have to sweat about.”




Alex just looked at him. “But how many super-problems are running around loose in this town right now and we don’t even know about ’em?”





117. Halloween



On Monday, there was an assembly before first period, instead of homeroom. Alex was dreading it, because she knew exactly what it was going to be. Okay, everyone knew it was going to be the big announcement about the Homecoming Queen and her court. But she knew who was going to be on the court, and who was going to be announced as the queen. She figured she’d better just deal, so she made sure to take extra care with her hair and her makeup and her outfit that morning. No ‘overalls and funky t-shirt and old fishing hat’ today, anyway.




At least her fishing hats didn’t smell bad, like her dad’s fishing hat, which had been used for actual fishing too many times.




And sure enough, the principal announced that she was the Homecoming Queen. She knew everyone else would have jumped up and down and squealed, but she was really not happy about it. She just knew something would happen, like with Ray’s birthday party, even if nothing had gone wrong for her birthday party, and the trip to San Diego with Willow had gone off pretty well, and stuff with Annie had gone really well.




So she stood up and smiled and waved as tons of people applauded. Then she had to come up on the stage at the front of the auditorium. Donna was the next person the principal read off, so Alex hugged her when Donna came up onstage and whispered, “Thanks for helping me Friday night.” Then Trish and Jill and Nicole and Cathy all got called up ahead of Kelly, who had slipped to seventh in the voting, which was obviously making her really grumpy, but Kelly still put a big fake smile on her face and came up to the stage. And Emily was the last member of the Homecoming Court. Alex hugged all of them as they came up, even Kelly.




And then it was really nice having all kinds of people she liked coming up to her during the day and congratulating her, but it was less swell having to have a meeting with the rest of the court and Vice-Principal Wright, because the colors Mrs. Wright wanted for the Homecoming Court dresses would not look good on everybody, and they would look especially not-so-good on Donna and Jill. So they all had to argue with Mrs. Wright for like twenty minutes to get her to change the color scheme.




School colors were made to look dramatic on football uniforms, not pretty on prom dresses. Why couldn’t people figure that out?




And Alex still had to go get fitted for the dress and buy it and check the fittings and make sure it didn’t get damaged before Homecoming, like by Shar trying it on to see how pretty she’d look in it. At least Alex had Nicole, who knew why Alex was all stressed out about the whole thing. They picked Shar up after Boys’ and Girls’ Club and went over to Marni’s Formalwear Boutique, which was just about the best place in town to get formalwear, even if most guys preferred Tux Town because they could get in and out a lot faster, and that seemed to be the main thing guys wanted in shopping, unless it was for power tools or cars.




Shar was so excited she couldn’t sit still, which really perked Alex up. And wearing a strapless bra was nothing compared to stuff she wore regularly while fighting badguys. She did insist on low heels, though. She fibbed that she was going to have to walk on a possibly-wet football field and then dance for hours, so she needed low heels. But really, it was to reinforce the whole ‘Alex is short, Terawatt is tall’ deal.




Oh, and Ray was going to be escorting her onto the field for the Homecoming Queen presentation, and then being her date at the Homecoming Dance after the football game, so he was going to have to rent a tux for the night. He wasn’t thrilled about that, even when Alex told him she’d rather he got a better tux at Marni’s, but she wouldn’t say anything if he got one at Tux Town as long as it fit right.




And Tuesday was Halloween. Alex had agreed to take Shar and her friends Maria and Sophie trick-or-treating around the neighborhood for an hour, before Maria’s mom took them trick-or-treating around Maria’s neighborhood for an hour, and then Sophie’s mom took them trick-or-treating around her neighborhood for a bit. Alex figured the girls would have about half a ton of candy apiece by the end of the evening. And then, once Alex was done shepherding trick-or-treaters around, she and Ray were going to a Halloween party at Nicole’s house.




All that went pretty well. The girls were well-behaved, and cute as a button. Well, three really cute buttons. Alex walked a good hundred feet away, so the girls felt like they were on their own, even though they were closely supervised. Shar went as a little Terawatt, and Alex was kind of surprised at how many other girls she saw were also wearing Terawatt costumes. Maria had even said she was going to go as Terawatt until Shar said she already had a Terawatt costume made up, and they couldn’t go trick-or-treating wearing the same costume, right? So Maria went as Katara, even if Alex figured a lot of adults wouldn’t have any idea who that was. Sophie went as a magic fairy, in a pink leotard with a pink tutu and translucent pink fairy wings that her mom helped her make.




A couple jerky boys who were probably around twelve or thirteen looked like they were going to hassle Shar and her friends, but Alex just used her tk to rip out the bottom of one jerk’s paper bag, so the guys ended up scrambling to pick up their own candy instead. Alex walked past them and said in her most intimidating Jo Lupo voice, “Oh, by the way, I got photos of you two on my cellphone, so if any of these kids report two guys stealing their candy, you’ll be hearing from the police department. Have a nice night.”




Then the party was really fun. It was just dancing and playing videogames and talking and playing party games. Alex wore her Kitty Pryde Agent of SHIELD costume just without the wig, even though most of the girls at the party went with the usual ‘slutty whatever’ idea. Slutty witch, slutty nurse, slutty fairy, slutty devil, slutty superheroine… The official word on all the costume websites was ‘sexy,’ not ‘slutty,’ but they were mostly pretty slutty. Especially Trish in that ‘sexy maid’ costume that had like the world’s teeniest skirt. Not that Alex had a lot of room to talk, since she flew around fighting badguys in a leotard. But Alex was kind of peeved at Donna, who was dressed as Terawatt but with a huge cutout in the middle of her chest, which was so not a Terawatt supersuit! Okay, Donna’s date really liked the costume, but what guy wouldn’t? Donna probably got the idea off that stupid ‘make your Terawatt costume extra slutty’ website, along with the white stiletto-heeled kneeboots that were so high and so slutty that Donna could hardly walk in them, which made her totally clumsy at her own Just Dance game.




The problem started smack in the middle of the party, when Alex’s tPhone went off. She stepped out into the back yard with Ray, like some of the other couples who wanted to neck without Nicole’s parents glaring at them. Then, once they were in the darkness, she went silvery and went straight up about five hundred feet.




She called Willow back. “Terawatt here. What’s up?”




Willow’s Autotuned voice said, “I just got another maybe. Hang on, Jack’s calling me back too. Let me conference you.”




Jack’s voice came on the line. “Burn, what’s up?”




Willow said, “Tera’s on the line too.”




“Hi, colonel.”




Willow explained, “I’ve got a pattern of disappearances in the Santa Monica Beach area going back about two months. There are usually a couple drownings a month on the L.A. beaches, and maybe a quarter of them are disappearances too, but lifeguards save the rest. But there’s been a spike that’s been getting bigger in one place, and it’s not known drowning victims. And today the police had a super-reliable witness claim he heard a beach resident screaming while walking out on the beach, and then she vanished. Her dog was barking frantically in the middle of the beach. The witness is one of the Santa Monica harbor patrolmen, who was swimming in the ocean at the time just before he went on shift, so he’s certain she didn’t go anywhere near the water.”




Jack asked, “What are you not telling us, because so far this sounds like a job for the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit, not the SRI.”




Willow paused for a second. “Okay, that’s the thing. Three months ago, Boyle Biochemical right there in Santa Monica had a fire, and the whole building burned up, including the processing vats.”




Jack drawled, “And…”




Willow said, “And anything that leaked out of that fire and most of the water from the fire department would have gone into the city storm drains, which dump—”




“Right out on that beach,” Jack guessed.




“Yeah. So maybe — just maybe — we’re looking at something mutated and hungry, like those animals in Siberia I’m not supposed to know about.”




Jack snarked, “I’m pretty sure someone would’ve said something if there was a three hundred pound ape-wolf-cat-thing prowling around Santa Monica looking for food.”




Willow pushed, “Well, I just think someone needs to talk to the police and this guy and see if it’s an SRI case or not.”




Jack asked, “How many people do you think might have gotten eaten, if this resident is the latest victim?”




Willow went into her researcher tones. “Well, adjusting for common reporting levels and missing persons reporting levels, I’m gonna go out on a limb and say… eight to fourteen minimum. Maybe more.”




Jack whistled. “In two months? With no one seeing anything? That does sound like it may be an SRI case.”




Alex asked, “Why? Don’t serial killers kill that many people?”




Jack explained, “Maybe. But they do it over years, or decades. Maybe one victim every few years, or every few months if they’re pushing it. Not a victim every four or five days. That’s not normal. I’ll call Miller and get him on it. Tera?”




“Yeah?”




“You’re out of school tomorrow and maybe the rest of the week, because you have to fly to see a mentor at Corcoran tomorrow morning. I want you at home, ready to fly to Camp Atron and catch a ride down there if Miller needs an assist. If this is an affected person or an affected animal — or even worse, a pack of them — he’s likely to want you down there as soon as he’s got anything.”




She sighed to herself, but just said, “Roger that, colonel.” At least it was all set up and all she had to do was let her mom call the high school in the morning. But she didn’t like missing school. It was way easier to listen to the teacher and work in class than to do it all herself.




She dropped back to the ground beside Ray and went normal.




Ray whispered, “What’s up?”




She scowled in the dark, “I’ve got to ‘fly to Corcoran College’ tomorrow. I’ll miss a day or two of school. Maybe three. I dunno yet.”




“Crap,” he muttered. “Well, between me and Nicole and Louis, we can get all your assignments.”




She hugged him and murmured, “Thanks. Thanks a ton, for being the best boyfriend ever.”




He asked, “Is this gonna be something you can tell me about later?”




She shrugged, “Maybe. It sounds like it. I mean, it’s not like the thing with Hanna.”




He said, “Well, can we go back to the party, or do you need to go home?”




She thought it over. “Can we play Just Dance some more? That’s really fun.”




Ray grinned wickedly. “You totally crushed Donna. I thought her face was gonna crack she was trying so hard not to be a bad loser when you won. Then Louis beat her while you were getting another snack, and she just lost it.”




Alex knew she shouldn’t giggle, but she did, and it was Donna’s fault for wearing heels she could hardly walk in and then trying to dance in them. “Louis? I’m sorry I missed that one.”




Ray smirked, “I think Marsha got it on her cellphone.”







Alex got Shar going in the morning, and let her mom call the school. Then she went back upstairs and made sure she was all ready to go if anyone called. Meanwhile, Shar was complaining about having to go to school while Alex got to stay home. Alex was pretty sure Shar would fuss most of the way to school. But she was also sure Shar would keep a secret once she was away from Team Terawatt. It was really depressing how good Shar was at sticking to a cover story. Kids who weren’t even nine yet should not have to be that good at cover stories and stuff.




Alex had time to start dinner in the slow cooker, make a few peanut butter and grape jelly sandwiches as a to-go snack, and do all her exercises and martial arts practice before she heard from Graham on her tPhone.




“Terawatt? Captain Miller here, with Lieutenant Lupo. I also have Lieutenants Marshall and Bailey, and Sergeant Carlson on.”




She asked, “Captain, does this look like a Terawatt op?”




He said, “It looks like it could be. Can you be at Camp Atron ASAP? We already have a chopper waiting for you.”




She grimaced but told him, “Yes. Do I need anything other than the uniform?”




“We have a gymbag ready here, if needed. So just your phone and earjack. Once you’re in the chopper and on its comms, we’ll do a quick briefing.”




She just said, “Okay, I’ll be at Camp Atron in ten or fifteen minutes.”




“Over and out.”




She dove into her gymbag and changed into Terawatt. Then she stayed silvery as she flew through the kitchen, snagged her paper bag with the four sandwiches and the diet coke, and headed down the storm runoff system to her favorite creek. Going as fast as she could, she got to the chopper in not a ton more than ten minutes after she hung up.




She plopped down in a seat and told the nice pilot, “Whenever you’re ready.” He let her buckle in while he cleared things with the control tower, and then he was starting up.




Once they were in the air, Alex plugged into the helicopter’s comm system and let the pilot contact Graham for her. “Terawatt here.”




Graham said, “Great. Once the chopper gets to Point Baker, he’s going to let you eject and fly to us on your own. I’ve got the beacon on me, and we’ll be at Santa Monica Beach if anything goes wrong with that so Acid Burn could vector you in if need be.”




“Roger that.”




Graham told her, “We talked to the harbor patrol guy, Caulder. He’s pretty frustrated. The missing person’s a little old lady who’s a long-time friend of his, and he knows her whole family. He spent most of yesterday dealing with the local LEO, sorry, that’s Law Enforcement Officers, and even though he knows all of them personally he didn’t get anywhere. Mrs. Hutton’s simply vanished, leaving her dog loose and her house unlocked and her car in its parking spot. He heard the screams, but by the time he got back to shore, there was no sign of her.”




Jo Lupo complained, “The cops don’t seem to realize what the dog means. The dog was barking hysterically around the middle of the beach. If anyone carried the old lady’s body off, the dog would have followed, and maybe attacked the perp. If she didn’t walk out onto the beach, the dog wouldn’t have gone out there. Whatever happened, there’s something wrong with this picture.”




Alex thought about detective shows and asked, “Could the witness be the badguy? You know, lying to the cops to make ’em think he’s not the killer?”




Graham thought for a second. “Only if he’s a lot dumber than he looks. He’s harbor patrol. He could easily get her on his boat and dump her body twenty miles out, and then just not report anything at all.”




Jo added, “Or if he killed her in her apartment, or even his apartment, he could get her body on his boat and dump it twenty miles out, then have days — maybe weeks — to clean up before anyone else filed a missing persons on her. And the LEO guys we talked to, Lieutenant Piantadosi and Sergeant Royko, have known both of them for years. No motive. And no opportunity, because Caulder had a ‘friend with benefits’ visiting the night before on a turnaround between flight attendant gigs. We don’t even have a means. Or a body. Or evidence of a crime. Just a missing old lady on a beach, vanishing in plain sight of fifty apartments and who knows how many boats.”




Another voice chimed in, “Lieutenant Bailey here. I’ve been looking over Acid Burn’s data and plots, and I’ve found something else. There’s something drastically wrong with the Santa Monica municipal numbers. The numbers on stray dogs and homeless people have been dropping over the last two months or so, while the same stats in the surrounding towns are all stable. Also, the numbers on nighttime police calls for illegal activities on the beachfront are way down, but a lot of that could be due to the lowered homeless population.”




Jo said, “I had a little chat with Sergeant Royko. He’s one of these guys who are displaced from their hometown and nothing’s ever as good again. All I had to do was spot his accent and tell him how great Chicago was compared to California, and he’s my best bud now. In between telling me how ‘shit like this would never happen back in Chicago’ about a dozen times, he spilled that the drug dealers who used to do business at night under the pier all vanished in the last month or two, and he thinks it could be a rival gang cleaning house, even if there aren’t any bodies. And he thinks most of the bums cleared out just because Captain Pearson’s been tough on the municipal laws while the towns due south have been slacking off, so the bums just moved south. But that’s just his best guess. He doesn’t have any evidence, or even a ‘gut feeling.’ And he’s got a big enough gut. Besides, Lieutenant Bailey’s numbers just said there isn’t a big influx of homeless people in the surrounding communities.”




Graham told her, “Colonel O’Neill called the police captain for us and got permission for us to do an ‘official HWAAA examination in light of the Boyle Biochemical fire.’ So we’re taking a couple Hummers to the beach with some sampling gear and some bio equipment, and we’ll let Lieutenant Marshall do his thing while the rest of us casually saunter around and look for anything out of place. I have a feeling there’s a lot of somethings out of place down there, and nobody’s looked for them yet because they’re SRI business instead of something cities usually deal with.”




Alex checked, “Do we have anything else?”




Jo scowled, “We have a distinct lack of ‘anything else.’ Stray dogs and cats turned in to the city animal shelter? Down. Homeless people using the city shelter and soup kitchen? Down. Police reports on vandalism are level, except on the beachfront, where they’re down. Harbor patrol reports on drownings are down too, but that’s probably conflated with the end of the summer beach season. Something is happening, and it’s strictly localized.”




Lieutenant Bailey said, “Based on police reports on vandalism and drug sellers, there’s a pretty conspicuous drop in the numbers along a single stretch of Santa Monica beachfront, maybe a quarter mile to half mile of it, all around the drainage outflow for the city stormwater runoff that would have had the runoff from the Boyle Biochemical mess.”




“This is Lieutenant Marshall. I went over the listed chemicals Boyle was supposed to be making and storing, and the amounts don’t add up to anything close to the listed manufacturing capacity of the plant. They may have been making something off the books. If so, we don’t know what. Robert J. Boyle and his head engineer died in that fire, so we have no clue.”




Lieutenant Bailey chipped in, “When Lieutenant Marshall told me that, I went through what I could find on the company. But we’ll have to check with every provider of precursor chemicals and reactants out there to find out what they were buying, and that still won’t tell us what they were making.”




Lieutenant Marshall added, “Or what actually got created when processing systems exploded and their resultants and effluents intermingled in the middle of a really hot chemical fire. Our best bet is probably analyzing as many samples as we can get from the outflow pipe and the downstream sand.”




Alex thought that sounded pretty icky. But she had heard from Willow that Lieutenant Marshall had a Ph.D. in biophysics or something like that, so having him there was like having a soldier and also Dr. Lee. That part had to be good.




Graham Miller signed off when his team got to the beachfront area and they needed to get to work. Alex checked her tPhone and figured she still had maybe half an hour before she was going to be bailing out of the helicopter. She slowly ate her snack while mulling over the problem. It sure sounded like something was going on, but what?







After half an hour of stewing about stuff, she still had no answer. She kept coming back to The Creature From The Black Lagoon, but that didn’t make much sense, because that guy had been swimming in the ocean and nothing happened to him and he had been watching from the ocean side of the beach. Okay, she hoped it wasn’t something as freaky as that. But she didn’t have any better ideas. She’d thought about something like the silicates, maybe something that absorbed pretty much all of you and not just your calcium, but then people’s clothes would be left behind. And someone would have noticed it if there were creepy, squealing blobs of silicon oozing across the sand at three miles an hour.




When the pilot signaled her, she dove out and flew toward Santa Monica. Her tPhone was telling her she only had about ten miles to go, and she could do ten miles in under seven minutes. Plus, she got to fly over some really pretty stuff.




Just as she spotted the two Humvees parked at the edge of the beach, she saw an expensive red sports car pull up beside the Hummers. A bleached blonde with really big breasts and a crazy-small bikini hopped out. Had Alex seen that woman before? She looked familiar, for some reason.




The passenger side of the car popped open, and a pair of long blue legs stuck out. Uh-oh.




As Alex flew in, Azure Crush squeezed herself out of the sports car and stomped toward the Humvees in nothing but a white bikini and high-heeled white leather ankleboots that were totally not made for walking on a sandy beach.




Alex darted in between Azure Crush and Captain Miller’s team. “Miss Baker. Is there anything we can do for you?”




“Yeah, stop callin’ me Miss Baker. I’m not that loser anymore.”




Alex stalled, “Then what would you prefer that I call you? I don’t believe we know each other well enough for me to call you ‘Joelle’.”




Azure Crush scowled, “Nobody ever called me that anyway, except my mom when she was pissed at me. You can call me Azure Crush, like everybody else.”




The blonde spoke, and Alex recognized her from her voice and attitude. “She likes to be called ‘Az.’ I think it’s sexy.”




Alex turned slightly and spoke, “Didi, isn’t it?” The blonde nodded. “Is it necessary that you two come down here? The DHS Hazardous Waste Assessment, Abatement, and Amelioration project asked me to come assist them in collecting samples.”




‘Az’ snarled, “Yeah. Right. I remember him and her.” She pointed at Graham Miller and Jo Lupo. “This isn’t hazardous waste stuff. You guys are snooping around me again, right? Sergei and me, we had dinner on the pier two nights ago, and now you’re snooping.”




Alex landed on the asphalt and stepped forward. “We’re really not. I can’t talk about this, but we may have another problem not unlike some things that happened in Paradise Valley.”




Azure Crush frowned, “You’re tryin’ to tell me there’s some other superpowered problem right here? Sure.” She stormed past Alex to go yell at Captain Miller and Lieutenant Lupo.




Didi griped, “She’s pretty pissed off. I don’t know why you’re being such assholes about her getting one fucking dinner with a nice guy off the grounds. It’s not like she went rampaging through Rodeo Drive, y’know.”




Alex insisted, “I was telling the truth. This has nothing to do with her.”




Azure Crush made it halfway across the sand to the place where Graham was, when she suddenly dropped two feet into the sand, like she stepped in a hole.




“Az! Quit screwing around!” Didi yelled.




“Fuck you! I’m stuck!”




Alex watched Azure Crush sink downward another foot, until she was up to her hips. Suddenly, a really horrible idea hit her. If it wasn’t something coming in from the water, and it wasn’t something coming in from the land, maybe…




She knew she shouldn’t have let Ray talk her into watching “Tremors” on tv that time.




She yelled, “Pull yourself out of there!” Then she tapped her earjack and hissed, “Azure Crush! She needs help, and she’s too heavy for me to lift!”




“Roger that,” murmured Lieutenant Lupo over the comms. Alex watched as Lupo sprinted across the beach toward the Humvees.




But Alex didn’t think the lieutenant was going to be able to get to Azure Crush fast enough. Still, what could Terawatt do? There was no way she could fly and have enough tk to pull Azure Crush free even if there was no pull downward at all. And if she stood on the sand there, she was asking to get sucked down by whatever it was.




Azure Crush yelled, “Goddamn it, something’s fucking got my feet!”




Alex realized she was within thirty feet of a ‘no double parking’ sign. A big rectangular sign on a long metal pole bolted into a frame set in concrete. She reached out and grabbed the bolts with her tk. They were the kind of one-way bolts that you could screw in but not unscrew. Unless you had telekinesis. She spun the bolts out of the nuts and washers, and yanked them out of the frame. Then she pulled the sign free and flew right at Azure Crush.




By the time she got there, Azure Crush had sunk up to her ribcage, and was pressing down on the sand to hold herself in place. Alex figured anyone else would have been yanked down under the surface by then, or might have been pulled apart.




The blue powerhouse glared up at her. “Gonna hit me with a sign now?”




Alex made sure she was using her Terawatt voice. “I’m planning on giving your attacker a surprise. I hope this doesn’t hurt you as well.”




And she plunged the pole into the sand with all her tk. It sank down until it hit something that felt gooshy. Alex grabbed the top of the sign and let loose with a massive jolt of electricity.




The sign jerked downward and vanished under the sand. The sand around Azure Crush lurched and writhed. And everything went still.




Graham’s voice came over her earjack. “Miller to team. Get the hell off the sand now. Leave extraneous gear and double-time it.”




Azure Crush was still buried, only now she was buried up to her breasts. She pushed down with her hands, but her arms simply sank into the sand. She cursed angrily, and tried again without any success.




Lieutenant Lupo went driving by in the Humvee, only she had forty feet of heavy chain dangling off the back bumper. Alex used her tk to whip the chain over and wrap the end of it around Azure Crush’s body just under her armpits. Az grabbed onto a handful of chain and let the speed of the Humvee yank her out of the hole. The lieutenant curved around and headed back to the asphalt, while Az scrambled to her feet and trotted toward the street. Alex used her tk to grab up the rest of the sampling gear Graham’s team had left behind, and then she flew behind the Humvee, looking for signs of anything else coming up after the vehicle or the chain being dragged behind it.




Once the Humvee was on the asphalt, Alex used her tk to unhook the chain and dump it into the rear of the vehicle, even though about three links were crushed into a super-strong handprint.




Azure Crush ran up and started brushing sand off her legs and waist. “Fuckin’…” She looked up at Alex and muttered, “I guess you really weren’t here about me, were you?”




“Az! Az! You okay?” Didi came running over, her chest bouncing wildly. “That was freaky! What happened?”




Az glanced up at Alex and said, “Something fucking huge tried to suck me under the sand and… eat me, I guess.”




Didi giggled naughtily, “What, you don’t get enough of that from Sergei?”




“Fuck you and the horse you rode in on,” Az scowled. She started brushing sand off her butt.




Lieutenant Lupo climbed out of the Humvee and said, “Ms. Baker—”




“Azure Crush! Stop calling me ‘Miss Baker’! I’m not gonna be that loser anymore! Got it?”




Lieutenant Lupo easily said, “Fine, ‘Az.’ Are you all right? And can Lieutenant Marshall look at your shoes?”




Az looked down at her ankleboots, or what was left of them. The inner side of the leather upper was shredded on both boots. “Sure. He can have the fuckin’ things. They cost me a goddamn mint, and they didn’t last a week.”




Lieutenant Marshall stepped forward. “Thank you, because it looks like there’s some traces on your shoes that aren’t from you or the sand, so we might have our first hints about what that thing is.”




Didi looked horrified. “There was a thing? A thing big enough to grab Az? A thing stronger than Az?”




Az scowled, “I dunno if it was stronger than me, but it was bigger, and it sure caught me by surprise.”




Didi nervously checked, “Can it come up out of the sand?”




That was a really good question. Alex said, “Not as far as we know, but we really have very little information on this creature.”




Lieutenant Marshall patiently waited until Azure Crush tore off the remnants of her shoes and handed them to him. Then he rushed over to one of the Humvees and started working.




Lieutenant Bailey muttered, “Well, I guess we know what happened to Mrs. Hutton now.”




Didi didn’t hear him, but Az did. Az glared at Alex and crooked a finger in an unmistakable ‘come over here’ gesture. Alex flew in until they were eye to eye and only a yard apart.




Az whispered, “How many people has this thing eaten?”




Alex whispered back. “We have no idea. My computer support got a hit on one really weird police report yesterday, of a woman screaming and then disappearing in the middle of the beach before anyone could get over and see where she was.” Az winced. “But my computer person kept coming up with weirdness, and Lieutenant Bailey over there found some more. We’ve got missing persons reports, missing homeless people, a big drop in the population of stray cats and dogs, and maybe even missing drug dealers and vandals, going back almost to a big fire at a biochemical plant just a few blocks east of here.”




“Goddamn it.” Az cursed for a bit, including lots of f-word combinations that Alex had never said in her entire life, then stomped over to Captain Miller, leaving shallow dents in the asphalt as she went. Alex followed right behind her.




Az stopped, and Graham hung up his phone. She said, “You. Colonel Hottie.”




“Captain Graham Miller, at your service.”




“At your cervix!” Didi giggled.




Azure Crush ignored her friend. “Whatever. You deputize superpowered chicks, right? Deputize me.”




Graham looked thrown by that one. “What?”




“You heard me,” Azure Crush insisted. “This fucker tried to eat me. And it trashed my new boots. I am so in. I am not lettin’ that bastard eat one more person. I’ve been pretty much homeless. It sucks. And nobody gives a fuck about you if you’re homeless. That fucker is not gettin’ to chow down on any more homeless people.”




Alex tried, “Az, you do realize this may take several days, don’t you?”




She shrugged carelessly. “Not like I don’t live close by. And I ain’t doin’ anything with my life except workin’ on my tan, which I don’t even have since I turned blue. Deputize me up, and give me a big fuckin’ stake like what Terawatt had.”




Didi looked scared. “C’mon, Az, this is a bad idea. This thing’s a big monster that eats people! You could get hurt! You could die.”




Az frowned. “Look Deed, you’re as close to a real friend as I got. You even drove me over here when you knew I was gonna yell at some feds and you could get in trouble. But I’m not puttin’ up with that fucktard out there. You go on back and tell those pricks I’m here, and they can come out here and do their fuckin’ job, but I’m stayin’, and I’m helpin’.”




Didi said quietly, “Az, I am your friend. And you got other friends too. And you got Sergei. And we’re gonna worry about you.”




It looked like Azure Crush really wanted to believe Didi, but maybe wasn’t ready to hear it. Alex knew all about being insecure and feeling like a loser. The whole time she was in Hermione’s world, she’d felt like the ugly, stupid team member, right up until she’d had to fight stuff to the death in that final battle. She announced, “Azure Crush, I think you’d be a very valuable member of the team. If you’re willing to work with us, I’m willing to work with you.”




Didi pointed at Alex, “See? Terawatt thinks you’re awesome too.”




Graham carefully said, “Azure Crush, if Terawatt thinks you’d be valuable, I’m willing to extend a temporary deputization, so we can see how you work out, and you can see if we’re the sort of group you want to work with.”




Alex told Azure Crush, “They’re good people. I’d trust Captain Miller and Lieutenant Lupo with my life, and they wouldn’t pick three more team members who weren’t pretty awesome too.”




Graham muttered, “Speaking of which…” He tapped his earjack. “Miller to team. Any updates?”




Alex heard Lieutenant Marshall over her earjack. “Marshall to command. I’ve got some updates already, thanks to Azure Crush’s shoes.”




Graham smiled, “Az, why don’t you accompany us over to Hummer Two, because it looks like Lieutenant Marshall has already worked some things out from your evidence.”




Azure Crush went along as they walked and Alex flew. Azure Crush asked, “I thought he was just some Army grunt.”




Graham chortled, “No, I’m the Army guy. Lieutenant Marshall graduated top of his class from the Naval Academy, and he’s also a Ph.D. in biophysics.”




“Fuck!”




Alex was pretty surprised to see that the very back of the second Humvee was stuffed with science gear, including what looked like a super-fancy microscope thing and a whole bunch of chemistry gear. Alex noticed that each thing was set in a big enclosing frame, so she figured each one of the pieces would close up into something like a heavy suitcase Graham’s team could lug around.




Graham checked, “Lieutenant, you had a report to make?”




“Yes sir. The young lady’s boots were seriously damaged, even if she wasn’t, and she apparently damaged the creature when she tore her feet loose, so we have tissue samples and sera to work with.”




“Sarah?” Azure Crush asked in confusion.




Lieutenant Marshall explained, “Sorry, I’m not making myself clear. Sera. The plural of serum. It’s not blood. Under the microscope, there are no blood cells, so that rules out normal vertebrates. But there are what appear to be hemocytes. The cells have a cell membrane but no cell wall and no chloroplasts. So this is not a plant. So we have hemolymph and interstitial fluid, marking this thing as some manner of invertebrate animal.”




Lieutenant Lupo wondered, “I thought land invertebrates stayed really small because of the lack of a skeleton.”




Lieutenant Marshall nodded, “Yes. Well, normally, but the Arizona tarantula case has taught us that these biochemicals can change all that. Besides, the torn muscle tissue in the tissue samples from the shoes is indicative. Invertebrate muscles have thick filaments which differ from vertebrate thick filaments, even though invertebrate thin filaments are quite similar to vertebrate thin filaments. These are definitely invertebrate muscles.”




Graham said, “That’s pretty impressive for five minutes in the back of a Hummer.”




Lieutenant Marshall smiled, “Thank you, sir. But I have more.”




“Okay lieutenant, let’s hear it.”




The lieutenant held up one of the ankleboots. “Notice how something has rasped its way right through the leather and the side of the sole, even if fortunately it was not tough enough to chew through Azure Crush’s foot. So I went over the damaged edges of the leather and I found a couple of these.” He held out a clear envelope with tiny white thorn-like things in it.




He said, “Under a microscope, these are clearly chitinous teeth. This creature has a radula.” He looked at the confusion on Azure Crush’s face and hastily explained, “A sort of tongue that’s very raspy, with this kind of teeth on it to shred its prey. That’s very distinctive. So I immediately checked for nerve cells in the tissue, and this thing has a relatively complex nervous system for an invertebrate. I believe that marks our unknown as something from the phylum Mollusca.”




Az snarled, “What, mollusks? You mean I almost got eaten by a fucking clam?”




Lieutenant Marshall nodded, “Well, based on the data and the habitat, this would have to be Bivalvia or Gastropoda, instead of, say, Cephalopoda, but yes, it’s probably a giant, mutated bivalve or gastropod.”




Az put one hand on a hip and glared, “Which is what?”




He uncomfortably replied, “Umm, maybe you were almost eaten by a giant snail or a giant chiton instead of a giant clam.”




Az rolled her eyes. “Well that’s just fuckin’ great!”




He added, “Given the habitat, and some of the unmutated fauna I’ve found in my core samples, I think we’re looking at a giant mutated bivalve, which may no longer be using the classical double shell for protection, given it’s bound to be the apex predator in its new ecological niche.”




Jo Lupo asked Lieutenant Marshall, “So how do we kill it?”




Az snapped, “You give me a fifteen foot long pole with a sharp point, and I walk back out there, and when it tries to grab me I stab the fuck out of it.”




Alex suggested, “I can take a similar weapon and fly over the sand, looking for any signs of movement, and I can try stabbing into the sand too. We already know it didn’t like heavy electrical shocks.”




Graham asked, “Is there anything we can just pour on the sand that will kill mollusks?




Lieutenant Marshall told him, “Metaldehyde is popular for slugs, but the concentrations we’d need would be lethal to mammals too. We could put a lower concentration mixed with, say, acetaldehyde in alcohol, and mix that in large volumes of water.”




Lieutenant Lupo said, “I thought acetaldehyde is a carcinogen.”




Lieutenant Marshall nodded, “Yes, but people don’t seem to care about it if it’s inside their bodies.”




Az looked at Alex and asked, “Huh?”




But Alex knew this one from health class. “It’s part of what gives us hangovers after we drink too much. It’s a poison, and it can cause cancer, and we still drink a lot and then end up with it in our bodies.”




Didi stuck her head in. She looked around and asked, “How come all of you are so damn smart?”




Alex told her, “Because this project wants people who are really smart, on top of being really awesome soldiers, since they keep running into things that are really not normal.”




Didi muttered, “Hell, I’m gettin’ an inferiority complex just from eavesdropping.”




Alex started to say something, but she figured Didi had a point. Graham Miller and Jo Lupo were just way too good looking to be as tough and skilled and smart as they really were: they kind of looked like the movie star version of what they really did. And Lieutenant Marshall and Lieutenant Bailey were awesomely talented on top of being really good officers. And Sergeant Carlson looked like he could beat up football linemen, or entire football offensive lines, or maybe he could be in an action movie where he was the star and he beat up football linemen and stuff. They could call it ‘Carlson the Barbarian’.




Lieutenant Marshall looked over at Graham, “We’ve got to declare this whole stretch of beach — and maybe a swath of the harbor — an EPA Superfund site just from what leaked out of this outflow pipe three months ago. I don’t think we can make that worse by pouring on chemicals that will eventually break down in the environment.”




Graham pursed his lips and thought it over for several seconds. “Okay, first we have to find a way to dump enough chemicals onto the sand. It’s a pretty wide beach. Then we’ve got to work in from both sides, so our creature can’t crawl away and become a problem for some other town along the coast. Can it just go out to sea?”




Lieutenant Marshall gave his scientific opinion, “I don’t think so. If it’s what we think it is, it needs air periodically. And we haven’t seen any sign that it’s loose in the bay.”




Lieutenant Bailey contributed, “I was just going through news reports and police reports checking for that. There’s no sign that fishing catches in the bay are down, and this thing would definitely be scouring the bottom fish population if it could. Also, nobody’s reported sightings of swimmers vanishing while swimming around, like would be happening if it was loose under the water.”




Alex asked, “Can we get pumper trucks from the local fire department and dose the water they pump out?”




Lieutenant Lupo grinned wickedly. “I like the way you think. That would also let us start at the edges of our danger zone and work our way in, keeping it penned in until we can kill it right here.”




Didi piped up, “Ooh! I know how to get the fire department to cooperate!” She pulled out her phone and made a fast call. “Hey Randa, remember those horny firemen who said they’d do anything to get some pics with you? They were the Santa Monica fire department, right?” She listened for a few seconds and smiled, “Perfect. Az has some new friends who need to use The Power Of Tits.”




Alex wanted to slap her face with her palm, but she didn’t. Graham calmly said, “I’m sorry, ma’am, but that’s not what the Department of Homeland Security considers a reasonable approach. We’ll just go through channels instead.”




Didi just shrugged, bouncing her breasts in a way that made every guy there stare. “Fine with me. I bet I can get ’em out here in under an hour. It’ll take you… what? Three or four days?”




Graham patiently explained, “As long as we have this stretch of beach properly cordoned off, I don’t see a problem with going through proper channels and making sure that the city of Santa Monica, as well as the county and state and federal agencies, are satisfied with our plans.”




Didi grinned, “It’d still be more fun with hot firemen. And firewomen. And you too, if you weren’t such a stick in the mud, ’cause you’re hot.”




Graham politely told her, “No thank you. You’re quite attractive, but I have a girlfriend, and I don’t play around.”




Didi just shrugged and pointed at Alex. “I’d majorly hit that, but she’s not into girls. And G.I. Barbie behind you has an even bigger stick up her ass than you do, even if gettin’ to watch her beat the snot out of that federal marshal was hot.”




Alex heard over her earjack as Jo Lupo whispered into the comms, “Sir, are you sure I can’t hit her?”




Lieutenant Bailey snorted with amusement and covered by pretending he was looking at his laptop and saying aloud, “Sorry sir, but some of my web contacts are being real smartasses.”




Azure Crush growled, “Forget the fire department. I want a big-ass harpoon and a hunting permit.”




Graham asked, “And what happens the next time your ‘white whale’ comes up underneath you and pulls you down into a sandpit you can’t get out of?”




She looked around for a second and then pointed at the back of the Humvee. “All I need is a big chain hooked to something like your Humvee. Or that building there. I’ll just pull myself loose.”




Graham sternly told her, “Deputizing you is not the same as letting you blindly risk your life. I’d rather you stayed safe.”




She grumped, “Fine.” She looked up at Alex and smirked, “Okay Terawatt, you wanted to keep me safe, right? How about we put a cable on the end of my pole, and you float over me holding the other end, and if I jab Monster Clam Bitch, you shock the holy fuck out of it?”




Graham frowned, “I don’t like it, but that’s probably the most effective threat against this thing we have at the moment, and I don’t like the idea of leaving this beachfront unsupervised.”




Alex suggested, “Then why don’t we try it while you get police and military cordons in place to keep people off this beachfront?”




Lieutenant Lupo replied, “I’ve got a couple hundred feet of steel cable and a winch I can mount on the front of a Hummer. I’ll get that set up, and Azure Crush can wear some kind of harness so I can reel her in, just in case things go wrong.”




“What can go wrong?” Azure Crush wondered out loud.




Alex went ahead and slapped her forehead with her palm.





118. Beachfront Property



Azure Crush looked at everybody’s expressions and asked, “What?”




Didi said, “Oh come on, Az, even I know not to say that. What happens as soon as the guy says that in a movie?”




Azure Crush looked a little abashed. “Oh. Right. Everything goes to shit.” Then she insisted, “But this isn’t a movie!”




Alex still said, “Just don’t jinx anything. Please.”




Graham announced, “All right. Didi, please let everyone at your mansion know where Azure Crush is, and that we’re going to protect her. Terawatt, run an aerial recon four hundred yards north and south, checking out the beach, and telling people to get off the sand immediately. Tell them it’s an HWAAA issue with possible carcinogens leaked into the beach sand. I’ll back you up on that. It’s probably even true. Lieutenant Lupo, see if you can acquire some ten or fifteen foot metal poles with spikes on the ends, and then work on a harness for Azure Crush and mounting that winch for her. Lieutenant Bailey, contact Captain Pearson and get a police cordon here until we can get the National Guard or DHS people in place. Sergeant Carlson, check with the local fire department and the state forest fire crews and the local HQ of the U.S. Forest Service firefighters, and find out what we’ve got to work with. Lieutenant Marshall, see if you can find something less dangerous than metaldehyde for our giant… mollusk. I’ll call HQ and get them started on all the inter-agency headaches we need to deal with.”




Alex figured that would mean calling Walter, who seemed to have ‘dealing with bureaucratic agencies’ as his superpower. Jack sure acted like it was.




Lieutenant Marshall suggested, “Sir, I’d like to call in a couple local geologists I know. They’ve got really sensitive seismic gear with directional detection, and it might be sensitive enough to pick up our critter at this range.”




Graham nodded, “That would be worth trying. Give it a shot before running through your anti-slug options and running them past the EPA TRI list.”




Azure Crush asked, “I know who the EPA is, but what’s TRI?” Alex was glad she asked so Alex didn’t have to.




Graham explained, “The EPA’s Toxic Release Inventory. I’d like to find a way to handle this thing without creating an even worse problem.”




Az angrily asked, “Can there be a worse problem?”




He nodded, “Hell yes. What if it takes ten thousand gallons of carcinogenic toxins, and then half a million beachgoers and boaters are suddenly at a higher risk of poisoning or an incurable cancer?”




Az winced. “Okay, it could be worse.”




Alex drifted down so her face was at the same level as Azure Crush’s face. “It could be way worse than that. We now know there are biochemicals out there that can turn a clam into a giant man-eating monster. What’s going to happen if we dump tons of other weird biochemicals on top of that? We’ve seen some really horrible things, just in the last half a year. Right now, we’re probably lucky the entire southwest isn’t overrun by hundreds of giant tarantulas, and most of Japan and Italy aren’t being eaten by unstoppable silicates, and the whole northeast isn’t being devoured by a giant blob. And other really bad stuff.” Oops, she almost said ‘mega-bad.’ No talking like Alex when she was in costume. That could be even more mega-bad. Mega-worse.




Az looked at her with a horrified expression. “You’re really creeping me out, lady.”




Alex said, “Good. Because there are worse things out there than Danielle Atron wanting me dead. Or you being mad at some silly little high schooler who didn’t roll over and play dead for you.”




Az stopped for a couple seconds and finally growled, “I don’t wanna talk about that shit. Let’s go harpoon this fuckwad and be done with it.”




Alex nodded. “You work with Lieutenant Lupo on making a harness and a winch to protect you. I need to fly recon for the Captain.”




She lifted up to about a hundred feet and flew to the middle of the beach. And she shuddered. “Tera to Miller, come in please.”




“Miller. I’m on the phone with Sergeant Harriman.”




She insisted, “Graham, there are circles all over the beach. From here I can see ’em. Some of ’em are old enough that they’ve been torn up, but there are a lot of ’em. This thing may be hungrier than we thought.”




“Miller. You’d better make that recon sweep fast, and get people off the beach. The circles will at least let you know when you need to keep looking. Miller out.”




“Okay. Tera out.”




She darted north along the beach, scanning the sand for circles and beachgoers. If this was July, the place would be swamped with people. She was totally glad it was the start of November, and a school day.




Still, there were people out there. Alex flew down and hovered twenty feet in the air in front of half a dozen teens sunning themselves on blankets. She got their attention with an arc of lightning between her hands. “You need to leave this beach area. Please return to your vehicles and move half a mile north. We have a possible toxic waste spill down near the pier, with drastic consequences.”




One of the guys grabbed a handful of ice out of their cooler and yelled, “Fuck off, bitch.” He threw the ice at her.




She grabbed the ice out of the air with her tk and shoved it all into his swim trunks. He shrieked and jumped to his feet, shaking his trunks madly to get the ice out. His friends just laughed at him. Some friends.




She snapped, “That was impolite. And since I’m a deputized agent of the Department of Homeland Security, that also constitutes assault on a federal officer, which carries a penalty of ten to twenty years in a federal prison, so don’t do it again.” She didn’t think she really counted as a federal officer, and she had no idea what the right legal stuff was, but it sounded good. She went on, “I am only asking you to move north to another location, for your own safety. There is no reason to act like this.”




It must have taken her ten minutes to get the teens to just get up and get off the sand to go find a safer spot. It wasn’t like she was asking them to stop skipping school, or jump off a building. Come to think of it, they probably wouldn’t have been any crabbier if she really had asked them to jump off a building.




Crud. If it took her ten minutes for every group she found, she’d be out here until dark.




She moved north. She headed off three groups of people heading out onto the beach with picnic stuff, and she talked six old people who were just out walking their dogs into moving off the beach.




And there were more of those circles that looked like something maybe got sucked down into the sand. She flew until she was sure there were no more circles, and then she headed back.




“Miller to Terawatt. Sorry about that. I had a lot of tasks for Walter.”




“Terawatt. It’s okay. I was just worrying about all these circles.”




“Miller. That’s good. We should have the police here in a few minutes cordoning off the beach from the street side, and the harbor patrol blocking it from the ocean side. We’ve got two EPA guys coming to assess the hazardous waste angle with Marshall, we’ve got some local university geologists on their way with seismic detectors, and Marshall put in a call to an invertebrate biologist he knows at UCLA. So we should be ready to come up with a plan that hopefully will be better than ‘Azure Crush goes Captain Ahab on her own personal white whale.’ Now I need you to clear the area south of our position, please.”




“Roger that. Over and out.”




 Alex flew down the beach, past where Graham was organizing stuff really close to the sand. She flew past the pier and on south. There were more circles. A lot more circles. That just made her stomach clench.




And there were a lot more people. Oh, this was going to be bad. There were like a hundred people out on the beach, playing and sunning themselves and having fun. And totally unaware that they could be giant clam food in a few seconds.




She really didn’t like that being a superheroine meant knowing horrible stuff that no one should have to know about. Sometimes it seemed like she was pretty much all there was out there protecting regular people from mega-badness. She tried not to think about how awful Jack’s team would have it if there was no Terawatt out there to help them. And how awful would she have it if there was no SRI out there to help her?




She swooped down and arced lightning between her hands to get people’s attention. “Attention! There is a toxic waste spill north of where we are now! I need all of you to move south, to a section of beach that will be safer for you!”




It looked like maybe a quarter of the people immediately started grabbing their stuff and moving, like she asked. And it looked like maybe another quarter of the people were arguing with their group about moving. But maybe half the people were just ignoring her.




She made a bigger spark between her hands and yelled, “This is not a prank! This is a serious problem! I need you to move off of this stretch of beach, to an area well south of here!”




A few more people got up, but an awful lot of people were just ignoring her.




“There may be a serious threat in the vicinity! Please cooperate!”




Two girls and two guys who were almost underneath her got up. And they left their stuff. And they shrugged off their shirts so they were just in swimwear, and they started walking toward the water, instead of getting their junk and leaving.




Darn it! What was she going to have to do to get these people to listen? She tapped her earjack with her tk. “Terawatt to Miller. I can’t get these people to listen to me.” She hoped she didn’t sound all whiny.




“Miller to Terawatt. You’ll have LEO backup any minute now, and—”




The two girls and two guys walking toward the water were suddenly screaming.




Alex looked down and saw what was happening. The bigger of the two guys was sunk in the sand up to his crotch and screaming in pain. The smaller of the two guys was frantically trying to pull him up by the arms. The two girls were standing there like ninnies and screaming in panic.




“Terawatt here. We have clam!”




She dove down and dropped to the sand, as the guy got pulled down another foot deeper. He screamed like it really, really hurt. She stood on the sand, because she was going to need every bit of tk she had, even with the guy’s friend pulling. She put a hand on the guy’s shoulder just to try and reassure him, and she pulled.




She heaved with everything she had, but he didn’t budge. If anything, he sank another couple inches. She took a deep breath and heaved with her tk. She pulled until she got a painful spike of pain in her head, and still nothing.




She couldn’t pull him free. There was no way two hundred or so pounds of pull was going to pry him and his weight out of the whatever-it-was that this thing was using to pull him downward. And there was no convenient metal sign to ram down into the thing’s mouth so she could zap it.




Why hadn’t she grabbed a tall metal signpost? Maybe because she wasn’t smart enough? This guy was going to die because she wasn’t smart enough. Because she wasn’t good enough.




She heaved upward with everything she had, and all that happened — besides the pain in her forehead — was he didn’t sink any lower. Yet.




He screamed in agony, and the two girls screamed in panic. It seemed like a hundred beachgoers were screaming in panic.




She went silvery and dove down alongside his left leg. She had to use her tk to punch the sand out of the way instead of pulling the guy upward, which was going to be desperately mega-bad if this didn’t work.




She rammed into something slimy, and she hit it with a massive blast of electricity. It writhed like she was on a bucking bronco, and then it disappeared downward into the deep sand.




She slid up the guy’s side until she was out of the sand, and then she went normal again. The guy was still yelling for help. The guy’s friend was still trying to pull him out. The girls were still standing there panicking.




Was it wrong that Alex was wishing those girls were more like Azure Crush and less like Libby?




Alex stood on the sand and heaved with all of her tk. The guy slid upward until he fell back onto his pal, who was still pulling for all he was worth.




The girls really started shrieking when they saw his feet. Something had shredded the insides of the guy’s feet until the bones were showing. And even the bones looked chewed on. Crud! And if Azure Crush wasn’t bulletproof, this would have happened to her feet too. A tongue with spikes on it. Eww. A radula was a nasty thing.




The guy’s friend was saying, “Hang on Carter, we’ll get you to the hospital…” He looked up at her, “Thanks. You saved him. I don’t know what the hell you did, but you saved his ass.”




Alex finally realized that everything had been going on around her while she was trying to save ‘Carter.’ Panicked people were screaming and fleeing the beach. Police cars with flashing lights were blaring warnings for people to get off the beach. An ambulance was pulling up alongside the police cars.




Alex told the guy, “Let me get him over to the ambulance right now, and I want all of you to run as fast as you can for those police cars.” She grabbed ‘Carter,’ went silvery, and puddled as fast as she could to the ambulance before puddling up into the back of the thing and laying him out in a gurney.




Then she went silvery again and flew back to the three teens still sprinting across the sand toward safety. As soon as one of the girls fell over, Alex swooped down, pulled her into the silvery morph, and puddled her to safety. She figured she really should have had them stand still, and then she could have flown back to pull all of them into her morph to puddle them to safety. Even if she didn’t think the two panicky girls would hold still for anywhere near that long.




Alex made sure the two girls were looked at by the police, while the ambulance rushed ‘Carter’ off to the emergency room.




“Terawatt to Miller. We almost lost another beachgoer. This thing’s missed out on two meals in the last hour, and it’s likely to be getting even hungrier.”




“Miller to Tera. Good work. Interface with the LEOs and then get back here.”




“Roger that.”




Alex took a look at the police. There were four officers in uniforms and two guys in suits. The black plainclothes guy looked sharp and was dressed nicely enough to be a businessman going to a meeting. But the white plainclothes guy was shorter and fatter and older and looked like he got his suits at Goodwill, because that one sure didn’t fit him at all. And he was stuffing his face with a sandwich from a little wooden food stand set up by the sidewalk.




Which reminded Alex. She was now really hungry, and had a headache. She was going to need to eat really soon. The fish sandwich the guy was wolfing down would have looked really appetizing if the guy wasn’t shoving it into his mouth like a pig. What did his mom say when he went home to visit and she cooked dinner and he ate like that at the table?




She floated over to hover a foot or so off the ground in front of the two plainclothes policemen. “Officers, I believe that the two young women may be shocky, and possibly less than coherent. The young man is the only reason I had enough time to save their friend. He’ll probably be better interview material.”




The chubby white guy shook his head and took another messy bite of sandwich. In a heavy accent, he said, “Crap like this never happened back in Chicago.”




Oh! Right! The guy Lieutenant Lupo talked about. She said, “Unfortunately, stuff like this never happened anywhere before a year or two ago. Something similar will probably happen in Chicago before long.”




“Great, there go my retirement plans.”




The clean-cut one smiled and put out his hand in a handshake. “Terawatt, thanks for saving that kid. I’m Lieutenant Piantadosi, and this is Sergeant Royko. Can you tell us what we’re dealing with?”




She explained, “The chemical runoff from the Boyle Biochemical fire three months ago trickled out through the outflow pipe you have on the other side of that pier back there.” She pointed northward. “It mutated one of your mollusks. We have reason to believe that we’re looking at what was once a clam or snail, and is now a giant, man-eating monster.”




The chubby sergeant snarked, “So, if this is ‘Tremors,’ I wanna be Burt.”




The spiffy lieutenant rolled his eyes at that and asked, “What can we do to help, besides keep people off the beaches? Is anyone at risk up here at street level or out in the harbor?”




She said, “Captain Miller of the DHS is just on the other side of the pier up there, and can answer all of your questions. But for right now, we just need to keep people off that sand.”




The chubby sergeant said, “I know a few perps I wouldn’t mind chasin’ out onto that sand.”




The spiffy lieutenant said, “That’s probably what happened to Diablo’s drug gang. They liked late night meets under the piers.”




The chubby sergeant complained, “Great, all we need is a giant monster that’s coked up too.”




The lieutenant said, “Just don’t start up again telling me it would never happen in Chicago.”




Alex said, “I’m sorry gentlemen, but I need to meet up with the DHS now. If you move north of the pier, you’ll find me there. If there’s anything else I can do, let me know.”




The chubby, old sergeant looked her up and down, and realized she’d caught him ogling her. He finally said, “Umm, never mind.”




Eww. She lifted off into the air and detoured over the beach to look for more people, just in case. Then she flew under the pier on her way back to Graham’s position. Even in the heavy shadows under the pier, she could see more of those sand-suck circles.




She landed beside Graham, who was watching Lieutenant Lupo fit an orange life jacket on Azure Crush, who was still wearing nothing but that little white bikini. There was a steel cable running from the back of the lifejacket, and going right to a big winch mounted on the front of one Humvee. Lieutenant Marshall was talking to three guys beside a panel truck that had a big USC logo on the side. Lieutenant Bailey was in the second Humvee, typing away on a computer while talking on a headset that wasn’t on their command frequency. Sergeant Carlson was setting out weaponry and tactical vests.




Graham looked at the police cars driving by, and told her, “Good work on that rescue.” He turned his head. “Bailey?”




“Already going viral on YouTube and half a dozen other social media sites. At least six different people got it on cellphones or videocameras. CNN’s running with it right now. We’re going to be deluged with reporters in a matter of minutes.”




Alex groaned, “Oh great. Can I get something to eat before reporters show up and watch me stuffing my face?”




Graham smiled and pointed, “The cooler and the warming box in Hummer Two.”




She flew over and hopped into the back seat of the Humvee. Somebody was thinking about her, because there were a couple dozen fast food sandwiches that were piping hot and really chock full of calories. She had a fried chicken sandwich with bacon and ranch dressing and swiss cheese, then a couple bacon double cheeseburgers. She washed that down with a diet coke and a couple Haagen-Dazs ice cream bars out of the cooler.




Lieutenant Bailey looked over from his computer screen and asked, “Why do you eat five thousand calories and then have a diet coke?”




“I like diet coke. It just tastes better,” she defended herself. “Well, I think so. And I like the bubbliness.”




He shrugged, “I’m not knocking it, I was just curious. I mean, I like Mountain Dew Baja Blast, even if it’s really hard to find anywhere.”




She’d tried Baja Blast and Code Red, and she didn’t really like either one. Regular Mountain Dew was just barely okay. She didn’t really think Baja Blast went that great with the food at Taco Bell anyway, but it was better than those solid blue drinks that were raspberry. And anyway, blue stuff should taste blue, not raspberry. Blue raspberry was just weird, even if everyone said it was the ‘in’ color for raspberry flavoring. No, raspberries should be a beautiful red. Well, that was what she thought. And anyway, she was sure her dad or Annie could make a perfect raspberry flavoring that was the right color, if they really tried.




Her tPhone went off. She should have known Willow would pick this up off the news and the internet. “Terawatt here.”




Acid Burn worried, “Are you okay? You’re all over the trending, and they’re showing clips of your rescue on MSNBC and FOX and CNN, and what the heck is that thing?”




Alex said, “Well, you were right. There’s a mutated monster eating anything that walks on the sand.”




“So it’s sorta like a great big antlion?”




Alex told her, “Lieutenant Marshall thinks it’s a mutated clam or slug.”




“Eww! How much slug poison do you have to drop on a giant slug big enough to swallow people?”




Alex shrugged, “I dunno. Lieutenant Marshall’s trying to work that one out. The EPA’s probably not gonna be happy with us if we poison all of the L.A. Basin to get this thing. And Azure Crush is helping out, but she wants to go harpoon it.”




“Is she gonna change her name to Ahab? Thar she blows, cap’n! It’s the white whale!”




Alex said, “Graham already did the ‘Moby Dick’ joke.”




“Oh poo. What about a ‘Tremors’ joke? ‘Dune’?”




Alex groaned, “Please, all we need is a giant sand-thing a mile long.”




“Sorry. Oh! Oh! New clip uploaded! This one’s really clear, somebody’s got really good focus for someone running like hell away from the scene. And there’s a bunch of stills up on Tumblr and Instagram and like that. You look really heroic.”




Alex quietly admitted to her friend, “I was afraid I wasn’t gonna be able to save that guy.”




Willow bubbled encouragingly, “But you did, and who else in the whole world could’ve saved him and not got eaten too? Really?”




Graham’s voice cut into the chat. “Terawatt? We have reporters inbound, and they’re going to want to talk to you.”




“Ugh, gotta go,” Alex sighed. She popped open the door of the Humvee and flew out.




Ooh, Graham wasn’t kidding. There were reporters and cameramen from all the local network affiliates, which in Los Angeles meant big-time reporters. Plus CNN and Fox News and a whole bunch of others. AP, UPI… Wait, Reuters? Reuters had an office in Los Angeles? She needed to know stuff like that.




Alex went to her earjack. “Tera to Miller. What do I say about the thing?”




“The truth. Down to the giant mutant mollusk part. We’re likely to have a dead monster lying on this beach sometime in the next couple days, so I don’t see how lying now will help anyone.”




“Terawatt! Terawatt! Can we have a few minutes of your time?”




Alex sighed inwardly, put a fake smile on her face, and flew toward the reporters and cameras. “You may have a few minutes, but as soon as our gear is ready, I am going to be needed on the beach.” She pointed at a pristinely made-up woman in an expensive suit and a pair of really cool Jimmy Choos that Alex knew she couldn’t afford. “Let’s do one question per person please, starting with you.”




“What can you tell us about this crisis and how you are involved?”




Alex sort-of-fibbed just a tad. “Yesterday, a very odd police report was filed here, and it flagged in the computers of the Department of Homeland Security. The designated agency found a host of very odd-looking occurrences all centered on this beach and this timeframe. Since Boyle Biochemical burned down three months ago, with possible toxic or mutagenic runoff into the city storm drains which empty out right here there has been a drop in the local homeless population, a drop in the stray animal population, and a drop in illegal nighttime activities on the beach. That went with a sharp increase in missing persons reports centered right here. They then contacted the local authorities and gained permission to study the problem. The HWAAA of the DHS asked me to assist, because they were concerned that it might fall into my bailiwick. It appears that they were right.”




“What is the supervillainess Azure Crush doing working with the federal government out there? Isn’t she your arch-enemy?”




Alex said, “Azure Crush may have fought me — once — but she is not my arch-enemy, or even any kind of enemy. She is currently in protective custody. She came out here to see if we were snooping into her personal activities. When she walked out onto the beach, she was very nearly this creature’s next victim. When she found out that this thing might be eating homeless people, she was extremely concerned, and insisted on helping the government’s efforts.” Maybe that was putting it nicely, but Alex didn’t see why she needed to be mean about it.




“Exactly what are you dealing with here?”




Alex explained, “Based on tissue samples we recovered when we rescued Azure Crush, a government scientist has deduced that we’re dealing with a giant, mutated invertebrate. A mollusk of some kind. Think of it as a giant, man-eating clam or slug. Or, at least, it was once something like that, before it was exposed to massive doses of mutagenic chemicals.”




“How are you going to deal with this monster?”




Alex said, “Azure Crush and I are going to go ‘fishing’ on the beach and see if we can catch it. Meanwhile, HWAAA scientists are consulting with the EPA and invertebrate biologists to try to come up with a safe chemical they can spray all over the beach that will incapacitate or kill this thing before we have more loss of life.” She put her finger to her earjack and tilted her head, then she lied, “I’m sorry, but I have no more time for questions right now. Please stay behind the police cordon where it will be safer.”




She flew thirty feet up into the air and soared over to where Lieutenant Lupo and Azure Crush were waiting.




Azure Crush growled, “What did those bloodsucking fuckheads want?”




Alex warned her, “They’re probably going to have parabolic mikes on us, so you might want to watch what you say.”




Az shrugged like she couldn’t care less. “You ready to go dig up a clam?”




Alex said, “I’m willing to give this a try.”




Lieutenant Lupo told them, “All right. I’ll be at the winch, listening on the comms. If either of you says the word ‘rescue’ I’ll engage the winch and pull Azure Crush free.”




Az fiddled with the earjack in her right ear and complained, “Wearing one of these makes me feel like I’m a secretary.”




Lieutenant Lupo smiled, “The world’s most dangerous secretaries. Tonight on FOX.”




Az cracked a smile, “Good one.” She frowned at the beach, “Let’s go hunting.” She picked up a fifteen foot metal pole with a spool of heavy cable hanging on one end. Alex used her tk to unspool the cable so she could hold one end in her hand and Az could have easy use of the pole.




A voice came over her earjack. “Miller to team. We’ve got two Tanker 910’s coming in from different directions. That means we’ve got two modified DC-10’s, each with about twelve thousand gallons of doped water, and they’re going to water-drop one after the other from both ends of our stretch of beach toward the middle, to pen this thing in and poison it. Marshall assures me that what they’ve added to the water won’t hurt mammals, but will nail every mollusk on this stretch of beach for months to come. When I give you the signal, you’ll have thirty seconds to get off the beach or get bombarded.”




“Roger that,” Alex said.




Lieutenant Marshall contributed over the comms, “The chemical should only have effects on Mollusca nervous systems, so the thing will have trouble sensing. And controlling its movements. But it’s going to wipe out the clam population on this whole stretch of beach.”




Az growled, “Fine. Like I care. Let’s do this thing.” She stomped out onto the sand and headed as if she wanted to get to the ocean waves.




Alex flew twenty feet above her, letting the cable dangle limply in case Az got pulled down a couple feet. The last thing Alex wanted was to have the cable yanked out of her hand before she could shock the creature and get Azure Crush loose.




Az stomped hard on the sand, punching at least half a foot down with every step. “How long you think we got?”




Alex flew overhead, looking for any signs of movement under the sand. “No idea. But when Captain Miller says to head for the cars, run. Okay?”




Az took another couple steps. “What do you care? You can jet over there in like a second.”




Alex explained, “They said this chemical is safe on humans. That doesn’t mean it’s safe on humans who have been mutated by GC-161. Like you.” She didn’t mention herself, because she figured one of the news teams probably had parabolic mikes on her and Azure Crush by now.




Az stopped to think it over, and she swore. “Oh fuck.”




“Oh fuck!” Az suddenly dropped two feet into the sand.




Miller’s voice came over the earjacks. “Thirty seconds.”




“Fuck and a half!” Az swore. She raised her pole and slammed it down with both hands. It sank six feet into the sand.




“Clear!” Alex yelled, and Az yanked her hands away. Alex hurled a massive electrical charge into the cable.




The sand lurched, and then boiled upward. Azure Crush was thrown thirty feet through the air.




It erupted out of the sand. It was a cylinder two or three feet across and fifteen feet high, with a ‘mouth’ at its top that opened up like a huge, hungry lilypad. The pole was still embedded in the open ‘mouth,’ so Alex gave it another massive jolt. It convulsed uncontrollably.







Lieutenant Hank Marshall glanced at the geologists sitting looking at their monitors. He knew Frank from grad school, even though they hadn’t been in the same department. Frank’s friends Dean and Doug had planted half a dozen packages along the edge of the beachfront. Each package had a ruggedized seismometer hooked up to a cellphone and an extra battery. The cellphones provided GPS information and timestamps, plus they sent the signals as regular data streams, so the system only needed a couple phones and computers on this end to download the info and integrate it. The signals came in to the computers at the speed of light, but seismic waves were far slower than that, moving within an order of magnitude of the speed of sound in air. The computer could pinpoint the epicenter of the seismic waves just by putting together the times that the waves got to the different seismometers.




Frank said, “Yup, here we go, we got that sucker right in the middle of the sector.”




Dean disagreed, “No, it’s down in the south end.”




Doug pointed at his screen and insisted, “Unh-uh, I can trace it on the north end.”




Dean froze. “Oh shit. I got two epicenters in the south part.”




Doug choked, “I… I think I have three.”




Frank grinned, “Usul, we have wormsign the likes of which even God has never seen!” He looked at the dead silence all around him. “What? It’s a great line!”







Alex hit the thing with another jolt, and it tried pulling itself back into the sand.




She looked around, and choked when she saw what was coming her way. Two jets flying toward her dumping thousands of gallons of water as they flew, and down on the ground, heaving tracks coming from both directions in the sand. She yelled into her earjack, “Rescue!” Then she darted for the Humvees.







Az scrambled to her feet. The thing was big, and she had no idea how much of it was still under the ground. What she wanted to do was take another fifteen foot pole and punch it through the thing’s neck like a sewing needle through an earlobe. Let the fuckhead try and get away with something like that holding it in place.




“Rescue!”




Why the hell was Terawatt yelling that over the ear-things? They were doing great, and she didn’t think the water from the jets would do more than get her wet. But…




She was suddenly yanked off her feet and dragged backward at maybe thirty miles an hour.




Fuck, she was gonna have so much sand in her bikini bottom…







Jo Lupo slammed the winch into high gear. The jets were dumping their loads on the sand, and she had no idea if that shit might have any effect on a GC-161 case like Azure Crush. Or Terawatt.




She slapped the control, and the winch stopped with Azure Crush maybe ten feet from getting dragged across the asphalt at the edge of the beach.




Marshall’s voice blared in her earjack. “Marshall here. We don’t have one target. We’ve got at least SIX.”




“Terawatt to team. And they’re incoming.”




“Miller to team. Saddle up. Heavy loads. Carlson, dole ’em out.”




She’d been hoping for a piece of this. It looked like she was going to get one.




119. Clambake



Alex ducked into one of the Humvees as the planes bombed the beach with water. And whatever was in the water. She really didn’t want that stuff on her if it might do something weird to her, because plenty of biochemicals had done freaky stuff to her body over the last five years. And her mom’s curry that one time? That was the least of it.




She heard Lieutenant Marshall’s announcement, so she chipped in, “Terawatt to team. And they’re incoming.”




Graham snapped, “Miller to team. Saddle up. Heavy loads. Carlson, dole ’em out.”




Alex watched as Lieutenant Lupo sprinted from the winch on one Humvee to where Sergeant Carlson had weaponry in the other Hummer. Someone wanted to shoot some stuff. It looked like Lieutenant Lupo had her tac vest on and her M203 ready before anybody else got to Sergeant Carlson.




Alex flew out of the Humvee and used her tk to toss the right tac vests to Graham’s other team members. Then she flew over to Azure Crush, who had her bikini bottom down around her ankles and was brushing sand out of places you should not be brushing in the middle of a busy parking lot.




Azure Crush looked over at her and snarled, “I got dragged backward a couple hundred feet. What’d you think would happen?”




Alex managed, “At least you didn’t get scraped raw. But you’re showing your butt to a bunch of camera crews.”




“B.F.D. I already showed everything I got to a camera, from a lot closer up, while I was in stupid-ass poses that guys think are sexy.” Az looked over at Lieutenant Lupo in her tac vest and web belt, and carrying that gun. “I guess someone else wants to put the hurt on these fuckers.” She yanked her bikini bottom back up, stomped over to a big metal sign telling people what they shouldn’t do on the beach, and ripped a steel strip off each side of the sign. She waved them through the air like swords and said, “Let’s rock and roll.”




Then she did the worst thing she could do. She ran right out onto the beach.




“Miller to Crush! Miller to Crush! Return at once! You’re in our lines of fire!”




“Tera to Az. Please get back here, they can’t shoot their grenades.”




But Azure Crush just headed straight at the one monster that was still sticking up from the sand. And there was a big bulge of sand on Az’s right that was headed straight for where she was going.




Alex didn’t know what to do, but she knew she had to do something.




So she leapt up into the air and tried something crazy. She only had maybe a hundred pounds of tk to spare, but she slapped the sand right beside the big bulge. She slapped down like someone running across the sand three or four steps and then just standing still.




The bulge whirled away from Az and came up underneath the last spot Alex slapped. The mouth broke the surface and tried to close in on whatever had smacked the sand.




There was a pawmp noise behind Alex, and a grenade landed right in the thing’s mouth. Alex darted away as fast as she could go, and the grenade exploded, blowing the thing’s mouth off. Alex glanced back to see Lieutenant Lupo hastily reloading.




Az didn’t stop. She dashed up to the still-protruding stalk and slashed with the torn metal like it was a machete. The raw power behind her strike sliced through the monster like it was made of jello. Horrible gray slime spewed everywhere, but Az ignored it and slashed on the other side with the metal in her other hand.




More gray slime flew, but the extended ‘neck’ toppled over away from Az, leaving only a small fraction of the neck still attached. Az slashed once more, severing the last chunk of monster, and the mouth-part crashed to the beach.




“Miller to Az. Behind you!”




Az leapt onto the severed chunk, which was maybe ten times bigger than she was. A sandpit opened where she had been standing, and something huge writhed under the sand there.




Az stood on top of the severed ‘neck’ and glared at the writhing thing under the sand. “Who wants some? Who wants some? Come and get it, bitch!”




“Marshall to team. They’re reacting to the chemical in the spray, but they’re huge. It won’t stop them for hours, and it may take a couple weeks before they starve to death.”




Alex used her tk some more, slapping the sand around each of the bulges she could see. The first creature that rose up out of the sand even a little got a big electrical zap in the face, plus about a hundred rounds of rifle and machine gun ammo from Graham’s team.




Alex spotted the next monster before it broke the surface, because she saw the ‘no double parking’ sign jut up from the sand several feet ahead of the thing’s mouth. Eww, it still had that signpole stuck in it!




Az spotted it too. “Hey! That’s the fuck that tried to eat me!”




Alex used her tk to smack the sand right in front of the sign, and the thing lurched upward. With a ferocious yell, Az charged right at it.




But there was another roar from behind Alex, and the thing moved toward that instead. Alex glanced behind her and saw that the roar was coming from one of the Humvees, which Graham was driving. Lupo and Carlson were on top of it, and shooting at anything that moved up out of the sand. The other Humvee had pulled twenty feet onto the sand. Bailey and Marshall were scrambling out of its front seat to get on top of the Hummer with their weapons.




Alex flew down and hit the ‘no double parking’ sign with a massive jolt of lightning. The thing writhed angrily and lurched upward until its grasping mouth was a dozen feet above the sand.




That turned out to be the worst thing it could have done, since Az was armed and dangerous. She slashed through its ‘neck,’ ignoring the spray of grayish slime, and she danced around to its other side. She slashed through its neck again, and the entire upper part collapsed. She wasn’t quick enough to get out of the way as it fell right on top of her.




Alex would have been really worried about anyone else getting clobbered like that, but she figured all it would do to Azure Crush was stain her bikini.




Something huge rocked the now-decapitated monster, and the biggest thing yet burst out of the sand. It had to be four feet thick and over twenty feet high, with a mouth that opened into a flat shape like a vicious lilypad ringed with teeth. The mouth had to be twelve feet across.




“Lupo to Tera. Get out of shrapnel range.”




“Miller to Crush. Stay under that cover.”




Alex flew straight up and backward. She went silvery at the same time, because she’d seen — and felt — how far grenade shrapnel went.




Three grenades hit the thing, one of them right in the center of the mouth and one just off-center. Two long bursts of bullets chewed into the thing’s neck.




The grenades went off, turning the enormous ‘mouth’ into shreds and slinging hot shrapnel everywhere. Chunks of the monster hit the sand before the upright ‘neck’ started to topple.




Two of the big chunks that landed on the sand got sucked down in more sandpits.




“Marshall to team. I think the chemical is already having a big effect. They seem unable to maintain usual hunting methods, so they may not be able to sense when they get near the surface anymore, or they may be losing the ability to tell which way is up.”




“Miller. Good, because they’re a lot easier to blast apart if they come up like this.”




Alex figured out what Graham meant as soon as he gunned the engine on the Humvee and rocked it forward a couple feet, then backward. Alex said into the comms, “Tera to Miller. Cut your engine.”




As Graham turned off the engine, Alex slapped the sand with her tk in a string of circles running forward from the Humvee and off to Graham’s left. Then she picked a spot about fifty feet from the Humvee and slapped the sand there over and over, like someone running in place.




Another huge creature erupted up from the sand, bursting a good fifteen feet into the air. Alex hit it with a huge lightning bolt, just as four different weapons ripped the neck apart. And as it started to topple over, Az came running in waving the chunk that had fallen on her like it was a flail. “Take that, ya fuck! And that!” She beat the toppling thing until it was down and unmoving.




“Miller to Crush. Miller to Crush. Move onto a Humvee.”




Az didn’t. But she was completely covered in gray monster slime, so maybe she wasn’t getting the message.




Alex flew down and yelled, “AZ! Move!”




Az looked up and snapped, “What? I can’t hear you. I’ve got clam snot all over me and I lost that stupid ear-thing when that piece of shit fell on me.”




“Move!” Alex pointed several times toward the Humvees, but Azure Crush didn’t take the hint.




No, Az just wiped gray slime off her face with one hand while holding a metal strip in her other. She was still looking to kill something. Alex really hoped Az wasn’t secretly trying to get herself killed.




And there was another big thing tunneling through the sand right at Az’s feet. Alex slapped the sand in front of Az and then made a bunch of slaps running away from where Az was standing. The thing came up right underneath the last slap and erupted out of the sand. The mouth was open enough that one edge came up beside Az and knocked her over.




It was too close to the Humvee for anyone to use a grenade launcher, but that didn’t stop them from opening fire with their machine guns. Lieutenant Lupo and Sergeant Carlson coordinated their efforts and cut a line of massive bulletholes right across the thing’s neck. Alex was high enough and far enough back that she could see a lot of the bullets were ripping their way out the other side of the creature’s neck, tearing massive holes as they went.




Another raised tunnel chewed its way through the sand, telling everyone that yet another of the things was coming. “Lupo to Tera. Heads up.”




Alex looked over, and Lieutenant Lupo hurled a grenade her way. The pin was still in it, and the handle was still in place. Alex grabbed it with her tk and pulled the pin while it was still fifty feet away. As soon as the mouth punched most of the way out of the sand and then opened up, Alex let go of the handle and telekinetically shoved the grenade down its throat. Way down its throat.




“Tera to team. Fire in the hole!”




She flew up and backward, away from the blast zone. The grenade went off while it was still under the sand. The blast hurled chunks of monster and gallons of monster slime everywhere.




“Cease fire!” Graham commanded.




After all the gunfire and the explosions, the silence was weird. Could silence make your ears hurt? It sort of felt like that.




Her earjack crackled. “Miller to team. Any sign of more threats?”




“Terawatt to Miller. I don’t see anything. Azure Crush has lost comms, so don’t bother trying to tell her anything.”




“Marshall to Miller. I think we need to check with the geologists.”




“Miller. Do it.”




Alex flew around the battlefield. There were seven massive things that might not even be totally dead yet, plus who knew how many other monsters. But nothing else was stirring, at least near the surface.




“Marshall to Miller. Frank says they’re picking up something much smaller. Maybe one in the north section and one in the south section, but definitely smaller than these guys. And even after we get those things, we’re still going to have to monitor this beach for new mutations, or even eggs from these things.”




“Miller. I’m sure the city of Santa Monica will be thrilled to lose a thousand yards of primo beach for long enough to satisfy the EPA Superfund people.”




“Lupo to Miller. Give ’em the opportunity to turn it into a ‘giant monster’ tourist attraction.”




Eww. That would probably even be a huge draw. Go to Disneyland, then go look at the giant monster remains and stare at a beach that might have a real monster lurking under it.




“Terawatt to Miller. Are there any hazardous waste abatement companies that can clean up this beach and also guard against giant man-eating clam-things?”




“Bailey to team. Acid Burn just sent me another message. She’s already designed a remote controlled anti-clam weapon.”




“You’re shitting me. Sir.”




“Bailey. Absolutely not. It’s a remotely controlled dumptruck toy, only the signal to operate the hydraulics to empty the truck bed is used to fire four pounds of C-4 if something swallows the truck. Acid Burn’s got a cost estimate of $169 for the remote controlled truck and the control and the batteries, not counting the C-4 and blasting caps we supply, and she’s got an estimate of 25 minutes to make the necessary alterations. We can have the people who man the police cordon running a couple of these by this evening.”




“Carlson to Miller. Only problem I see is we’ll have guys fighting over who gets to drive the explosive truck around.”




“Lupo to Miller. We should sell tickets to operate the things. A remote control toy truck that you drive around so you might get to blow up real monsters? This is going to be more popular than Knott’s Berry Farm.”




“Bailey. Another message from Acid Burn. She found a toy store in Santa Monica about six blocks north of here, right up the beach, that has five in stock and she’s already reserved them on-line.”




“Miller. That’s more C-4 than we’re carrying, but I’ll grab our supply and the blasting caps. Walter will know where the closest supply is for more.”




“Carlson to Miller. Probably Army Corps of Engineers has a couple groups in L.A. County.”




“Terawatt to Miller. If you can get someone to come up with the explosives, I can fly over and pick them up a lot faster than anyone can drive there in L.A. traffic.”




“Miller to team. Bailey, you’re on acquiring the dumptrucks. Carlson can help you with the modifications. Marshall, work with your geologists so we can track any additional threats under that sand. Lupo, you contact Walter and have him find someone who will give us the C-4 and blasting caps. Tera, help Azure Crush get cleaned up. I’ll try and keep the press behind the police cordon and out of everyone’s hair.”




Alex figured Graham was taking the totally worst job for himself, and she realized that was just what Jack would do… unless it was paperwork. She remembered it said in her dad’s management book that a good leader stands up for his staff and doesn’t let them get stuck with bad jobs he should be doing.




She flew down to where Az was walking onto the asphalt and wiping grayish slime off her. And boy, were a lot of guys trying to get pictures of that. Az was covered in gross clam slime! How was that supposed to be sexy? Guys were so freaky sometimes.




Az stomped over to a fire hydrant and easily unscrewed the cap and turned on the water with her bare fingers. Then she scrubbed slime off while the water poured all over her. It looked like the slime didn’t want to come off.




Alex flew over to a grocery store where two guys in store uniforms were standing there ogling Az. “Excuse me, gentlemen. Would either of you like to help? If you could take a couple bars of soap over to Azure Crush, and maybe a loofah or a scrub brush? I’m sure she’d thank you.”




The two guys pretty much got into a fight as both of them dashed back into the store to try and be the first one to get some soap and a scrubbie over to Az. The taller guy even tripped the other guy, and then ran right into the gush of water to take stuff to Az. He got soaking wet, but Az smiled at him, and he acted like that was a great tradeoff.




Most guys were totally weird. And horny. At least Graham was a good guy, because Alex was sure Didi would have totally put out for him if he had just smiled at her and said ‘yeah’.




Okay, she was pretty sure that Didi would put out for anyone good-looking if they said ‘yeah.’ Or ‘I guess so.’ Or ‘I don’t know.’ Alex was so not going to introduce Didi to Willow.




Meanwhile, the sopping-wet store guy was back. With a big bottle of shampoo for Az, which she really needed after getting covered in clam slime. Az probably needed a really good conditioner, too.




By then, the team had heard back from Walter, and Lieutenant Bailey had GPS coordinates for a building on an army base way east of them that had an Army Corps of Engineers group who would let them walk off with twenty pounds of C-4 and a couple dozen blasting caps. Alex wasn’t too comfortable with the level of inter-agency cooperation that would just let some masked superheroine fly in and pick up stuff like this for the SRI. Or the HWAAA. Or the DHS. Whichever.




It took Alex over twenty minutes to fly across the city to the base she was supposed to go to. Given the traffic on the interstates she flew over, she was guessing it would have taken a couple hours for someone to drive over there.




She checked her tPhone, which was showing a little detail map from Lieutenant Bailey so she could tell what building at the base she needed to go to, and which door on the building.




There was a guy in a uniform waiting for her outside the door and watching her fly in. She glanced at the message from Lieutenant Bailey that said who she was supposed to meet. So when she landed, she asked, “Are you Sergeant Collins?”




He looked at her and said, “Yes ma’am. Can I see some ID?”




Okay, she thought it was probably a good idea to be really careful when people were trying to walk off with pounds of plastic explosives, but did that question really make any sense?




She said, “If there is someone who can fake flying into your base as Terawatt, then I really doubt she would have any trouble faking an ID too.”




He frowned at that, like no one had ever said ‘no’ before. So she said, “I’m sorry, but you watched me fly in here, and the DHS just called and told you I was coming. That’s as much ID as you’re allowed to see.” Because there was no way she was signing her name or leaving a fingerprint or anything that might ever get traced back to Alex Mack.




He insisted, “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I’m not allowed to just hand out high explosive to anyone who shows up. I need some ID.”




She sighed, “Fine.” Then she pulled out her tPhone and called Walter. On speakerphone.




“HWAAA headquarters, Sergeant Harriman speaking.”




She looked at the guy and said, “Hi Walter, it’s Terawatt. The Army Corps of Engineers guy won’t give me the C-4 and blasting caps. Can you connect me to General Hammond? Or the DHS Secretary? Or the President?”




Walter played along, “I may be able to get General Hammond. If I can’t get him, I’ll see if I can get the Army’s Chief Engineer.”




Alex watched as the guy gulped. She figured that meant the ‘chief engineer’ had to be the head guy of the whole Army Corps of Engineers.




Jack came on the line. “Hey Tera, I hear you’re having trouble.”




“Colonel O’Neill. Sergeant Collins here doesn’t have an ID from me, so he won’t release the C-4 we need.”




Jack asked, “Is this on speakerphone?”




“Yes.”




“Good.” Jack then blared, “Sergeant! This is official DHS business for which you have already received electronic confirmation. And you are looking at the only flying superheroine on the planet, so that has to count as ID no matter what! You can either give her the goddamn H.E. right this second, or you can expect to get busted down to private third class in the next thirty minutes! Do you read me, soldier?”




“Y-yes sir. B-but what do I put on the forms?”




Jack snapped, “Just what you got electronically. This is an emergency request from the DHS. You just write down ‘Captain Graham Miller, DHS’ with the code numbers like you’re supposed to, and you give Terawatt the gear. Then you go find your immediate superior and tell him that’s all you were allowed to get, and if he needs more, to call Sergeant Walter Harriman, DHS, right now.” And he gave the guy Walter’s phone number.




“Y-yes sir.”




“I can’t hear you, soldier!”




“Yes sir, Colonel sir!”




By the time Jack hung up, Alex was kind of surprised there wasn’t a big wet spot in the guy’s pants.




Alex told the guy, “I’m sorry to have to do it this way, but we have a major crisis in Santa Monica which is already all over the news. Just go in and turn on a tv or a radio to news coverage, and you’ll see what I’m talking about.”




The guy still didn’t want to let the explosives go, but he was pretty intimidated by Jack. She took the cases with the C-4, and the plastic case with the blasting caps. Then she thanked the guy, moved the blasting caps thirty feet away from the C-4, and took off into the sky with her deadly explosive packages following behind her.




A little over twenty minutes later, she landed beside the SRI Humvees. There was now a cordon of National Guard guys blocking off the beach. The newspeople were as close as the military cordon would let them get. She could see a couple camera guys up on top of some of the overlooking buildings, and she had flown over half a dozen reporters talking into cameras for reports back to their networks.




There were about a dozen reporters interviewing Azure Crush as she tried to get into Didi’s car to go home. Alex figured Az needed pretty much zero help getting into the car, but she might need some help when Didi wanted to drive away. So Alex was keeping an eye on things over there.




Lieutenant Bailey and Lieutenant Marshall took the explosives over to where Sergeant Carlson had a row of cute dumptruck toys set at the edge of the beach. Alex rose a few more feet into the air so she could watch them work and also make sure Didi was allowed to drive off. After the stuff with the claymore mines in Arizona and the reports Jack made her study, Alex knew more about explosives and blasting caps than a normal person, but definitely not enough to be an explosives expert.




Maybe she should fix that someday when she had time and Jack could arrange it.




Sergeant Carlson pressed each block of C-4 into the dumper of the dumptruck, and then used half a dozen strips of duct tape to make sure the thing was going to stay in place. Alex had seen the stupid radula on some of those monsters, so she thought it was a really good idea to make sure stuff couldn’t just get ripped loose. Then Lieutenant Bailey wired in two blasting caps for each truck, shoved the caps into the C-4, and carefully set the trucks on the beach.




Didi finally managed to get away by rolling down her window and jiggling her breasts at a couple camera guys who pretty much got paralyzed by boobs and moved out of her way. Alex really hoped there wasn’t a mind control woman running around loose doing that kind of thing.




Graham let Lieutenant Marshall and Lieutenant Bailey drive the trucks around first. It actually looked pretty fun, even if they had to be careful not to drive the things into any holes in the sand or any places that were all torn up from the battles against the giant clam-things. Alex figured that whatever was left creeping around under the sand was going to get hungry enough to try and eat the only things moving on the surface, and as soon as one of them swallowed a truck it was going to get blown to smithereens.




What were smithereens anyway? Could you have just one smithereen? She should remember to ask Willow.







Ray looked down the steep slope. Then he glanced over at Louis. “How did you talk me into doing this?”




Louis frowned and said, “Come on, I need your help. If there’s GC-161 contamination down in that creek, we need to find out. But I can’t risk going and telling the hazardous waste guys at the plant. If it gets out that the mud down there’s got GC-161 in it… Well, Marsha told pretty much everybody she fell in it. I can’t let her get hurt, and if people find out that mud’s contaminated, they’ll know about her. I screwed up so totally with Alex. I gotta protect Marsha.”




Ray groaned and adjusted his backpack. Louis was carrying the sampling gear, which really was just a fancy scoop with a box of disposable liners. And the GPS unit, so they could write the GPS coordinates on every vial. Ray’s backpack had a padded box that held up to fifty vials. Louis only wanted about one or two dozen samples, but this was what Alex’s dad had to loan to them.




They worked their way down from Louis’s car, through the steep parts, down to the creek. There still wasn’t any rain, so the thing was even drier than it was when Marsha and Louis fell in it. Louis had a little map off Google, and so they were going to walk the creek for a mile, take samples every two to five hundred feet, depending on how things looked, and then hike back up to the road. Then they’d have a mile walk that was mostly downhill back to Louis’s car.




Boy, the things you do for your friends.




And Alex’s dad was going to do the analyses, so no one had to know about the creek unless there was really something to deal with. Ray was figuring at least some part of the creek had to be contaminated, even if he didn’t see how any GC-161 would have gotten way over here. But maybe it was something small that they could handle themselves just by pouring antidote along the contaminated areas. Or something.




Ray stood on the bank and said, “Okay, let’s do this thing.”




Louis pulled out the sampling pole and put it together so he could reach fifteen feet out and operate the little scoop thing that would fill the liner. Then Louis would get the GPS readings. Ray would pull an empty vial, Louis would squeeze the liner’s contents into it, and write the coordinates on the vial with the special pen Alex’s dad gave them.




Things went pretty good for the first dozen samples. By then, they were maybe half a mile from their starting point. Ray hadn’t seen anything interesting. Well, he wasn’t counting the spot that looked like where Louis and Marsha had fallen in. Ray was kind of surprised that neither Louis nor Marsha had gotten really hurt, because that was a pretty long tumble.




Louis operated the scoop again. “Okay. Sample number… umm, fifteen?”




Ray nodded. “Yup. Here you go.” He fished another empty vial out and stepped forward with it.




The bank gave way under his weight, and he fell headfirst into the mud of the creek.




He pushed himself up out of the mud and spit stuff. Louis waded through the mud and peeled off his own shirt to give Ray something to wipe mud off with.




Ray wiped his face and complained, “We really should’ve brought towels or rags or something just in case this happened.”




Louis groaned, “Yeah. Because nothing ever goes wrong when I’m doing stuff. I’m an idiot.”




Ray wiped off his hands as well as he could. “Look, let’s wrap this up quick and just get the hell back to the car. I’ll open the backpack and let you get the vials out, since you still have clean hands.”




Louis nodded unhappily. “Sure. If you want. We could just head back to the car…”




Ray complained, “And have to do the rest with you some other day? Let’s just get this done.”




They got another hundred yards and two more samples before Ray sat down. “Louis, I’m not feeling so good.”




“What’s the matter?”




Ray said, “I don’t know. I just feel kind of weak, sort of…” A chill ran down his spine. “Sort of like when I drank that GC-161.” He looked at his hands.




Under the grime, his skin was starting to turn silvery.




He looked up at Louis. “Houston, we have a problem.”







Louis looked at Ray. Patches of Ray’s skin were doing that silvery morph that Alex did. And Ray had already told him how horribly that went for him that last time, down in Bakersfield.




Louis’s first reaction was blind panic. He shoved that down as hard as he could. “Ray! What do we do?”




Ray was staring at his hands and looking scared. “We gotta get to your car as fast as we can, and get to the Macks’ house. They’ve got some antidote hidden away. We call Dr. Mack on the way and have him meet us there, and we get me dosed.”




Louis thought it through, “Okay. If we run back the way we came, we can get to the spot we climbed down pretty quick, and we scramble up to my car. Then we peel out. If I get a speeding ticket, I get a ticket.”




Ray nodded, “Good enough. Let’s move.”




They got about a hundred yards before Ray collapsed.




Louis got an arm under Ray’s left arm and hauled him to his feet. “Come on, buddy, I’ve got you.”




Ray pulled off his backpack and groaned, “Louis, let go. I need you to not get pulled in, because I think I’m gonna mmm…”




Louis watched in horror as Ray and his clothes puddled down into a silvery blob. What the hell was he going to do now?




“Ray! Ray! Can you hear me?” That was stupid. Ray couldn’t talk. “Ray, if you can hear me, puddle to the left, then back.”




Ray puddled to the right and back. Oh wait, that was Ray’s left.




Louis tried to think. “Okay, we can still run down the creekbed. I mean, you can puddle and I’ll run. Then I’ll help you get up the hill.” He slung the backpack over his shoulders and ran as fast as he could along the edge of the creek. Ray puddled right down the middle, moving over the mud like it was a concrete road.




Louis tried not to think about how much his side hurt. Or his lungs. Or how dry his mouth felt. He just tried to keep up with Ray. There was no way he could run half a mile with this stuff on his back, but he had to try.







“Stop! Ray, stop!” He sagged to his knees, and the puddle that was Ray moved back toward him. He gasped, “This is it. We made it. Now we just… have to go… straight up the slope… to the car. Without me… having a… heart attack.”




The puddle moved up the slope. Okay, the puddle was having an easier time than he was. That had to be a good thing, because there was no way he could lug two hundred pounds of puddle up a steep incline. He was just barely dragging himself up the slope.




Louis gasped and scrambled and clawed his way up. He just kept telling himself he only had to get to the car. Then he could get Ray into the car and over to Alex’s. He wasn’t going to abandon the backpack of samples for Marsha, and he wasn’t going to abandon Ray. He was going to gut it out even if he killed himself.




His side was killing him when he scrambled up the last rise and saw his car, sitting there on the gravel roadside waiting for him. He would have said something smart, but he couldn’t catch his breath yet.




He pulled out his keys and staggered around to the driver’s side. He managed to gasp, “Ray? We’re screwed.”




Someone had driven by and spotted his car, and probably taken their anger about the Homecoming thing out on him. Sure, he’d enjoyed making Kelly’s life miserable after all the crap she’d dished out to him and everyone he knew over the years. Sure, he knew Kelly and her friends and their boyfriends were pissed at him. And he knew Donna and her friends and their boyfriends were pissed at him too. He’d expected someone would dump their milk on him some day at lunch, or hit him with a piece of pie.




He hadn’t expected someone would key his car and slash his tires. He was looking at two flats. He had one spare.




He pulled out his cellphone and checked. No bars. He tried calling anyway, and got… Nada. He couldn’t call for help. He couldn’t fix the flats. He couldn’t drive on two tires, especially on a road this twisty, so he couldn’t get Ray any help. And if what Ray had said was right, then Ray needed antidote pretty soon, before the stuff affected his DNA and the changes went permanent.




He had just doomed his best friend.




The Secret World (to the tune of “Part of Your World” from “The Little Mermaid”)





Wanted to be so exceptional,

Wanted to be, just to be the prom queen,

Getting all doused with that - what do you call it?

Oh - goop!





Coated in goop, you won’t get too far

’Specially when you’re glowing, melting

I’ve really stepped in the - what’s that word again?

Poop!





I can throw shocks, I can do more,

I can now slip right under a door,

This may sound dumb, this has become

Alex’s world





What would I give if I could live free of this villain?

What would I pay to spend a day only chillin’?

I’ve got to fight for what is right

Whether it’s day or night or evening,

Superheroes, no more zeroes,

To take a stand





I’m ready to do what I have to do,

Hit ’em with lightning and stop their scheming,

My colonel and my hacker — what’s her name?

Burn!





Now it’s my turn.

Now I can fly, fly and explore those skies way up high!

All land and sea,

It’s come to be…

Terawatt’s world.








120. Gamma Ray



Alex was finally on her way back home. Some Halloween. Ordinary people got a bucket full of yummy candy. She got a beach full of slimy monsters.




Once things had wrapped up at the beach, she’d had to do another press conference, this one alongside Lieutenant Lupo, and then she had flown again to that same air force base as last time to catch the chopper home.




Graham had told her that the more she flew over L.A., the more people just assumed she was doing all the flying on her own. That made her seem a lot more powerful, and it made people think she could be based hundreds, maybe thousands of miles from wherever she turned up next. It was part of Jack’s plan to further dissociate Terawatt from things like Paradise Valley and Alex Mack.




So she had a paper bag of burgers and sandwiches from Graham, and two more diet cokes. All she had to do was sit in the back of the helicopter and pig out while she got flown home.




And she needed to think about Azure Crush. Had Jo — no, Alex needed to stop calling her Jo — really turned over a new leaf, or had she just been the same angry girl, just pointing her anger at something nasty?




Boy, Az had really been angry at those clam-things. Alex wondered if there was a way to get Az to want to do the superhero thing, because Az would be pretty much like having one of Selina’s pals on hand. Maybe even Wonder Woman, not counting the magic rope and the magic bracelets and the fighting skills. And even less clothing than Wonder Woman, which Alex hadn’t really thought was possible. But a teeny bikini and no shoes beat a maillot and kneeboots for not-enough-clothing-ness. And Alex was pretty sure Wonder Woman would never in a jillion years drop her uniform and expose herself in front of a hundred cameras to brush sand out of places sand wasn’t supposed to be.




Alex would have liked to get Victor Cready on her side, but she was never going to ask him to do that. He had literally set himself on fire to try and save Paradise Valley and someone he didn’t even know named Alex Mack. She didn’t think she could really imagine how hard a decision that had to be, after he’d been in utter agony for four solid days. No, as far as Alex was concerned, Mr. Cready had earned his rest. Instead, she was going to find out when his sentencing or his first parole hearing was, and Terawatt was going to go speak for him. Maybe Jack had a role for someone with fighting experience like that. If not, surely there were good jobs at the Paradise Valley Chemical plant as a security guy. And working at the plant would mean he could always have antidote on hand, no matter what. Mr. Cready might like that.




But Alex figured she needed more superheroes out there, because those clam-things were just icky. And dangerous. And stuff like that could turn up anywhere, at any time, if you were downstream of some building cranking out weird biochemicals, or you happened to be where icky biochemicals got dumped a long time ago. She figured all those Russians who just dumped stuff in lakes and forests decades ago were really sorry now, when it was too late. She was glad Jack had three teams in Eastern Europe and Russia, because those people needed the help.




If only there were enough superheroes to have teams on call in Asia and Europe and everywhere. As it was, the United States had two superheroes on the East Coast and maybe one and a half on the West Coast. Alex wasn’t counting Azure Crush as a whole superhero yet, because she figured Az was just as likely to do something supervillain-y if the wrong person ticked her off again.




Alex wasn’t going to count Shar as a superhero until Shar was at least sixteen. Maybe older.




So now Alex had to get home, and then hide out for all day tomorrow, because she wasn’t supposed to be back from Corcoran College in just one day.




Well, she figured she could be ‘on travel’ for two days, and she’d just work on her homework and read out of her textbooks at home. And maybe she could get another section done in her computer course, because she was most of the way done. And Object Oriented Programming was making a lot more sense to her now that she was doing some of it. She was even getting some of the stuff Willow had been talking to the Bioware tech guys about.




She figured the worst problem would be Shar wanting to stay home because Alex got to.







Louis screeched into the Mack driveway. Literally.




Alex’s dad ran out and stared. “Louis! What happened to your tires?”




Louis looked around to make sure no one else was looking. Man, was he glad Alex’s dad had taken his phone call and rushed home to meet him, because Louis didn’t know how else to help Ray.




Okay, the coast was clear. He swung open his car door and let Ray puddle out to duck into Alex’s house. He sighed in exhaustion, “Someone slashed two of my tires, up on Carter Creek Road where there’s no cell reception. I couldn’t call for help. I couldn’t drive on two tires. I couldn’t hitchhike and just leave Ray like that. So I let the air out of my other tires and I drove on the rims all the way here.”




Alex’s dad led him through the house to the garage, where Ray the Puddle was waiting for them. Mr. Mack said, “It looks like you ruined an entire set of tires.”




Louis said, “Well, really just two. The other two were already wrecked. They must’ve used a freaking machete or something on the first two tires. And maybe I ruined my rims. But I can get new tires. I can’t get a new Ray.”




Alex’s dad bent down to get something out from under one of the workbenches, and he told Louis, “Good man.”




Louis blinked. He didn’t think he’d gotten any compliments from Alex’s parents before. Especially not after he nearly got them and Alex horribly killed by being a stupid loudmouthed jerk. He frowned, “I shouldn’t have taken Ray with me. There’s some GC-161 in that creek. There has to be, if it did this.”




Alex’s dad worried, “You could have been in serious trouble if you’d gone down there alone. You should have asked Alex to help.”




Alex’s dad came up with a small metal box that held… a water balloon?




Mr. Mack dumped the water balloon on Ray’s puddle, and Ray sort of spread out to get every drop of the liquid. Louis waited impatiently, and the puddle slowly pulled back together into something vaguely person-shaped.




It took a couple minutes, but the puddle slowly turned back to a silvery Ray, and then back to normal Ray. Who even still had his clothes on, even though Ray said he’d puddled right out of them in Danielle Atron’s cell down in Bakersfield.




Louis worried, “Is he okay?”




Mr. Mack sighed, “I have no idea.” He turned his head and asked, “Ray? Are you okay?”




Ray looked pretty much normal again, even if there was still some silvery tinge to some of his skin. He said, “I think so.” But he sounded a little like he was trying to gargle something. Louis didn’t think that was a good sign.




Louis winced, “Ray, I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think about you getting dosed. Again. I’m the worst friend ever.”




Ray sighed, “It’s okay. I didn’t think about it, either, and I’m the one who really needed to. I’m the one who should have.”




Alex’s dad frowned, “No, I’m the one who should have. When you asked to borrow that gear, I should have given you a grocery list full of warnings.” He said, “Ray, I want to take a blood sample right now, and see if you were exposed to the GC-161 for too long. I’m not too happy about maybe having yet another person who’s dependent on supplies of antidote for the rest of his life.”




Ray muttered, “Whatever you say. Toward the end of the drive, I felt like I was getting the hang of being silvery, but I couldn’t get it to go back to normal.”




Louis said, “He puddled up a steep hillside. And through a creekbed. And up into my car. So that’s something, isn’t it?”




Alex’s dad slowly shook his head, “I don’t know how Alex did it.”




Ray shrugged, “Maybe she was just the right age, or just the right… something.”




Louis added, “Maybe she was just really lucky.” Because some of the GC-161 stuff he’d heard about sounded really hideous.




Ray asked, “Have you heard anything about Alex’s latest op?”




Her dad nodded grim-faced. “It’s on the news.”




Louis whipped out his smartphone and pulled up the latest news footage. “Oh crap.” He showed Ray the camera footage of a giant monster-thing coming up out of the sand and getting the crap knocked out of it by Terawatt and… “What the heck is Azure Crush doing out there helping Terawatt?”




They sat in the Macks’ living room and watched CNN news footage of the battle against the giant mollusk-things. Louis made a gagging noise and muttered, “I am never eating another clam again as long as I live.”




Ray told him, “Me? I’m eating every one I can find, so there aren’t as many of ’em out there.”




It was almost an hour before Alex’s dad walked back in. He didn’t look happy.







Alex flew back through the runoff system and popped through the secret port into the garage. Hmm, there was stuff brewing away. That meant her dad got home early and was working on something. She flew through the house and found him standing looking unhappily at Ray and Louis. That didn’t look good.




“What’s the matter?”




Everyone turned to look at her.




Ray asked, “You okay? Those giant clam-monsters looked nasty.”




Louis said miserably, “I ruined everything. Again.”




Her dad explained, “Ray was exposed to GC-161 again, while helping Louis get samples from some creek.”




“Ohhh.” Alex could guess what creek it had to be, and why Louis was doing it in secret instead of just telling the hazardous waste guys at the plant.




Ray scowled, “I fell in. Then I didn’t think about maybe turning into a silvery blob, so I kept going instead of running right back to the car. And then, after I turned into a silvery blob again, Louis just about killed himself getting me up to his car, and someone had slashed two of his tires while we were doing the sampling. He let the air out of his other tires and drove on his rims all the way here.”




“Eww.” That all sounded really bad. She flew over to a front window and peeked at Louis’s car. It looked like Louis had pretty much wrecked it to get Ray here.




Her dad frowned, “Ray didn’t get back here in time. His DNA’s altered. I’m afraid he’s going to be on antidote for good.”




She thought hard for a couple seconds and whipped out her tPhone. “Burn? It’s Tera. We’ve got another problem.” She filled Willow in on the details, and her dad added a couple more things as she talked.




Willow made a few ‘hmm’ noises which sounded sort of odd with her AutoTune on. “Okay, I think you should try the Danielle Atron approach.”




Alex gasped, “What?”




Her dad got it. “Oh! Right!” He explained to the room, “We’ll give Ray more GC-161, check his powers and his control, and give him the antidote if it’s still not favorable. Then we’ll repeat the process until we get a power set that’s workable and controllable.”




Ray gave him a weak smile. “If I could fly around, like with Alex, that’d be pretty awesome.”




Her dad frowned, “I think we just need to focus on finding a power set you can control, or perhaps one that’s low-powered enough to ignore the side effects.”




Louis groaned, “And I need to call Triple-A, and then try and explain to my dad how I wrecked the car.”




Her dad put up his hand, “I’ll take care of the second part.” He called up Louis’s dad and started telling him how Louis had saved Ray’s life because they were hiking off around Carter Creek Road when Ray got really sick, and when Louis got Ray back to the car, someone had slashed half the tires, and there was no cellphone signal, so Louis deflated the other tires and rushed Ray to the emergency room, but it wrecked the tires and the rims, but Ray was okay, so that was why her dad was paying for the tow truck.




Alex waited until her dad hung up, and then gave him a huge hug. “Thanks, dad. You’re the best.”




Louis said, “Yeah. Thanks a ton. My dad was pretty peeved at me about not taking care of my retreads. He’d blow a gasket if I wrecked a whole new set of tires plus all four rims.”




Ray told Louis, “Well, you saved my neck, so I’m chipping in on however much it costs you to get your car fixed.”




Alex said, “Me too, because you saved Ray. And you were trying to help when you were doing the sample thing.”




Louis shrugged. “It’d be nice if one of my plans went off the way I planned it.”




Alex smirked, “Besides talking your dad into hiring a booth babe for the summer conventions?”




Louis smiled happily. “Yeah, that went way better than I had any right to expect.”




Her dad carefully asked, “Is this something I should know about?”




Alex told him, “Louis had to go run a booth in the dealer’s rooms at a bunch of cons this year, like San Diego Comic Con, and he talked his dad into hiring Marsha to help him, and it went great. Except when the dancer accidentally knocked Louis into a fishpond. And when the guy in the restaurant poured orange juice in Louis’s lap. And… Well, stuff kept happening to Louis. And sometimes Marsha.” She wasn’t going to say anything about Marsha’s telekinetic neurotic ‘looks like bad luck’ thing. Yet.




So Alex changed from Terawatt to Alex and fixed dinner, and made lots of extra so Ray and Louis could eat with them. Ray called his mom and said he was out with Louis and wouldn’t be home for hours. Louis got the tow truck guy to take his car off to wherever he wanted it to get repaired. And Alex had to keep answering Shar’s questions about the giant slimy clam monsters while everyone else wanted to eat a nice dinner.




After dinner, everyone piled into her mom’s SUV, even Shar, and they drove over to her dad’s lab at the plant. Her dad had lots of carefully-locked up supplies of GC-161 and antidote, along with a dozen related chemicals, like an antidote for that GC-Divide stuff that was so awful.




Then they spent a couple hours dosing Ray with GC-161, waiting to see what it did to him and if he could get a handle on it, and then dosing him with antidote.




The first time, he turned into the silvery blob again.




The second time, he went silvery and glowed canary yellow too. He still couldn’t stop being blobby.




The third time, he went silvery and started to catch on fire. Alex slammed him with two of the water balloons of antidote before he could burst into flames like Victor Cready.




The fourth time, he didn’t go silvery, but he couldn’t stop floating everything around him in the air. Including the dose of antidote. Alex had to telekinetically grab the antidote and splash him with it.




By the seventh time, despite the tension, Shar was falling asleep in Aunt Barb’s arms. Alex talked her dad into driving Louis and her mom and Shar home, and coming back tomorrow morning to see how she and Ray were doing.




Ray called his mom and said he was hanging with Louis and they were going to work on a project for Spanish and he’d just stay overnight at Louis’s house. It took a while for Ray to talk his mom into giving him the okay on it, but he hardly ever caused trouble, so she finally said okay.




Alex waited until he hung up and pointed out, “You know, if we can’t undo this stuff and you have to take antidote every day, we probably need to bring your folks into Team Terawatt so they don’t think you’re a drug addict or something just as weird.”




Ray frowned, “I’d just like to be able to play basketball this year, you know.”




On the ninth try, Ray got electrokinesis. He couldn’t stop shooting lightning bolts out of his hands. He had to grab onto a grounded ringstand on one of the lab tables before he blasted the lab apart.




Ray muttered, “Okay, I’d like to be able to play basketball this year and not electrocute the referees.”




On the twelfth try, Ray got electrokinesis and the silvery morph too, and couldn’t stop zapping himself. Alex smashed him with a balloon of antidote as fast as she could.




She was really beginning to wonder how Danielle Atron managed, because Alex couldn’t see Danielle trusting anyone to take care of her if she was in trouble. Maybe Danielle had a floor with a little fishpond sunk in it, and just filled the fishpond with antidote before she started dosing herself. Then she could jump into it or puddle into it anytime she needed to.




A little after four in the morning, on the seventeenth try… nothing happened. Well, nothing they could see. Ray couldn’t do the silvery morph, and he couldn’t do the telekinesis, and he couldn’t do the lightning. He didn’t seem to be able to do anything. And he wasn’t catching on fire, or turning blue, or glowing purple, or anything.




Alex did a bunch of the tests her dad had set up, and she wasn’t finding anything abnormal. She even did the ‘get angry or embarrassed’ thing to see if he’d glow yellow. She finally said, “Maybe we have to wait a couple hours to see what kicks in.”




Ray yawned so wide Alex could almost see the back of his throat. “Maybe we could get some sleep. I probably gotta go to school in the morning, you know.”




Her dad had a big armchair in the corner over where he had a computer desk and a fancy ergonomic chair. Ray slipped into the armchair, Alex cuddled mostly in his lap, and they fell asleep like that, with his arms wrapped around her. It was so comfy and cozy that Alex couldn’t stop smiling, even if she was still worried about Ray.







Alex woke up when she heard someone rattling the doorknob. She flew up into the air and over the back of the armchair to duck down where she wasn’t visible.




Okay, maybe that was kind of an over-reaction, since it was just her dad. She checked her hair and then walked over to give him a hug. Even if he was in a fancy suit.




He smiled, “Everything okay?”




She nodded and used her tk to pull the clipboard full of notes over. “Trial seventeen seemed to do it. We can’t find any effects yet.”




He looked over all her notes and asked, “Did you get him to try the mind-reading and mental control things?”




She nodded, and she pointed at the spot on the last page of notes where she’d done the tests.




He studied her notes. “Well, this looks pretty promising. I wasn’t expecting a state where there are no detectable powers, though. Maybe we just haven’t given his body enough time to adapt.”




Ray yawned and clambered out of the chair. “Oh man, I need more sleep.” He walked over and yawned, “Still no powers, I think. Unless it’s something weird.”




Her dad pointed out, “It could be something as subtle as affecting one particular type of taste bud, or specific frequencies of sound detection.”




Ray shrugged, “Well, in that case, maybe I better get to school and just see if I notice anything. Can I catch a ride?”




So her dad drove Ray to the school, where his car was still sitting from yesterday, while she went silvery and took the storm runoff system back to the house. Shar was already off to school when Alex got home, so Alex could just go to bed and not worry about someone whining about having to go to school when Alex didn’t.




Okay, Alex had a huge breakfast that was mostly leftovers from last night’s dinner plus a three-egg omelet. Then she got some sleep.




The tPhone rang around lunchtime, so she got up and answered. “Tera here.”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice checked, “How’s the Terahunk?”




“Oh, please don’t start that,” Alex complained. She didn’t whine. It was really totally not a whine.




Willow said, “But Jack’s really funny when he starts talking about the Teramom and the…”




“Willow!”




“Okay. Maybe it’s not as funny when it’s you. Just remember the difference between tragedy and comedy is… perspective.” She slid into a really heavy Jewish accent. “If I get a hangnail, that’s a tragedy! The pain, the suffering… If you walk into an open sewer and die, that’s comedy!”




Okay, it was really funny the way Willow told it. Alex didn’t want to giggle, but she did. “Where’d you get that?”




Willow admitted, “Mel Brooks. The lines, the delivery, everything.”




Alex said, “Okay, we think we found a GC-161 power set which looks like nothing. So he doesn’t need antidote, because there’s nothing to deal with.”




“Ooh, that’s good. I was figuring on maybe you’d find something he could just control pretty easy.”




Alex grimaced, “None of my powers were that easy to control on the first day. Okay, the tk worked pretty well, and I didn’t have that much trouble with the lightning. Even if they went totally whacko the first time after I got dosed that I had a huge cold. That was freaky. But the silvery morph was a giant pain until I got a handle on it. Imagine going silvery and finding yourself across the street, and then realizing you went silvery without your clothes.”




“Eww,” Willow said supportively.




Alex complained, “Yeah, I was totally hoping Danielle was still at the ‘leave your clothes behind and be mega-humiliated’ stage on her morphing ability, but no luck on that.”




Willow asked, “So what do you suppose your honey’s secret superpower is?”




Alex hoped, “Maybe it’s a spidey-sense so he knows when badguys are after him. That would be useful.”




Willow said, “Yeah. What if your superpower was the ability to make all your ice cream taste like Brussels sprouts? Or the ability to make zucchini plants grow extra fast?”




Alex smiled, “I think you have that one already.”




Willow grumbled, “Yeah, I’ve got enough grated zucchini frozen in baggies to make chocolate cakes until maybe May.”




Alex smiled even more. “Well, I know where you can get rid of some unwanted chocolate cakes…”




Willow fussed, “Your dad said I needed to stop sending so many cakes to your house until he can summon up some willpower, because he loves them. He says they’re better than his mom’s chocolate cake.”




Alex told her, “Well, they are really delicious and chocolaty and moist. Betty Crocker’s probably got food spies trying to track down your secret recipe.”




Willow pretended to agree. “Yeah, I was wondering who assassinated all the Sara Lee food spies last month, because, y’know, the garbage man hates it when there’s all these dead spies in the garbage.”




Alex snickered and said, “I tell you what. I’ll pick up the chocolate cakes, hide ’em in my room, and just not tell dad about ’em. That’ll save him thousands of calories. He’ll probably want to thank me for protecting him from the evil chocolaty goodness.”




Willow giggled. “I think I know your dad well enough to know what he’d say if he found out you were hiding the good desserts from him.”




Alex changed the subject, because she was also pretty sure what her dad would say if he found out she was getting cakes from Willow and not sharing. “So… what’s the word on King Clam?”




Willow filled her in. “They managed to blow up two more of ’em, but the new ones were way smaller. They think they’re gonna have to keep a seismology station there full time from now on, until a full EPA Superfund hazardous waste abatement project gets completed. I’m putting together a proposal for the Santa Monica city council that’s a giant clam ‘museum’ thing, so people can pay to see the dead giant clam corpses, and drive around one of the dumptrucks, and watch guys do hazardous waste abatement that might turn out to be extra-super-hazardous, just so they can pay the cost on the abatement, because they’ll be losing some money on the ‘no beachgoers’ thing too. Oh, and Azure Crush gave an interview where she said she’s been homeless and it was sucky and there was no way she was gonna let those things eat more homeless people, and she was gonna ask Larry Flynt to donate to the local soup kitchens and homeless shelters. So she’s pretty popular in Los Angeles right now. Maybe the thing with giving the interview in a teeny little bikini helped too, because she’s got it goin’ on. If she wasn’t all mean and a bully and a supervillain, I would totally be checking out those pictures of her all starkers.”




Alex sort of pretended Willow hadn’t said that last part. “Well, it would be pretty great if she’d decide she’d rather be a superhero, because right now there are just not enough superheroes to go around. And we need superheroes in Europe and Asia. Especially in Asia, everywhere the USSR made all those stupid ‘oh just dump it over there’ decisions.”




Willow told her, “Jack said Melvin in Tromaville looks like he might get most of his charges changed to justifiable homicide and the rest plea bargained down, and then he might get probation or something. I think Jack’s angling for ‘community service’ where Jack’s version of community service means going through a military training program and some anger management therapy, and then helping the SRI for a couple years.”




Alex said, “That sounds sneaky enough to be Jack.” She admitted, “But I’m not sure I want a superhero on my team who’s got a rep for violent murders. That’s kind of asking for people to think we’re badguys or not-goodguys or at least really suspicious. And we’ve already got that jerkhead Glenn Howard saying stuff about me.”




Willow complained, “Yeah, he’s a dork, and I checked into his background, and now he’s ruined my birthday for me forever, because he’s got the same birthday as me, he’s just a couple years older, and from now on, every time I get a great present for my birthday, I’ll be thinking ‘oh, but Glenn Howard’s probably getting an even better present for his birthday’ and that’ll ruin everything.”




Alex asked, “How can he have the same birthday as you?”




Willow casually explained, “Oh, it’s just probability theory. Any twenty-three people you randomly select out of a sufficiently large population, the odds that at least two of them have the same birthday are right around 50-50. What’s really going on is that as you increase the size of the group, the likelihood of nobody having the same birthday as anyone else in the group has to keep going down. And this is just one minus that probability, so it keeps going up. If you have more than fifty-seven people in your simple random sample, then the odds are like 99 to 1 that at least one pair in the group has a birthday in common. Maybe even a couple people with matching birthdays.”




Alex decided she was going to have to look that up, because that just didn’t sound right. 99 to 1 when you only had at most 57 out of 365 days covered? That sounded mega-weird. Even if she couldn’t imagine Willow making a math mistake like that. She jumped topics, “Well, tell Jack that if he needs Terawatt to do the opening ceremony for that giant clam monster museum, I can do it. I guess.”




Willow said, “And we’d make sure it’s not a bad day for you. Because I told Jack you were off limits on Homecoming night, and he gave me the official okey-dokey. So no last-second calls or anything. But you might get a call the next day, because I only asked him for one night, so don’t get totally plastered and have a horrible hangover the next day, which believe me is totally not of the fun, especially with tequila, no matter how yummy those margaritas taste.”




Alex frowned, “I wouldn’t! And anyway, I don’t even know what alcohol would do to me.”




Willow excitedly told her, “Well, some time when you visit me, like maybe when you’re twenty-one, we’ll do some scientific testing! Maybe with jello shots!”




Alex wasn’t sure that would be a good thing or a bad thing. Maybe it would be an insane thing.




After Willow signed off, Alex dragged herself out of bed. She really felt like she needed more sleep, but she was hungry too. So she pulled her bathrobe on over her pajamas and went down to the kitchen. Then she got dinner set up in the oven with the timed start feature on the oven. Shar liked pot roast and roast potatoes, but wasn’t so big on the roast carrots, so this time Alex’s mom had some other stuff to put in with the roast and potatoes and carrots. Alex wasn’t too sure roasted turnips and parsnips were going to be a big hit, but she figured maybe if Shar didn’t know what they were, she’d eat them. And there were two sweet onions that Alex quartered and put in the roasting pan too.




It only took a couple minutes to get everything ready in the roasting pan, since she was using her tk. And she had it all in the oven before the microwave beeped that her lunch was ready. It was leftover rice and curry, and the curry had beef and peas and carrots and other yummy stuff. The curry was maybe a little blah, since her dad didn’t want to overwhelm Shar’s tastebuds. Alex just added some red chili powder and some coriander to her serving. Okay, so she liked more coriander than her mom and dad did. It made the curry taste a little more citrus-y and tangy.




She wasn’t even done with lunch when Hanna called. So they Skyped for a while. Hanna started off asking about the giant clam monsters and if they were fun to fight. Okay, Hanna would have thought they were fun to fight, even if Alex didn’t. Then they started talking about Alex’s Homecoming thing, and then how Hanna ended up on the Homecoming Court for her school, and Charlie was going to be her escort, and Cindy was helping her get a really pretty dress and making sure it was tailored just right, and how the shoes were very cute but not at all suitable for fighting in. Alex told her that there had better be lots of pictures and maybe even some video footage.




Alex knew Cindy had been really popular and a cheerleader, so when she had gone off to West Virginia with Grover, she had given up her chance to be prom queen. Alex kind of wondered if Cindy missed that. Okay, Cindy got to be with her boyfriend, and Grover was taking on-line college classes to get an undergraduate degree so maybe he could work out some kind of grad program with Jack’s scientists, but Alex thought Cindy needed to do more than just be Grover’s girlfriend and Hanna’s mentor.




By the time they were done talking, school was out. Alex had a text from Ray that he had first day of b-ball practice and he wouldn’t be over for maybe two hours. Alex hadn’t realized it, but she’d been Skyping with Hanna for like hours. But there were a ton of messages she’d missed. Graham had texted her that Santa Monica looked like it was under control. Jo Lupo had emailed her that Azure Crush said to say ‘thanks’ and ‘you’re not as big a bitch as I thought so sorry for trying to kill you with a station wagon.’ Wow, that was not exactly the greatest apology Alex had ever seen. Marsha had texted her that a couple of Donna’s posse and their BFs freaked when Marsha told them Louis was over at her house all yesterday afternoon, so she was pretty sure she knew who trashed Louis’s car. Louis had texted her that he needed new tires and new rims, plus re-painting the side of the car and some detailing, but everything else was okay. Still, the car repair guys looked at him like he was an idiot for driving on four flats. Every time he went over to the repair shop, they called him ‘Lowrider’ and stuff.




Alex was busy calling people and texting people and Skyping people, so she was kind of surprised when Ray rushed into the house.




“Alex! Alex!” He couldn’t keep the grin off his face. He kissed her and smiled, “I found out what superpowers I got!”





121. Playing Defense



Alex looked up into his huge grin and guessed, “It’s something pretty good, right?”




He nodded, “Yeah! You know how I’ve been working on my vertical leap and defensive drills all summer?”




“Sure.” After all, he’d talked about them a lot. And he was way better at defense than Jackson, who acted like he didn’t have to play defense because he was Mister Shotmaster. Even if Alex thought Ray was a better shooter than Jackson, partly because Ray knew when not to take a shot and just pass the ball.




He beamed, “So when we did drills and trials today, my vertical leap was thirty-two inches!”




She checked, “Okay, that’s good, I guess, but weren’t you nearly that high like a week ago?”




He grinned, “No, a week ago I was jumping twenty-six and a half inches. I went up five and a half inches in one day! And my sprints are faster! I shaved like three tenths of a second off my forty yard dash time!”




She was pretty sure that running three tenths of a second faster on forty yards wasn’t that huge a deal, but it sounded like Ray had gotten some strength and speed from the GC-161. She hoped he didn’t get tons of strength and speed, because then he’d have to quit the basketball team.




He grinned, “I beat Jackson in a sprint! He was so pissed! The coach chewed him out for slacking off all off-season.”




Alex asked, “But hasn’t he been slacking off? Like a ton? I mean, he practices shooting, but he doesn’t work on anything else, does he?”




Ray complained, “I’ve been telling him all year he needed to work on something besides dribbling and shooting… So anyway, I did better than usual on the reflex drills! The tip drills and the defensive drills and the ball-stealing drills and all that. This is great!”




She checked, “You’re not gonna look too good on the court, are you?”




“Nah,” he downplayed it. “A thirty-two inch vertical isn’t that hot. It’s serious college basketball skill level, but it’s not like I’m suddenly Michael Jordan. He had a vertical leap of forty-three inches. Forty-three! That’s insane! I’m just killin’ it with my jumpshot now, because I’m getting more height, which equals more hangtime. And Tony looked really good in drills. When we get Heyward back from the football team, we’re gonna rock.”




Alex worried, “I guess this is okay, even if you’re playing with an advantage, but we need to see if you’ve got normal biochemistry or not, because if not, you’re never going to pass another medical exam.”




Ray frowned, “Oh crap. I didn’t think about that.”




Alex hugged him and said, “Look, maybe it’ll be okay. Let’s just wait until dad gets home, and he’ll check you out, and we’ll cross our fingers.”




He kissed her. “Okay, but don’t tell Marsha, or she’ll worry stuff into another disaster. Louis is already talking about not letting her go to any more of our football games.”




Alex frowned, “I’m kind of hoping Marsha can get that under control. And I’m hoping her biochemistry isn’t too weird now, or we’ll need to figure out how to handle doctor stuff for her too.”




So Alex sort-of-studied with Ray beside her in the living room, even if there was a lot more snuggling and kissing than she’d be doing if she was studying by herself. And maybe there was a lot less getting homework done. But it was a lot more fun.




When Alex’s mom got home with Shar, Alex and Ray sort of slid apart a few inches and stared at their homework. Shar jumped on the couch and squeezed in between them before asking, “So, can Ray fly and stuff? I can do fire and Alex can do lightning, so maybe Ray could have laser beams?”




Alex’s mom said, “Shar, I don’t think it works that way.” She stepped into the kitchen. “Ooh, the roast smells delicious!”




Alex told everyone, “I put some extra stuff in around the roast so Shar doesn’t have to eat a hundred roasted carrots.” Shar made a ‘yuck’ face with her tongue stuck out.




Ray protested, “Hey, I like Alex’s roasted carrots.”




Shar frowned, “Blech. I’ll let you have all of mine.”




Alex smiled, “Okay, but you’ll never get Bugs Bunny superpowers if you don’t eat your carrots.”




Shar nudged her with both hands. “Bugs Bunny doesn’t have superpowers.”




“Sure he does!” Alex insisted. “He can tunnel under the ground at hundreds of miles an hour. He can pull giant wooden hammers out of nowhere whenever he wants to. He can do amazing stuff with explosives. He’s a master of disguise…”




Shar interrupted, “That’s just ’cause Elmer Fudd’s so stupid. If Bugs Bunny put on a blonde wig and a padded bra in front of me, I wouldn’t be fooled.”




Ray laughed so hard he started coughing. When Shar looked at him in puzzlement, he just pointed at Alex and laughed some more.




Shar finally got it. “Oh.” She stuck out her tongue at Ray. Then she looked at Alex and said, “Maybe Elmer’s not that stupid after all. I was totally fooled when I saw you.”




Ray managed to get himself under control. “That’s okay, everyone in the world’s fooled by Terawatt. Except Jack.”




Shar grinned, “I like Uncle Jack. And he’s funny. And he’s nice to Auntie Willow, and Aunt Barb said a lot of people were mean to Auntie Willow for years and years. If anybody’s ever mean to her again, Pow! Firebending!” She hopped off the couch and did a series of little punches and kicks, along with sound effects. “Pow! Boom! Blam! Kapow!”




Alex smiled, “I think we need to work on your form. When you punch and kick, it’s really important you hit as fast as you can and then you pull back as fast as you can so the badguy doesn’t grab your ankle or your wrist or something. I saw a great big guy try to punch Lieutenant Lupo, and she just did a little guide parry so he missed hitting her, and he didn’t get his arm back fast enough, so she used a kung fu move to grab his arm and punch the pee out of him and pull him over on his face. And he was probably twice her weight. When you’re small, like you and me, you have to have really good form before you try anything for real, because big guys have more reach, and more muscle, and more weight, and if they just jump on you it’s not any fun.”




Ray smirked, “I’ll remind you that you said that someday.”




She gave him a tk shove on the arm for being a smarty-pants. But she kept looking at Shar and didn’t move her hands, so only Ray knew he’d gotten a shove.




After dinner, her dad took another blood sample from Ray, and a cheek scraping, and a little poke in the arm with a kind of big-looking needle that he said was for a muscle tissue biopsy. Then he disappeared into the garage lab for over two hours. That was enough time for Alex to get all her missed homework assignments done, help Shar with her hair after bathtime, and watch some tv with Shar and Ray. Shar tried a couple times to get her way, but no one else wanted to watch “The Iron Giant” one more time.




Her dad asked her and Ray to go back to the garage with him for a private consultation, which didn’t sound good to Alex. But she went. She was getting better at doing the harder thing, instead of taking the easy way out.




Her dad looked at several sheets of printouts and notes. “Well Ray, it looks like you were very lucky. Your DNA changed very little, so it’s not noticeable unless someone has a prior sample to use for comparisons. And I think I’m the only such person. Your blood chemistry looks well within the limits for ‘normal’ too, so I think you’re okay on visits to the doctor. It looks like the GC-161 did more or less what it’s actually supposed to do. Based on the biopsy, it looks like your muscle tissue is slightly denser, with more fast-twitch fibers. So I’m guessing you’re about ten percent stronger and about ten percent quicker. That’s not going to be particularly noticeable unless you have someone who’s been charting your performance over the last several months.”




Ray said, “Just me, but I can lose that stuff.”




Her dad told him, “Bring it over here, and we’ll run it through the paper shredder and then burn it.”




Ray asked, “Okay, but can I still play basketball? Even if I’ve got an advantage?”




Her dad thought it over. “I think you have to keep playing. We don’t want to do anything suspicious, and a sudden improvement in performance, followed by a quick retirement, is likely to make people think you were caught using an illegal performance enhancer. You can also expect that you’re going to get more buff over the next couple days or weeks, so you need to make an effort to work out as an excuse for the improvements in your muscle tone and muscle bulk.” He scratched his chin in thought and added, “You may also get a slight improvement in the toughness of your skin, which might make you a little more bruise-resistant.”




Ray shrugged, “I don’t get a ton of bruises anyway. Well, at least they don’t show so much, like they do on Alex.”




Alex checked, “So that’s it? He’s a little bit stronger and quicker, and he isn’t glowing yellow, and he doesn’t have to give up basketball?”




Her dad thought out loud, “Well, he may have to eat more than usual after he exercises, but hopefully it won’t be anything like the increase in calories you need when you’re using your powers.”




Ray smiled, “You know, that sounds pretty great.”




Alex asked her dad, “How come Louis didn’t get powers too? I mean, this is the second time he got exposed to the GC-161 in that creek, right?”




Her dad frowned, “I was thinking about that too. I’d like to get some DNA samples from him. I’m not a geneticist, but right now I’m working under the hypothesis that we’re looking at some sort of control gene that regulates the whole ‘powers or no powers’ issue, on top of the genetic changes that go with the various powers we’ve seen. So there’s a big genetic on-off switch, in addition to the various changes we see. And if you don’t have the right version of that control gene, then there’s never the ‘switch on’ signal, so you can’t ever get any powers.”




Alex nodded, “I guess that kind of makes sense. I mean, having a gene that makes your eyes green or brown or blue sort of makes sense. But having just one gene that gives you superpowers, and maybe tk or lightning bolts or shapeshifting or the whole turning-blue-and-benchpressing-Mazdas deal? That didn’t make any sense to me.”




Ray added, “So maybe it even makes sense that your dad got lightning powers and your mom got the tk and you got both.”




Her dad told her, “Well, this probably does need to be studied by a reputable geneticist, but I don’t think we have enough active GC-161 cases to do a proper study, and I don’t want to let anyone else find out about us.”




Alex grimaced, “And the only big-name geneticists I know about are all connected in one way or another with Maggie Walsh, who might as well just go change her name to Professor Evil as far as I’m concerned.”




Her father smiled a little. “I don’t think every geneticist in the world is automatically a mad scientist. Your Colonel O’Neill probably has a couple responsible scientists on his staff right now.”




“Well yeah, there’s Dr. Lee, and Lieutenant Marshall’s pretty cool, and I know Jack has more guys than that, I just don’t know ’em.”




Her dad stroked his chin slowly, “I wish I had more people who’d been exposed to GC-161 — not that I want to dose anybody, because I found out how awful that is — but we really wanted GC-161 to be an ideal biochemical modification agent, and Ray looks like he’s getting exactly what we were hoping for. If we knew which people could get the right effects, we could help so many people out there…”




Alex pursed her lips and admitted, “We think there are a bunch of people in town who got exposed to it, maybe at really low levels or just not getting the big, showy powers, and are just walking around thinking they’re normal.”




Her dad carefully said, “Alex, if there’s something I need to know…”




She stalled, “I don’t think so, but there’s someone who has really low-level tk and that’s why Louis and Ray were checking in the creek.”




Her dad stopped and thought for a few seconds. “This isn’t that thing from months ago where Louis and his date fell in the creek and he got in trouble with her father, is it? Wasn’t that Marsha?”




Alex winced and looked at Ray. Ray just looked at her. He muttered, “Maybe Louis was right not to tell anyone else, if your dad figured it out that fast.”




Her dad asked, “Has Marsha told her parents yet?” And he gave her a look.




She tried not to wince. But she knew he’d been really, really hurt that his daughters hadn’t trusted him enough to tell him something desperately important about Alex. And about the bad people at the plant, like Danielle and Lars and Danielle’s ‘security chief’ Vince. And Alex knew that maybe, if she had come to her dad in the first few weeks, or the first year, she could have saved herself a lot of trouble and her dad could have gotten Danielle Atron stopped a lot sooner.




Either that, or Danielle would have murdered Alex’s dad the way she did Hunter’s dad. Danielle might have chopped Alex up for evil experiments and murdered Alex’s whole family to keep everything quiet. Alex was never going to really know for sure.




Still, Alex should have trusted her dad enough to give him the 4-1-1. Annie totally should have, since she even understood the biochemistry, which Alex totally didn’t get back in seventh grade. And if Alex had been able to tell her dad about the super-strength from that curry, he could have taken samples and helped her test her powers safely, and she might even have a way of getting super-strength when she needed it now, which more than once in the past year could have made the difference between people getting rescued and people dying. It could have meant the difference between getting killed and saving the day if Azure Crush had fought smarter or if Danielle hadn’t been an arrogant jerkhead.




Sometimes she thought she needed to be a better daughter. And a better superheroine.




Ray looked at her expression and said, “Yeah, maybe we need to help her tell her folks. Even if that means her dad’s gonna blow a fuse when he realizes the reason his birthday cake ended up landing on his head was his daughter’s superpowers.”




Alex winced a little, “Oh. Right. At least Marsha’s got a boyfriend who isn’t gonna flip out when he realizes he got blasted with silver paint, and stung by hornets, and knocked into wet concrete, and dumped in a fishpond, and about fifty other things, all because his girlfriend had powers she didn’t know about.”




Her dad looked worried as he asked, “All those things happened to Louis?”




She nodded, “Yeah, and just since their first date, which was a disaster too, because that was when they fell down the hill into the creek.” She remembered all the times when she wondered how Louis ended up with a life like in a sitcom, and she figured she should have guessed what was going on like about three months ago. Maybe even sooner. Willow would have figured it out probably by Louis and Marsha’s third date.




She totally needed to notice more stuff going on around her, even if it was in the middle of a battle, and she totally needed to start figuring out how to be a master detective. She wondered if that Batman guy would give her some pointers.




Ooh, that was a good idea. If he thought she owed him, he’d stop trying to pay her back with stuff she shouldn’t be getting.




She wrote the email and had Willow send it off to Mister Paine right away.







Alex was back at school on Friday. When people asked about her meeting, she gave them the cover story Jack and Willow had put together. That she had met with Alexandra Avakian from the National Geographic, and Ms. Avakian had looked at her portfolio and taken her out into northwest Virginia to see if Alex had an eye for the kinds of things Ms. Avakian liked to shoot. And Alex thought she was really nice and amazingly talented, even if it might be weird being two photographers both named Alexandra, even if Ms. Avakian didn’t go by ‘Alex’.




Alex didn’t go to the football game Friday night, since it was an away game and it was a really long drive. Louis and Marsha told their folks they were driving off to the game, but Alex was pretty sure they were really going somewhere they could be alone for hours and hours. Alex wasn’t quite ready to go that far with Ray, even if he was the nicest guy in the world and she trusted him totally.




But before she even got home from school, Willow and Jack were calling on the tPhone. Jack said, “Tera, we need you in Washington, D.C. at two pm on Sunday. You and I have to be already through clearance at the White House by a quarter of, so you can meet the PotUS. The Blackbird’s going to be at Camp Atron at eight am your time, and you’ll just have to miss Lieutenant Lupo’s first kung fu lesson in the Mack back yard. I made her promise not to break anyone.”




She sighed a little, because she really wanted to take that kung fu lesson. “Gotcha. Terawatt will be there. Do I need anything besides the earjack?”




“Probably not. I’ll provide food. We’ll have company at lunch, because some people want to meet you. So practice not picking your nose and all that other stuff I keep forgetting. Then we’ll get over to the White House and spend a stupid amount of time going through security, you know, just in case there are two Terawatts who fly and hurl lightning bolts, and one of them might be carrying a neutron bomb in her hair.”




Willow giggled, “It’s the evil twin thing! I saw a tv show just last week that was doing the evil twin thing.”




Jack snarked, “A tv show? Wow, that’s really cutting it down to a manageable number. Because sooner or later, pretty much every tv show does an evil twin thing, unless it’s a reality show.”




“Oh yeah, Mister Smarty-Pants? Let’s see you name… umm… twenty,” Willow snorted.




“Twenty? Easy,” Jack insisted. “I’ll start off by tossing in every single soap opera in the world as one, because they’ve all done it. Now let’s see if I can come up with nineteen more without getting anywhere near any modern shows… Gunsmoke. The Twilight Zone. Dynasty. Hawaii Five-O. WKRP in Cincinnati. Mission Impossible. Hogan’s Heroes. Route 66. Starsky and Hutch…”




“Okay, okay, you win!” Willow complained. “You watch way too much tv!”




Alex could hear the smirk over the connection. “And I didn’t even get to modern tv, movies, cartoons, video games, anime…”




Willow said to Alex, “Never bet against Jack on tv trivia. Or movies. Or comic books. Or cartoons.”




Alex asked, “How do you know he’s telling the truth on everything he listed?”




Willow gasped, “Oh no! Never question him on this stuff! He’ll do Netflix and make you sit and watch the whole show just to prove he’s right! One time I had to watch a two-part Hawaii Five-O, and then admit I was of the wrong and he was right. And he sings made-up words to the theme song too!”




Jack teased, “And then there was the terrible penalty afterward.”




Alex wasn’t sure she wanted to ask, but Jack never got dirty on a conference call, so she went ahead and asked, “What penalty?”




Willow pouted, “I had to make three chocolate zucchini cakes for him and Charlie. If I’d won I was gonna make a chocolate cream pie and he’d have to stand still while I hit him in the face with it.”




Jack cut in, “Her chocolate cream pies are pretty darn tasty too.”




Alex admitted, “I was kinda worried the penalties might be TMI type stuff.”




Jack smirked, “Well, someone wanted penalties like that, but Charlie was home so I said she’d have to behave herself.”




Willow added unhappily, “Plus his ribs and his butt were all bruised.”







On Sunday morning, Alex went silvery and flew to Camp Atron. Maybe she wasn’t as stressed out as she was when she was worrying about needing to rescue people, or maybe she was just lucky, but she landed perfectly on the SR-71’s canopy on her first try, and the Blackbird was airborne seconds later. She hoped that was a good omen.




A little over an hour later, they actually landed at an air force base, instead of Alex bailing out like usual. She didn’t know they were at Andrews Air Force Base, which was pretty famous, until they landed and the pilot told her.




A truck and a Humvee drove up. The truck was to take the pilot to wherever he was supposed to go while he waited for her to get back, and the Humvee was Sergeant Scott driving her over to meet with Jack. And whoever Jack had along. Alex figured from the way Jack said what he said that it wasn’t just going to be Jack’s Team One, or Hanna and Janet.




Sergeant Scott smiled at her, “Hi, Terawatt. Do you want to sit in back, or up front?”




There wasn’t anyone else in there, so she asked, “Can I sit up front with you?”




“Sure.”




So she settled in and let him drive. For a few seconds. “Who are we gonna see for lunch?”




“Above my paygrade. All I know is where to take you.”




She frowned, “You mean you don’t get any lunch? I wanted to ask you about your daughter and stuff.”




He gave her a huge grin. “Katie is just fine, even if the Terawatt costume she wore for Halloween got worn so many times it tore and we need a new one.”




She thought about Shar and said, “Try a long-sleeved white leotard, black tights under it, white kneesocks over that, white shoes, white gloves, and a Lone Ranger-type mask. Someone you bought things for not too long ago went trick-or-treating like that.”




He smiled, “I sure wish I could tell my Katie I’ve met Terawatt, but you’re Top Secret. The colonel’s trying real hard to protect you in every way he can think of.”




Alex felt kind of sad at that, but she also knew how much danger someone’s whole family could be in, if an elementary school kid blabbed in front of the wrong person about what her daddy did, and who her daddy worked with. She just said, “Some day, maybe Terawatt will pay Katie a little visit. If it’s okay with you. And the colonel.”




He stopped in front a building and said, “Thank you, ma’am. You’re supposed to go right in that door where the Air Force SFs are standing. That’s ‘Security Forces’ in case you’re interested. They’ll escort you to the meeting. The colonel said he’s got enough food for you and Azure Crush combined.”




She gave him a smile. “Maybe you can drive me back to the Blackbird after everything, and tell me something else about Katie.”




She popped open the door and flew over to where the two SFs were standing. They acted like they saw flying superheroines five times a day.




One said, “Follow us, ma’am.”




The other said, “And ma’am, if you could continue flying, we can hopefully avoid some of the hassles with interior security.”




She saw what they meant when they got to a desk where a mean-looking corporal was sitting at the front of a long hall, with armed guards on either side. The corporal had a fancy placard on his desk that said ‘Corporal K. Simpkins’.




One SF stiffly said, “Corporal Simpkins! Reporting with Terawatt as ordered!”




The other snapped, “Corporal! Ready to transfer to your responsibility, as ordered!”




 The corporal rudely complained, “And how am I supposed to know this is really Terawatt, private?”




The second SF cleared his throat slightly and pointed at her. She folded her arms and floated another two feet higher into the air. She asked, “What else do I need to do as evidence, corporal? Electrocute your privates?”




Eww, that came out wrong. Mega-wrong. Jack would probably think it was hysterical.




At least two of the four guards were snickering and trying really hard not to do it out loud.




She tried again, “Pardon me, that came out wrong. I meant a demonstration of my powers by tossing lightning around, which would be hazardous to your guards in these confines.”




The corporal looked sort of surprised. He still stubbornly said, “I have to make sure you are who you say you are, and if it takes all day, that’s just what it’ll have to be.”




Oh great, another guy who had to throw his weight around. Well, she’d learned what to do after the thing with the C-4. She pulled out her tPhone and selected a number. “Colonel O’Neill? A stubborn corporal is keeping me from getting to the meeting. He doesn’t believe I’m Terawatt. Would you please bring General Hammond or perhaps the Joint Chiefs of Staff and deal with this? Then I think I’ll tell the President about Corporal Simpkins when I see him at two.”




She slid the phone back into its pocket and gave him a sweet smile. “You wanted proof of my identity, right?” The corporal looked a lot more surprised. She said, “It’s not nice to bully people just because you have a position of authority.”




Corporal Simpkins just told her, “Perhaps we can come to some sort of… umm… compromise. If you could just step into the room here and into our scanner so we can verify you’re really Terawatt, we could get all of this done in a couple seconds.”




Why would they have a scanner there, unless it was checking for weapons and stuff? And how would they be able to tell from a metal-detector scan that it was her, and not any girl in a costume? Or did they have some kind of really high-tech scanner? If they did, it wasn’t like they’d have another scan to compare against. Maybe it was like those TSA scanners that let you see what someone looked like under their clothes, so they could see who she really was. That would be bad.




One of the corporal’s guards pointed at a door right behind the desk. “Just there, ma’am.”




She really didn’t like that corporal guy, but she was willing to meet him halfway if it would make things go smoother. Assuming it would make things go smoother.




She drifted down to the floor and stepped past the corporal. He put out a hand and said, “Ladies first.”




Okay, he had been anything but polite a second ago. So what was up with that? If it turned out he just wanted to stare at her butt, she was going to be really disgusted.




But what if that wasn’t it?




She stepped into the room, but she was looking for a trap. Right ahead of her was a fancy thing that looked like a cylindrical futuristic shower without the showerhead or shower curtain. The guy in the labcoat turned… and whipped out a tranquilizer dart gun.




But she’d been shot at before. She went silvery as she shot straight up to the ceiling.




The guy fired at her, but she pushed the dart down toward the floor. It went under her.




She could see ahead and behind while she was silvery, so she spotted one of the new guards and the corporal both pulling guns out. She let loose with a massive blast of lightning behind her.




Labcoat Guy dropped the empty dart gun and stomped on a big red button on the floor. Big vacuum cleaner things popped out of the ceiling and a box on the floor. She vividly remembered getting sucked up into something like that by Danielle Atron’s mercenaries, and it hadn’t been fun. Plus, she’d been trapped once she got sucked into the thing. So it wasn’t like she’d never thought about this ever again.




She went normal. She dropped to the floor. As she dropped, she used all of her tk to rip the labcoat off the guy and stuff it into the suction tube over her head.




The guy stumbled and lost his labcoat. Underneath, he was wearing a Tactical Load-Bearing Vest like Riley sometimes wore, and this one was covered in weapons and stuff. Crud.




The overhead suction tube was blocked, but the one between her feet was pulling in air like crazy. And there were loud treads right behind her.




Corporal Simpkins was sprinting at her to tackle her to the floor. If she went silvery, she’d get pulled into the suction tube. If she stayed normal, she’d have to deal with whatever groundfighting moves he had planned.




She stayed normal. She dropped onto her back as she grabbed his wrist, then she used all of her tk and all of the strength in her legs to toss him. With the tk lifting him, she still had to kick maybe thirty pounds of him, but she managed to kick him across the room and right into Former Labcoat Guy.




She glanced into the hallway. One guard was out cold. The other was on his face with the two SFs on top of him. She fired another lightning blast at Former Labcoat Guy, and he shuddered helplessly before falling onto his face.




But Corporal Simpkins was up once again. The impact with his teammates, or with the floor, had torn off his wig, so she could see the top of his head was covered in metal mesh. He just had a ton of makeup or plastic covering the mesh. Was his face like that too? Was his whole body like that? Was that an anti-lightning protection so he could fight her, or was that what he really looked like? Either way, ick.




He pulled out a huge taser and sparked it. “Let’s dance, super-bitch.”




He quickly lunged at her with the thing, and she let him jab her in the stomach with the taser. She just grabbed the button with her tk so he couldn’t fire the thing. She seized his moment of complete surprise to punch him in the jaw with as much tk as she could spare covering her fist.




His head rocked back, and he staggered from the blow, but he didn’t fall down. He didn’t even say ‘Ow’! She was beginning to think that the metal mesh was more than just painted on his skin. At least she managed to yank the taser out of his hand. But he didn’t seem to be hurt.




One of the SFs behind her yelled, “Clear!” She went silvery and jetted off to the side, flying twenty feet sideways and up to the ceiling. The SF opened fire with his handgun. It was really loud. The SF put a three-round burst right into Simpkins’ chest.




Simpkins ignored it and pulled out something like a small caulk gun with a spike at the end. Then he sprinted at Alex.




The SF fired off three rounds at Simpkins’ head. Alex could see that two of the shots hit. Both tore fake skin off Simpkins’ face, revealing more metal underneath. He pretty much ignored the impacts.




Was this guy a freaking T800 out of the movies? And how was she ever going to stop him?







Jack strode out of the meeting room with Finn at his side and General Hammond only a few yards behind him. He didn’t know what was going on, but he knew damn well that Hammond had given the security guards very specific instructions about Terawatt, and being obstructive assholes wasn’t any part of it.




Terawatt was striding toward him, looking okay.




No, she didn’t look okay. There was something wrong. He’d seen her enough that he could tell she wasn’t moving quite right. In fact…




He slid his hand into a pocket. He gave it the old ‘casual Jack O’Neill’ routine. “Hey Terawatt, has my IT given you today’s password?”




She said, “No colonel, Mister Tang has n—”




He pulled out his Taser and fired it.





122. Beltway Bandits



Alex stayed silvery, since she was way away from the only working vacuum suction thing. She tried to analyze the guy in the split second before he attacked again.




He couldn’t be a six hundred pound robot, because between her tk and her leg strength, she had tossed him once. Not that she thought she could catch him by surprise like that again. Still, he couldn’t weigh more than 240 or 250 pounds, including what he was carrying. So what was he?




Well, she was guessing ‘biochemistry monster.’ Duh.




He lunged at her. Since she was a silvery blob, she used her whole body plus her tk in a big guide parry that slammed Simpkins to the side and into a wall. He smashed a huge dent in the wallboard, but pushed off and came at her again. She went normal.




She reached out at him. He moved at her like he thought she was trying some kind of martial arts move. She ran a blindingly bright spark between her hands, right in front of his face. Then she darted up to the ceiling and went silvery again.




He froze. “Fucking bitch!” She watched as he closed his eyes and listened for her, or tried to sense her movements, or waited until she attacked him again. Something. But she was a stationary blob up near the ceiling tiles over his head.




What she did was let go of herself and use all her tk to yank the tip of his weapon up and back. He didn’t let go of it, so she just pulled it further backward until it stabbed into his shoulder. She landed on top of his head at the same time she squeezed the trigger on the weapon.




He yelled a way filthier word at her and yanked the thing out of his shoulder. She could see that a nasty yellow liquid was still squirting out of the tip of the spike. And he grabbed her with his other hand.




But she was silvery, and he couldn’t get a grip. She gave him the Jo Baker treatment and hit him with a big shock right in the eyeballs.




He staggered backward and pulled out a great big combat knife. He took a nasty swipe at her, but she was already eight feet back and up near the ceiling, and he obviously still couldn’t see.




Still, it was pretty mega-bad that he had shrugged off something that had taken out Azure Crush. And he still hadn’t complained about any pain. He couldn’t see, right now. He didn’t seem to have flight or any ranged attacks, but he acted like he was indestructible.




She dropped to the floor off to his left, and made sure she landed hard enough to make a noise. Then she let him spin to face her. That was when she used all of her tk to pick up a chair and hit him as hard as she could right in the junk.




He grabbed at the chair with his off hand and cast it aside when he realized it wasn’t her.




What kind of guy takes a major whack to the privates and just shrugs it off? Not any kind of guy she knew. Maybe he really was a robot. Or at least somebody who was so drugged up that he wasn’t going to feel any pain for a couple hours. Okay, he hadn’t acted like he was on drugs. But he hadn’t acted like a robot, either. He’d acted like a big jerk who liked to throw his weight around.




“You can’t stop me, bitch! I’ll get you sooner or later!”




Okay, that definitely wasn’t a robot. It was a jerk with superpowers.




And she suddenly realized she did know how to stop him. Jack had already told her how.







“Colonel! What the Sam Hill do you think you’re doing?”




Well, Jack had expected the general to freak. After all, he’d apparently just shot Terawatt with a Taser and shocked her unconscious.




Finn, on the other hand, was on the ball, as usual. He just asked, “Sir?” and tilted his head down the hall. Jack nodded, and Finn sprinted off at decathlete speed.




Jack reported, “General, this is not Terawatt. Which means someone has managed to waylay her since she got to the security desk. On a U.S. air force base.”




Hammond immediately realized what he was implying. He pointed at two of the SFs back at the meeting room and said, “Assist Major Finn and do whatever he says.” They took off after Finn.




Then Hammond took a breath and asked, “Do you think it’s our Plan A friends?”




Jack hesitated, “Maybe.” He stepped over to ‘Terawatt’ and pulled on the wig. It was really glued down, which he knew Alex never did. The mask didn’t want to come loose either, but he peeled it off. It took off a little of the woman’s skin around the cheekbones and forehead. But it was definitely not Alex.




He checked her hands and forearms. Bingo. “Look at this, sir.”




There was a ‘fang’ glued to the palm of the woman’s right glove, with a thin tube inside the glove leading to a reservoir on her forearm. Jack flexed the woman’s hand, and the fang popped out where it could stab someone who shook your hand. Like a President.




General Hammond cursed under his breath. “Were these lunatics planning on making it look like Terawatt assassinated the President of the United States?”




Jack answered, “I don’t see how they could’ve gotten this through White House security, sir.”




Hammond fumed, “So they were just going to let her poison some of us.”




Jack made a guess, “And maybe then Evil Terawatt here flees down the hall, into a room, and we find the real Terawatt incapacitated there, so we think it really was her.”




“And how did you know it wasn’t really Terawatt?” Hammond asked.




General Flagg stepped into the hallway and growled, “I’d like to know the answer to that myself, colonel.”




Jack said, “Well sir, she has the look down, but so do about five hundred cosplayers all over the country. But she wasn’t walking right.” He didn’t trust Flagg, but he didn’t have any evidence on the guy, so he lied, “And she’s the wrong height. Terawatt’s a good six feet tall. This impostor’s maybe three or four inches short of that, and making up the difference with high heels.” He added some truth, just to confuse matters. “The voice wasn’t quite right either. Also, the real Terawatt never refers to my IT guy as ‘Mister Tang.’ She always calls him by his hacker handle.” He also wasn’t going to mention that the whole ‘did you get today’s password’ bit was just a ruse, because he did not want any outsiders knowing how he handled friend-or-foe identification with Terawatt.




Flagg growled, “And you weren’t worried about making a mistake and offending America’s greatest superhero.”




Jack firmly replied, “No sir. The real Terawatt isn’t affected by electricity like normal people. A Taser might annoy her, but it’s not going to knock her unconscious like this.” He didn’t actually know if that was true, but he knew Terawatt could take a lighting bolt from Danielle Atron and keep on ticking, so he figured a Taser would be like poking her with a pencil. Maybe flipping a paper football into her face.




Hammond said to his adjutant, “Major Davis, get a photo of our impostor and find out who she is ASAP.”




Jack suggested, “Get her a CAT scan too, because this may be plastic surgery. Or maybe she’s a shapeshifter.”




Hammond asked uncomfortably, “Do we really have to worry about shapeshifters, colonel?”




Jack admitted, “Not yet sir, but we’d probably be smart to plan ahead for the first time one hits us.”







Riley ran down the hallway. There was an SF holding down another guard while he stared into a side room. There was no way of telling if the SF was friend or foe. Ditto for the man face-down on the floor with his hands behind his head.




 He opted for voice recognition, or as close as he could get. “Terawatt! Tera! You okay?”




That distinctive voice came out of the side room. “Major Finn? We could use your help in here.”




The SF looked at him and tilted his head in a signal to go on in.




There was another guard down in the doorway, with a second SF standing over him. A third opponent was out cold over by a complicated machine. And a fourth opponent was lying unconscious on his back.




Terawatt said, “We could use some serious backup. They’re all trained fighters, and armed.” She pointed at the fourth man. “And he’s some sort of supervillain too. Pain tolerance and he’s indestructible.”




The second SF reported, “Sir, I shot him five times. Three in the chest and two in the face. I didn’t even slow him down.”




Riley could see where something like bullets had torn away two patches of pretty realistic-looking fake skin. There was metal mesh underneath. He asked, “Robot, cyborg, or superpowers?”




Terawatt conjectured, “Superpowers with metal added on, I think.”




He checked, “Vulnerable to lightning?”




She sighed, “Not even close. I zapped him enough to stop Azure Crush, and I just made him mad. He didn’t even say ouch.”




Man. That was not good. He asked, “Super-strength?”




She shook her head. “I don’t think so. But he’s got the invulnerability thing going for him.”




Riley looked at the massive dent in the wall, and the places where the guy had taken a couple .45 rounds in the face. This guy would not be fun to spar with. He asked, “What did you do?”




She smiled. “Remember when the colonel asked me a particular question about what I could do with my telekinesis, and I acted all girly and squeamish?”




He nodded. It was on the flight home from Finland. The colonel had asked Alex if she could pinch someone’s carotid arteries closed. Okay, Terawatt had just answered Riley’s question, and she hadn’t revealed anything to anyone else in the room. Alex was one smart cookie. He just asked, “How long did it take?”




She said, “About five seconds.”




He nodded again. That made sense. A chokehold wasn’t anywhere near what she had done. She had literally clamped his carotid arteries shut. That was equivalent to his heart stopping, in terms of blood flow. The medical books said that if your heart stops, you lose consciousness in about four seconds if standing, about eight seconds if sitting, and about twelve seconds if lying down. He knew the numbers were different when you put someone in a chokehold, but Alex had done something much more precise. And potentially, much more lethal. He knew Lupo was dying to spar with Alex, but he didn’t think Lupo had considered that she was never going to get to spar against an Alex going all out, because that Alex could take down an infantry brigade.




Heck, that Alex could just lift Lupo into the air and slam her against the walls and ceiling until she was unconscious.




He turned to the SF and said, “I need to contact the brass.”




“Go right ahead, sir. This guy is way outside AFSF training.”




He speed-dialed the colonel. “Finn here, sir.”




Colonel O’Neill asked, “So, how’s Terawatt doing?”




He glanced over at her and reported, “Winner, and still champion.” The colonel snickered. “They hit her with an indestructible, pain-resistant, lightning-proof fighter, plus backup.”




The colonel replied, “They underestimated her, whoever they are. They sent us a Terawatt lookalike with the old KGB ‘poison fang on the palm’ trick. Tell her we got an evil twin. Go ahead. I’ll wait.”




He told her, “The colonel wants you to know your evil twin showed up at the meeting. With a KGB concealed weapon.”




Terawatt scowled, “An evil twin? I bet he teases Acid Burn about it, too.”




Riley spoke into the phone, “We need SRI containment for the Indestructible Man here. No idea about Evil Terawatt or the other threats we have here, but these other guys seem to be… un-enhanced.”




“Got it. Over and out.”




He waited for ten minutes, until Sergeant Scott and Sergeant Walters arrived with backup. Then he gave them the lowdown on the still-unconscious supervillain and let them strap him into a transfer system.







Alex followed Riley down the long hall, through a short entry area that had several surly SFs, to a big meeting room. There was a big, fancy, cherrywood table down the middle of the room, and fancy cherrywood chairs around it. There was a side table with lots of sandwich-type food and lots of beverages. There were fancy generals at the table and sharply-dressed adjutants around them. She knew Colonel O’Neill and General Hammond. She’d met General Jackson and General Flagg. She didn’t know anything about General Jackson, but General Flagg had wanted to protect Shar from a ‘witch hunt’ so she was going to cut him plenty of slack. Then there were two more generals and an admiral and a sharply-dressed colonel. She didn’t know any of them.




Jack stood up, “Terawatt, thanks for joining us. How many of ’em were there?”




She made sure she was in her best Terawatt voice and said, “Four. Unfortunately, one of them had invulnerability and lightning-resistance, and he didn’t feel pain.”




Jack told her, “We had number five, who was dressed like you. We’re still checking to see who they had for support personnel, because your evil twin didn’t just waltz onto the base looking like that.”




She went for ‘pompous.’ She stated, “I’ve found you and your people to be trustworthy and competent, so that’s good enough for me.”




He smiled, “Thanks. Let me introduce you around the table. You know General Hammond already.”




She put in, “And I met General Jackson and General Flagg over the DSI incident.” She looked their way and sort-of-fibbed, “It’s nice to meet you again.”




General Flagg spoke in that growly voice that made her think of someone playing a grumpy football coach in a movie. Or maybe a movie drill instructor at a boot camp. “It’s a pleasure, Terawatt. I’m just concerned we had such a massive breakdown in security in the middle of a critical military base.”




Jack introduced everyone, “And the people at the table you have yet to meet are General Kremer of the U.S. Strategic Command, Admiral McCarver of the U.S. Special Operations Command, General Baylor of the U.S. European Command, and Colonel Samuels who is going to be reporting back to the Joint Chiefs.”




She didn’t know what to say, so she said, “It’s an honor, sirs.” Jack led her to a seat at the table that had an extra-thick cushion so when she sat on it she looked like half a foot taller. And Riley had a plate of food for her, including three roast beef sandwiches. And a glass of diet coke with ice.




General Hammond told her, “Now Terawatt, we know you’re a really busy woman, and you’ve got a meeting with the Commander-in-Chief at two, but if you could join us for lunch, I think these officers would like to talk to you about a few things.”




She nodded, “That sounds reasonable. I came all this way, so we might as well make this day as productive as possible.” That was one of the things she’d learned from her dad’s huge time management book. Why have eight one-hour meetings spread out all over the place if you can get everyone together and have one day with everyone and all eight meetings back to back? Assuming you read the other chapters so you knew how to organize and plan meetings for time management, and you knew how to keep meetings on track, and all the other things.




Admiral McCarver went first. “Yes. I’m hoping you have some thoughts on how we’re going to track down Danielle Atron and Maggie Walsh, and what we’re going to do with them once we catch them.”




She had been thinking a lot about that one. “I think we have to find them through our IT people. Both of them are scientists, and both of them are probably doing more scientific work even now. So they have to buy expensive equipment, and chemicals, and lab spaces. The scientific equipment they use is expensive and unusual, and there can’t be many high-end gene sequencers or chromatographs sold every month. I believe Colonel O’Neill’s people have already started looking into this approach, so maybe he has some thoughts on it.”




So she tricked Jack into having to say a few things, while she quickly ate two bites of sandwich. She was totally not surprised that Jack’s people had already gone through the sales records of every biomedical equipment manufacturer in the country, and were trying to get into the records of the European and Asian biomedical manufacturers.




But the questions gradually got less friendly and more pushy. As soon as General Baylor asked her why she did an end run around the U.S. European Command, which she totally didn’t, or at least she didn’t mean to, the other guys sort of ganged up on her.




“What happened to the supervillain who destroyed DSI HQ and the supervillain involved in the CIA’s Weigler fiasco?”




“What do you plan to do about the North Koreans if they unleash giant spiders across Eastern Asia?”




“Who are your contacts, and why are you afraid to reveal their identities?”




“What do you plan to do with the superhero legislation being debated for the next change in the tax code?”




“What is your real agenda?”




Okay, that one really made her mad. “Me? My agenda? I came all the way out here because you guys insisted on it. I get attacked by an indestructible man and nearly killed. Then you guys bushwhack me again while I’m trying to eat. I only got into this because Danielle Atron was trying to kill me and wreck half of California, and now I’m supposed to be saving the world in my spare time. I have a family, and a career, and a life! I don’t need to be doing this!”




General Flagg growled, “Jeff, I think that question was uncalled for. And if she really was up to something, she’d have an answer already planned out for when someone asked her.”




Boy, that was not as nice as she thought it started out to be.




But these guys were looking at supervillains inside America, and supervillains outside America, and giant monsters, and freaky weirdness like those silicates, and then there was this one woman who was claiming she was the good guy but it wasn’t like there was any evidence she was telling the truth.




Okay, some of these guys were still being jerkheads.




Jack stuck his nose in, risking getting it hacked off by some totally high-powered officers. “Excuse me sir, but I’ve been working with Terawatt on and off since last spring, and she started off wanting to make sure Danielle Atron didn’t get away with it, and she’s branched out to not wanting any of these mad scientists to get away with it. I think that’s all the agenda she has.”




She snapped, “I don’t even need these stupid superhero tax loopholes, I just don’t think it’s fair for companies to be ripping someone off because they can get away with it. Right now, Mattel is ripping off Driscoll Enterprises just because they can, and because they have twenty times as many lawyers. Stop that stuff, and I’ll be happy. I have a regular job, and I like it. My ‘contacts’ are friends, and there is no way I’m letting them get hurt, even by telling people who they are. And if the North Koreans do something crazy, I’ll go help, just like I did in Ireland and Rome and Tokyo, because it’s not right to let innocent people get killed just because their leaders are completely whacko.” She stood up and said, “I think I’ll just fly over to the White House right now and go through their security, and maybe they won’t have people bushwhacking me at their security desks, and I’ll just wait there until two. Maybe they have some magazines to read.”




Riley stood up. “Ma’am, if you could follow me?”




She did. She didn’t know where he was going, but she trusted him, and she trusted that he was doing something Jack wanted him to do. But it wasn’t fair that she was really trying to be a real superheroine, and these guys were being total jerks to her! She lifted about ten inches into the air and floated out the door behind Riley.




He led her into the big hallway, and then put one finger to his lips in a ‘shush’ gesture. Then he ran down past two doors and waved her into another room. She went in after him, but she was ready to go silvery or hit someone with a lightning bolt, or whatever.




There was nothing in the room. It was just one more meeting room.




Riley whispered, “We’ll wait until the top brass leave, and then we’ll go back and you can get a decent lunch. I’m really sorry about this, but these guys are under a lot of pressure. When you asked for an EU liaison, the head people in the U.S. European Command got fried by Congress and the Joint Chiefs for not knowing what was going on, and not knowing what would happen, and then getting cut out of the EU liaison group because of the way you did things. They’re still getting grief over it.”




She cringed, “I didn’t mean to! I just wanted to get Hermione on my team because… well, the other Hermione in that other dimension is amazing.”




He grimaced, “I understand. But most of the brass in that room has gotten chewed out by their bosses, and their bosses’ bosses, for things you’ve done, or things we’ve done, that they didn’t get done. European Command got left out in the cold both times you went in and saved the day there. Asian Command, ditto for Tokyo. Strategic Command’s supposed to be handling IT and infowar issues at a national level, and your friend’s made them look like incompetents. Okay, she’s made everyone on earth look like incompetents, but they don’t know that. And we can’t tell them about The Collective yet, because we don’t know if any of them, or any of their people, are compromised. So we have a problem. In fact, we have several problems…” He stopped and thought about it. “And you know, General Flagg was way too accommodating in there, after we made his command look bad in Arizona, and in New Jersey, and over the DSI issue. I think I need to talk to the colonel about that. He’s really good at reading people while he’s pretending he’s not paying any attention.”




She just floated in the air and stewed over what Riley had just said. Had she messed stuff up for other people because she didn’t know about chains of command and stuff? Had she made these guys think she was maybe trying to ruin them or take over their commands or something else diabolical? Had Willow hurt some people just by being really great at what she did? Was General Flagg really not a nice guy?




And why did everything have to be so complicated? In the comics, the Fantastic Four could destroy an entire city fighting a guy who was the head of his own country, and they didn’t have these kinds of problems.




Riley finally stepped back from the door, and Jack stuck his head in. “Okay boys and girls, let’s go back in there and get some lunch while the mean kids are off on a field trip.”




Alex walked with Riley and Jack. The SFs were gone, and so were all the generals and admirals and their adjutants. There was no one left but George Hammond. And someone had cleared the whole table. So Alex had to start all over with a new plate of food and a new diet coke. And she was hungry.




Jack griped, “Whoever’s behind this had enough footage of Terawatt that Evil Terawatt could practice the voice. And the walk. And she knew who my IT guys are, which ought to be harder to find out than how Terawatt sounds.”




General Hammond nodded at Jack. Then he scowled, “Terawatt, I’d like to apologize for the behavior of everyone in this room.”




Jack said, “Me too, Tera. I should’ve guessed a couple of them would be… less than thrilled with you. After all, you’re the face of the program. All the video from Tokyo that anybody paid any attention to was you flying around looking impressive. Same for Rome. And Santa Monica, although there’s also plenty of footage of Azure Crush in a teeny bikini, covered in gray slime. Probably Larry Flynt’s secret fantasy, minus the bikini. Soldiers doing their jobs? Not as exciting or as photogenic as you blasting monsters with lightning bolts.”




Alex said, “That’s not fair. Jo and Graham are totally photogenic, and Team Two was awesome out there.”




Jack grinned, “I’ll tell ’em you said so.” The grin vanished. “I was hoping you could handle these… generals and admirals asking the tough questions, because some of the senators and congressmen the President invited to the deputization are gonna be a lot less polite, because they don’t think anybody on earth can tell them what not to do. And at least one of them leaked the news to the press corps, so you’re not gonna get away without doing a big, public interview afterward. And I think you can count on some of the press being about as polite as a shark that smells blood in the water.”




General Hammond muttered, “Perhaps even less polite, because some of them are bound to be in Glenn Howard’s camp.”




“Ugh.”




Jack teased her, “You can say words worse than ‘ugh.’ Or ‘jerkhead.’ Just not in front of a mike.”




She ate five of the roast beef sandwiches, a little bit of some kind of blah pasta salad, some really yummy fruit salad, and drank two diet cokes. Riley kept getting her more ice when she ran out. Then they had to get going to the White House for real.




Sergeant Scott drove her and Jack and Riley and General Hammond through the streets of Washington D.C., while Jack made a bunch of guesses about the kinds of things the congressmen and the reporters might ask her. The general obviously thought some of Jack’s guesses were sort of crazy. She figured if she was ready for the most ridiculous things Jack thought of, no reporter was going to catch her by surprise. Well, not too much. And maybe she’d be able to keep her temper this time. As long as no one asked her when she was going to pose naked for some scummy magazine.




Before they got to Pennsylvania Avenue, Jack’s cellphone went off. He answered, “O’Neill here.”




He flipped it to speakerphone. “—ir, Dr. Lee has an interim report and we found some additional information.” Alex recognized the voice as captainmal. “Terawatt’s durable opponent has been tampered with biochemically, or else he’s got a natural mutation. Without knowing who he really is, we can’t tell which. He doesn’t feel pain. At all. And he heals really fast.”




“How fast?” Jack asked. “Wolverine fast, Spidey fast, or Lieutenant Lupo fast?”




“Umm, we don’t have any information on that yet, but Dr. Lee is guessing a lot faster than normal for humans. They pretty much cut him open, reinforced all his bones with titanium to make him virtually unbreakable, replaced his skin with a layered metal mesh and plastic epidermis so he’s lightning-resistant and bulletproof, and performed some additional mods on his internal organs. He’s also had so much plastic surgery that I don’t think we’ll ever know what he originally looked like. We know he’s not really Corporal Simpkins, but the only name we’ve gotten out of him is ‘Neumann,’ which is pretty unlikely to be his real name given that he’s a ‘new man’ after all that surgery.”




“So far, so icky, as someone likes to say. What else you got for me?”




Captainmal said, “We ran the woman’s picture through the ID system and got a match. Clare Tobias. Engineering whiz. Supposed to be working for the NID now, but she’s denying it. So are they.”




Riley showed Alex a picture he had taken of Clare Tobias as that fake Terawatt. Alex didn’t think they looked alike, but she figured if you put a wig and a mask and enough boob padding on anyone, they could look enough like Terawatt to fool someone who didn’t know what Terawatt looked like up close. Or sounded like.




Hmm. Maybe she needed to do that press conference just so people could say ‘wait, I heard Terawatt on tv and that’s not her.’ Or would people be that smart? Wasn’t there that guy who had been going around pretending to be Tiger Woods and he didn’t look like Tiger Woods and he didn’t sound like Tiger Woods but people fell for his scams anyway?”




Jack said, “The NID. Not good. They have good connections and some powerful friends. And the NID agents I’ve run into were about as trustworthy as a rattlesnake.”




“Colonel!”




“Sorry, sir. A pet rattlesnake.”




“Colonel…”




Alex decided she’d better do something before Jack got himself in trouble again. “What’s the NID?”




General Hammond took an unhappy breath and told her, “The National Intelligence Directorate. They’re a partly-civilian oversight organization with a lot of support from all three branches of government, because no one except the intelligence agencies thinks there’s enough oversight on the intelligence agencies, especially the black ops agencies. Like the SRI, to name one. Incidents like the Marissa Weigler operation just reinforce that viewpoint. And just because the colonel has had one or two run-ins with the NID doesn’t make them the bad guys here.”




Jack said, “Yes sir, but if I were Clare Tobias and not working for the NID on this op, I would finger them to protect my real agency.”




The general replied, “And, since that’s exactly what most people would expect, this could simply be a double bluff, so she’s implicating them by claiming she isn’t working for them.”




Jack pointed at the general and spoke to Alex. “Don’t you just hate it when someone else is smarter than you?”




General Hammond rolled his eyes. “O’Neill, try not to get us thrown out of the White House.”




“Yes sir.”




Then General Hammond looked at Alex. “And please, no matter how rude some of the senators and congressmen might be to you, don’t take it personally. That’s how some of them are to us too.”




Jack added, “And we can’t hit ’em in the butt with a lightning bolt, so you can’t either.”




The general rolled his eyes again. Alex figured he’d had to put up with Jack’s behavior plenty of times before.




Sergeant Scott drove them up to the main entrance. Jack whispered, “Okay, there are a ton of paparazzi within shutterbug distance, so give ’em the whole Terawatt jazz.”




He stepped out and opened the door for her. She flew out of the Humvee and went upright. Then she rose ten feet into the air. Then she let her hair move like it was in a light breeze. She’d practiced that a bunch in front of her mirror after the Berlin thing. And she held up her hands so when she did a cascade of lightning, it kind of arced all around her. As Jack and General Hammond and Riley marched up to the doors into the White House, she slowly flew over their heads.




She landed in front of the soldiers manning the doors into the White House, and drifted in with Jack in front of her. He gave her a wink to tell her he liked her entrance. She just hoped everyone else did.




She floated along a foot above the floor, and Jack led her down a hall to an alcove where three Secret Service agents were set, along with two soldiers standing holding their rifles in whatever position that was called. Maybe she’d ask Jack or Riley later, because she ought to know all that stuff. All three Secret Service agents were in black suits and white shirts and boring ties, with an earpiece in one ear, even though one of them was a woman.




“IDs please?” the guy with buzzed blond hair asked.




Jack handed over an ID folder, as did Riley and the general. Alex crossed her arms and drifted half a foot higher in the air.




“Fingerprint check,” the guy with the short black hair said.




General Hammond, then Jack, then Riley each pressed their right thumb on a clear glass plate, and the guy checked each thumbprint against the print on their ID card.




Blond Guy looked at her. “ID, please.”




She just looked at him. She ran a spark between her hands. “There you go. I’m Terawatt.” She wondered if this was going to be the way things worked forever.




General Hammond firmly said, “Son, I believe the Department of Homeland Security sent you the guidelines on dealing with Terawatt. No ID card, no fingerprint, no signature, no retinal scans. It’s crazy to ask her for an official ID before the President gives it to her in a ceremony in…” He made a show of looking at his watch. “…thirty-nine minutes. And counting.”




The man stonily looked at General Hammond. “The Director sent out a memo Friday afternoon. We need clear evidence that this is Terawatt, and not an illusion, or Danielle Atron in disguise, or something else.”




Well, there was no way she was about to tell them her real identity. Not when The Collective seemed to have its fingers in way too many places, and she didn’t trust most people’s computer security either. She had people to protect.





123. White House



Jack looked at her and said, “Look Tera, the country needs this a lot more than you do. If they don’t want to let you through, you can just fly home. Tough beans for the entire United States. I mean, just ask the city of Santa Monica if they’d be happy you got stiffed by these yahoos. Or Paradise Valley, California. Or Tromaville, New Jersey. Or Bloomington, Illinois. Or half of Pennsylvania. Or the entire American Southwest.”




Alex could tell it was Jack’s ‘good cop, bad cop’ bit. He was really good at it, even when you’d seen it before.




General Hammond sternly growled at the agents, “It appears we’re at an impasse. I suggest you get your director on the phone immediately, because if you can’t get this resolved in the next half hour, you three are probably going to be taking the fall for this screw-up, and you’ll be out of a job by tomorrow afternoon.”




Alex decided to play ‘good cop’ since Jack was setting it up for her. “General, given that someone just tried impersonating me in the middle of Andrews Air Force Base, I think it’s important to let these people do their jobs. If they can’t pass me through, then they can’t. They can explain to the senators and the press what went wrong. I’m sure people will understand that they have to do their jobs.” She turned to the Secret Service people and said, “My secret identity is far more important than getting this deputization. I can’t cooperate with your guidelines. Perhaps we can make this work next year. Or under the next President.”




Jack said sarcastically, “Yeah, I figure as soon as you’re not around to save Teaneck, New Jersey or Lizard Lick, North Carolina, this President’s gonna get impeached. And convicted. So it probably won’t be that long.”




Black-haired Guy stiffly stated, “I can call the director’s office, but the director’s not in on a Sunday.”




“Of course not,” General Hammond growled. He pulled out his own phone and pressed a speed-dial button. “Davis? Get me the director of the Secret Service. Home number. ASAP. If you can’t get ’em, get me the President and tell him he’s about to look very bad in front of the whole world because his people won’t let Terawatt into the White house.” He waited impatiently.




None of the Secret Service agents was breaking a sweat. Alex figured if they were ready to get shot and killed to protect the President, they weren’t too worried about getting yelled at and maybe fired for doing what they were sure was their job.




“General George Hammond here,” the general snapped into the phone. “Your directive to keep Terawatt out of the White House without proper ID is about to cause a national crisis.” He listened for a few seconds and then nodded. “Then you’d better contact your staff at once, because your office is about to create a disaster for the Commander-in-Chief, and I think we know whose head will be rolling tomorrow morning.”




He hung up and said to the Secret Service agents, “That directive you got? It’s an electronic forgery. Your director’s going to be calling you or your immediate supervisor in the next few seconds. And then this coming week, your agency’s computer security is going to be under the scrutiny of a DHS audit team, the GAO, and both houses of Congress.”




Only seconds later, each of the three agents put his or her hand to their earpiece and listened intently. Blonde Guy put his wrist to his mouth and murmured into his supposedly-hidden mike, “Are you sure?”




He listened a few more seconds and then told General Hammond, “Sorry sir, but it appears we’ve been hacked. The director did not issue that memo, even if the verification system assured us it was legit, so our security system on our internal net appears to have been compromised.”




Jack whipped out his phone, and hit a speed-dial button. “It’s me. Yeah, I’m at the White House. No, I haven’t created an international incident, yet, but someone hacked the Secret Service internal net and issued a memo under the director’s authorization to block Terawatt. Either that, or it was to make sure a fake Terawatt got through the screening process, so I need you on this now. And no, I’m not going to say that, because I’m standing in front of the general, Finn, Terawatt, three Secret Service agents, and a bunch of guys with guns.”




Alex knew he’d just called Willow. She asked, “Speed dial number one?”




Jack smiled, “Absolutely. Number one with a bullet.”




Alex tried not to smile too much, but Jack and Willow were really a cute couple. For a couple that had an old guy and someone who was Miss TMI.




Two more Secret Service agents came running down the hall. One of them stopped in front of the general. “Special Supervisory Agent William J. Hall, sir. This is my responsibility, since the memo came directly to me, and I gave the orders.” He turned to face Alex. “Ma’am? Could you demonstrate your four best-known powers? Maybe a fast flight down the corridor and back, then a burst of lightning strong enough to knock out one of the ceiling lights, then transforming into your silver form and moving while in that form, and finally lifting something substantial with your telekinesis?”




Wow, that seemed pretty reasonable. Even if Danielle Atron could do the same stuff. And that Psych guy could probably make most of the people here think she was doing that stuff. She darted down the hall at full speed, about two feet from the ceiling, then she stopped abruptly and darted back. She lifted her hand and pointed her finger at the ceiling light, then blew it. She overdid it a bit, and a dozen ceiling lights up and down the hall went out, setting off a beeping alarm. Oops. But there were other lights in the hallway, so it didn’t go dark. That would have been really embarrassing. She went silvery, flew up to the ceiling, and puddled across the ceiling, down one wall, over the desk, and then went normal while standing on top of the desk. She said, “Here.” She handed Blond Guy the notepad and sign-in ledger and pens that had been on the table before she pulled them into her puddle as she flowed over the top of the desk. She would have stood on the floor, but then they would have seen she wasn’t as tall as she looked when she was floating behind Jack. And she lifted the female agent off the floor. Even with the woman’s comm system and guns and ammo, she wasn’t anywhere near two hundred pounds, so it was easy. The woman looked like she wanted to scream, but she just twitched a lot.




Alex set the woman back down and flew over beside Riley, to hover a foot above the floor.




Agent Hall stiffly told her, “I think that establishes your bona fides.” He glanced up at the wrecked lightbulbs in the ceiling fixtures. “And that you could have fried all of us instead, if you had malicious intent. Thank you.” He turned his head, “Agent Blaylock, please escort them to the Roosevelt Room.”




Black-haired Guy nodded, “Yes sir.” He faced the general. “Follow me please, General Hammond.” Then he led them through the mansion and into a windowless conference room.




Jack glanced at his watch and frowned, “Only eight minutes to spare. We need to find out if these two attacks were coordinated, because if Miss Tobias was supposed to take us out and then replace Terawatt, she might have been trying to discredit Terawatt and cause an international incident. You saw what she was carrying. The headline would’ve read ‘U.S. President assassinated by Terawatt using KGB weapon.’ That would not be good.”




General Hammond muttered, “We need to set up some passphrases with replies for IFF, if we’re going to run into this sort of problem in future. Or if your hypothetical shapeshifter ever appears.”




Alex pointed out, “I don’t think any of that would help with someone like Psych, who could just make you think he’d said the right thing.”




General Hammond scowled, “We need some safeguards for that situation too.”




Just then, Jack reached for his phone. Alex figured he had it on vibrate, because she hadn’t heard it. He answered, “O’Neill.” He listened for several seconds, wincing a couple times, and then said, “You know what to do. I’m not available for the next couple hours.”




Riley asked, “What is it, colonel?”




Jack groaned, “It seems Miss Tobias might have some superpowers like our personal T-800. As soon as they had her off the base, she ripped the zipcuffs in half, beat up the guards sitting with her, dove out of a truck going thirty miles an hour in traffic, and sprinted off into a housing complex at Usain Bolt speeds. They’re setting up a grid and searching for her now.”




Riley checked, “Another Action Girl?”




Jack shrugged, “Well, Sergeant Scott made sure someone got a blood sample while Tobias was still out cold, so we’ll know pretty soon. But I’m guessing no. Action Girl would’ve shaken off that taser shot and torn me in half, if she’d had that tasking.”




Riley pointed out, “Still sir, she could have enhanced strength, enhanced speed, fighting skills…”




Jack asked, “Could Lupo have done all that?”




Riley nodded, “Without a doubt. Busting zipcuffs isn’t as hard as people make it out to be, as long as you know what you’re doing. Jumping out of a speeding car without seriously injuring yourself just takes training. Anybody can learn to do it. And if you’re running away from a vehicle that’s going thirty miles an hour, you’d look like you’re going a lot faster than you really are. So we’ll need to get some camera footage to figure out how fast Miss Tobias really is.”




Alex complained, “And in the meantime, I’ve got an Evil Twin running loose in Washington, D.C.”




Jack said, “Well, she’s still in the superheroine outfit, but I peeled off the mask, and Sergeant Scott made sure they used acetone and unglued that wig. So she doesn’t look like you from the neck up. She looks like a woman in a Halloween costume.”




Alex pointed out, “Which also means all she has to do is steal a dress and some shoes, and she’s one more woman in a big city.”




Jack smirked, “One more woman who we have pictures of, and who has several bloody spots on her face. She shouldn’t have glued that mask on like that.”




Eww. Alex tried not to cringe, but she’d worried about that very thing more than once. Gluing her mask on, then losing skin if it got torn off. Eww, eww, eww!




General Hammond apologized, “Colonel, I didn’t thank you at the time for tasering Miss Tobias, but it certainly sounds like she was even more of a threat than we thought.”




“My pleasure, sir. People who try to kidnap my people and kill generals? Not gonna get invited to my place for the big Fourth of July weenie roast.”




Alex tried not to smile too much, but she got a really warm feeling from hearing Jack refer to her as one of ‘his people.’ General Hammond made a ‘harrumph’ noise that Alex thought was maybe to keep from breaking into a big grin.




The Roosevelt Room was really pretty nice, even if it didn’t have a window. It had a really big conference table with nice chairs. It had all kinds of interesting photos and things on the walls. If Agent Blaylock wasn’t standing there with them, she would have been walking around oohing and ahhing about all the stuff.




Then the door opened, and the President walked in. The actual President! Of the whole country! He was with four staffers and two more Secret Service agents and about a dozen old guys. She figured the old guys were all Senators and Congressmen, because she thought she recognized one of them. Not that she wanted to recognize him, because he was a Congressman from Mississippi who had said some really mean things about letting unidentified people with superpowers represent the United States of America when nobody knew if she was some sort of crazed psycho felon or what.




Okay, she would have said pretty much the same stuff if it had been Azure Crush running around loose doing stuff in Europe and California and Pennsylvania and New Jersey. She hadn’t really been that happy about Az doing the stuff on the beach in Santa Monica even when Terawatt was right there to keep an eye on her.




The President shook her hand and said some nice stuff about Americans who want to step forward and help others. She didn’t really get it all, because she was kind of shocked at getting to shake hands with the President and stuff. Maybe she was a little star-struck, even if he wasn’t a movie star. Then a grouchy-looking judge with a kind voice did the swearing in and deputizing part.




After that, the President introduced every one of the Senators and Congressmen. She smiled and said, “How do you do” and “Pleased to meet you” and all that stuff, even if she wasn’t pleased to meet any of them.




Then the President said, “Terawatt, I hate to impose on you, but there’s a very large crowd of reporters down in the press room. If you could answer a few questions after my press secretary announces you’ve been deputized, I would appreciate it.”




She just agreed, “Yes sir. I assumed that was a possibility as soon as I saw all the press outside.”




But one of the Congressmen grumpily asked, “And are you going to be supporting the President when he runs for office again?”




But Jack had prepared her for that one, so she had an answer. “No, I am not. And I’m not going to be supporting anyone else. I’m not in this for political reasons, and I don’t intend to support or oppose any political candidates, whether they like me or not.” A couple of them seemed to relax at that.




Another one asked, “And do you intend to keep helping out foreign countries, when America needs your help?”




But Jack had warned her about that one, too. “I don’t ever intend to put another country ahead of my country. But we have to stop supervillains and monsters wherever they pop up, whether it’s in New Jersey or New Delhi. If I hadn’t fought those silicates in Ireland and Italy and Japan, there’s no telling whether we would have been able to stop them once they took over Europe and Asia and Africa, and then billions of them attacked America.”




But Jack had been right. Telling these guys what they wanted to hear was as good as saving the day in their state, because now they weren’t worried about her being a big threat to their re-election efforts, or their political party, or any of that stuff. And Jack had been right that they were even less polite than the generals. She was so looking forward to the press conference.




Not.




She lifted about twenty inches into the air and followed the President and his staffers. Jack and Riley and General Hammond walked with her. The Congressmen and Senators looked more impressed by one little floating-in-the-air thing than she thought they would be.




The White House was pretty huge, so it took a few minutes to walk to the press room. Boy, she would not want to be one of the people stuck keeping this place clean.




And she didn’t have to walk right into the press room cold. The President’s press secretary, this friendly woman named Ellen, walked in first. She told the press that Terawatt had been a temporarily deputized agent of the Department of Homeland Security for some months, and had just been sworn in as an official deputized agent of the DHS. And then Ellen stayed to help Terawatt with the reporters. Alex was going to have to ask Jack how to do something nice for Ellen, like maybe a bouquet of flowers. Alex would have loved to get a big box of chocolates, but that was her, and she knew way too many women who totally worried way too much about their weight and didn’t really like it when their guy bought them a big box of high-calorie chocolates.




Jack whispered, “Fly in. Make an entrance.”




So she did. She floated in mid-air, turned on her stomach, and flew into the room Iron Giant style, only with lightning crackling from her hands.




Then, even with Ellen keeping the press questioning down to something manageable, Alex still had to answer questions from a room of what had to be two hundred reporters and camera people. If she hadn’t already had to face way worse things, it would have been totally intimidating.




Still, she didn’t expect the first question would be, “Did you vote for the President?”




Jeez. She made sure she was in her best Terawatt voice and she told that guy, “I’m not going to answer that, because I don’t think the role of a superhero is to interfere with politics, anymore than it would be the role of a military officer.” And she sure didn’t want to admit she’d been too young to vote at the last election.




Someone else immediately called out, “Then why are you flying all over the place superheroing?”




She looked their way and said, “Because it’s a job someone needs to do, and I happen to be the someone who can do it. It’s not safe, and it’s not loads of laughs. It can be painful and brutal and horrific. But it needs to be done.”




Maybe she set herself up, but someone else called out, “So why don’t you just shoot the badguys?”




Uck. What was she, Dirty Harry? “First, I don’t believe in killing people. I don’t push my beliefs on others, but that’s my personal belief. I’m not saying our armed forces shouldn’t shoot enemy soldiers. I’m not saying our police forces shouldn’t be properly armed. I have worked with soldiers who routinely carry arms and have shot people. I’m simply saying that I personally do not want to kill anyone. Then most of the foes I have faced are bulletproof, so ‘why don’t you just shoot the badguys’ wouldn’t even work. And some of the foes I have faced have only attacked me because Danielle Atron gave them no choice. Let’s take Victor Cready as an example. He was given a dose of a biochemical that basically turned him into a blob of goo that was constantly on fire and he was constantly in agony from it, nonstop, day and night, for four straight days. It’s a wonder he didn’t go insane from that, because the blob aspect of his powers kept his nerve endings from ever burning out so the pain never ever stopped. Once he was arrested, he has been completely cooperative, only insisting on regular doses of antidote so he does not regain his powers. And when he was kidnapped from prison by Danielle Atron and told to attack me, he broke out, called 911, did his utmost to stop another supervillain, and was nearly killed for his efforts. If I had killed him that first time, Paradise Valley might be a disaster area right now. If I had killed Azure Crush when we fought, would we have been able to stop those monster mollusks without further loss of life? Maybe not. So I think some people deserve second chances. Lots of people are capable of turning over a new leaf, and I say we should find ways to help them.”




“Don’t you think it’s a waste of taxpayer money to keep people like him locked up instead of executing them?”




She told that guy, “First, Victor Cready is not under arrest for any sort of crime that carries the death penalty. And have you bothered to look up what things cost these days? It costs more to conduct all the trials and follow-ups for an execution than it does to keep someone locked up for the rest of his life, and it ends up being like a lump-sum payment instead of something that could be set aside to pay out using accrued interest. Furthermore, I do not think Victor Cready needs to be locked up in the standard way. He’ll cooperate however we ask, because he really doesn’t want to be in constant, unbearable agony.”




“What about locking up other supervillains?”




She said, “If they cannot be rehabilitated — and make no mistake, some of them clearly cannot — then I think we’re going to have to cooperate with other countries in this. If we have a small island in the middle of the Pacific for a supervillain prison, that would solve a lot of the problems we and other countries will have with incarcerating superpowered felons as the number of such people keeps growing. Or perhaps a prison under the ice at the South Pole. I don’t think we have a cost-effective way of, say, building a prison on the moon yet. But an ordinary prison can’t contain people who can fly, or turn into a puddle, or punch holes in concrete. Still, I’m not the criminal court system, so if a jury gives someone the death penalty, I do not feel that I have the right to object.”




“What do you think about Azure Crush walking on those charges and getting paid to pose nude?”




Yuck. She insisted, “I do not think women should be posing naked for magazines. I certainly never will do such a thing. If you ever see a photo that’s supposed to be me naked, you may automatically assume it’s a fake.” Especially since her boobs were nothing like what people were assuming. “However, I also believe a woman has the right to choose what she does with her own body, so if Miss Baker chooses to do this, then I am not going to fight her on this. As for the charges, I am willing to let our court system do what it does better than any other court system in the world.”




They asked her a bunch of other questions Jack had warned her about, like why did she go help other countries, and what did she think about the man-monster of Tromaville, and how did she feel about undercutting U.S. military commands with her international actions.




Boy, that one was probably going to keep coming back and biting her in the behind. How many important admirals and generals hated her now because of stuff she’d done when she was trying to be a goodguy?




Still, she wasn’t ready when someone asked, “How do you feel about Glenn Howard?”




Well, she wasn’t going to say she thought he was a jerkhead psycho who was desperate for attention and liked lying to stupid people. She said, “Mr. Howard is entitled to his opinion, and he has the right to free speech. Still, I obviously exist, and I obviously have superpowers. My family thinks he’s unfair and prejudiced against me, but I won’t say such a thing. Perhaps he just needs to come to Santa Monica and meet the people I saved from giant mollusks, or to Ireland and meet the people I saved from silicon-based lifeforms. I find his statements about me insulting, but that is no reason for me to make insulting statements in return.”




A couple people wanted to ask her why she had a secret identity. Well duh. But she was polite about it, even when she thought their questions were really, really dumb.




Then someone asked, “Is it true that a woman attempted to pose as you earlier today?”




She wondered how that news had gotten out so fast, but she still answered the question. “Yes. A woman who couldn’t fly and couldn’t make lightning and couldn’t transform into my silvery morph was illegally inserted past U.S. Air Force security by unknown parties. She had an artificial ‘poison fang’ glued to her palm, so that she could have poisoned anyone she shook hands with, or anyone she slapped. And she attempted to get into a room full of important generals and admirals, many of them connected with important U.S. military commands and the DHS. I think it’s safe to say I would have been accused of the crime. So if a woman comes to you and claims to be Terawatt, first ask her to demonstrate her flight and electrokinesis and telekinesis and shapeshifting powers before you believe she’s really Terawatt. And that applies not just to the Secret Service and national security, but also ordinary men and women of this country. I don’t ever want to find out that someone trusted a con woman in a Terawatt Halloween costume with their life’s savings, or someone in a bank just gave a Terawatt cosplayer all the bank’s money because she just claimed she’s the real thing. And here’s another hint: my uniform doesn’t have a zipper down the back.” She lifted a little higher into the air and turned around so everyone could see her back.




“Is it true you have a stalker?”




“I have three. That we know of.” A couple of the prettier female reporters up front visibly winced. She wondered if stalkers were a problem for famous newswomen. “At the moment, they’re all cyber-stalkers, but they’re real, and they’re all potential problems. One of them is a suspect in the disappearance of several young women, so this is yet another reason to have a secret identity.”




“What are your thoughts about the Tromaville woman who’s attempting to sue you for negligence and hospital bills from a car wreck she claims you caused?”




What? She said, “I hadn’t heard of that. Thank you. I was only in Tromaville for less than an hour, in only one place, so I think she’ll have a hard time convincing anyone that she wrecked her car at the right time and day and location. Then I was there as a temporarily deputized agent of the DHS, so I would be covered under the Homeland Security rules, which should mean that I can’t be sued for approved activities. And finally, if this ever comes to court, my attorney will just bring in Glenn Howard, who will convince the jury I don’t even exist.” Some of the press corps laughed at that, even if she thought it was a pretty lame joke.




And how creepy did you have to be to try to sue a superhero for damages that you were probably faking anyway?




“How did you get your powers?”




She smiled at the reporter, “I’m sorry, I don’t talk about that.”




“Did the U.S. government give you your powers?”




She said, “No. They didn’t even know I existed for a long time after I gained my powers, and not for some months after I started using them to thwart supervillains.”




“Why did you become a superhero?”




She corrected, “A superheroine? I didn’t plan on it. I probably would never have become a superheroine if it weren’t for Danielle Atron. The supervillains she unleashed on California pushed me into doing something to save people. Before I knew it, I was wearing a costume to keep from being identified, and then I was asked to help the DHS deal with invisible supervillains in Illinois, and things just… snowballed.”




“Well, what’s the difference between you and supervillains?”




Wow, that was rude. She said, “Intent. I’m not trying to steal a million dollars, and I’m not trying to kill someone who annoyed me, and I’m not unleashing monsters all over the planet.”




“Why aren’t you trying to steal a million dollars? It would be easy for you.”




Honestly, what was wrong with these guys? She told that jerk, “It would be wrong. And it would make life miserable for all the people that money was supposed to help. And in my other identity, I have a job I love, which pays me well enough that I don’t have to worry about not having food on my table or a roof over my head. And if the proposed tax code legislation goes through, then less-altruistic superpowered people would also have a reason to want to help their country, because they could get paid and have a way to collect income and pay their taxes, while screening their other identity.”




“Is it true that Mattel is withholding royalties on their line of Terawatt Barbie dolls?”




She said, “I don’t know the current status of that situation. The last that I heard was that Driscoll Enterprises was trying to enforce their copyrights and trademarks, and that they have already set aside their own royalty payments so that if the tax codes are changed, they would be able to pay me royalties. I think that’s generous of them. I think that superpowered people might re-think the idea of becoming supervillains if they not only saw that crime doesn’t pay, but they saw that being on the side of justice actually did have rewards.”




“What rewards are you getting out of superheroing if there’s no money in it for you?”




What a jerk. But she didn’t say that. She insisted, “Right now, the rewards are intangible, but they are there. When you save someone’s life, you know inside that you just did something special. Something that makes you feel good. When you fight off a giant spider, or an army of deadly silicates, or a bunch of giant carnivorous mollusks, you know you’re protecting your country and you’re saving people wherever you happen to be.”




“So are you doing it for the thrill?”




She shook her head, “Absolutely not. It’s not thrilling. It’s dangerous and risky and sometimes terrifying. Some of the things I’ve seen are utterly horrifying. There’s no thrill-seeking in that. I don’t see why you can’t see it my way: it’s wrong to have these powers and not use them to protect other people.”




“Then why do you the dirty work for secret black ops groups in the DHS?”




Man, these guys were just asking for it. She was not going to lose her temper. She was not. “I don’t do ‘dirty work’ and I don’t commit crimes and I don’t sneak around with black ops groups. The DHS has recognized security agencies which protect people, and sometimes they need help.”




“Who were you working with in Santa Monica?”




She said, “That would be the HWAAA, which is a DHS hazardous waste management program. Also, they contacted the EPA while I was there, so also the Superfund people of the EPA. Hazardous wastes can do more than just poison you or give you cancers. Just ask Azure Crush about that, because she was nearly eaten alive by more than one of those things.”




“Why was Azure Crush involved in the Santa Monica situation, and why did she stay to help you out?”




She explained, “Azure Crush showed up in the first place, because she thought I was snooping around in her personal business. As soon as she stormed out onto the sand and was nearly swallowed, she realized I was telling her the truth. My presence there had nothing to do with her presence in Los Angeles. Then she was extremely angry about nearly being eaten. When she found out that some large portion of the Santa Monica homeless population might have been eaten over the previous two months, she insisted on staying and helping.”




“And why would she care about homeless people?”




She said, “Azure Crush doesn’t come from a nice home. She’s had a very hard childhood, and she’s spent more than one night huddling under a bridge wondering where her next meal would come from and fearing she might be attacked by the next person she saw. She’s been homeless. She knows what it’s like. She isn’t homeless now, but that’s only because someone is making money off of her. She cares about the homeless, and she was furious that those monsters might have been eating homeless people for months, and no one knew, and few people cared.”




“That’s a pretty nice thing to say about your arch-enemy.”




She said, “Azure Crush is not my arch-enemy. We fought once. That’s all. And it was Danielle Atron’s fault. Since then, I flew one time to Beverly Hills to make sure that she was all right and not being taken advantage of, and to assess whether her protection was adequate in the event of a Danielle Atron assault. That accidentally led to her coming out to Santa Monica and helping us. She may be very strong, but she was risking her life. And she knew she was risking being killed in a truly horrible way: being sucked down under the ground and being slowly smothered to death in the digestive system of an underground monster. She put her trust in me and the DHS representatives, and I believe we showed her that her trust was warranted. Yes, she made some tactical mistakes because she has no military experience, but we got the job done.”




“How many more of those giant clams are out there?”




She sighed to herself. “We don’t know. If any of those monsters laid eggs under the sand, there could be more giant mollusks hatching for a long time to come. All that will have to be a part of a costly and possibly dangerous hazardous waste abatement project. But once the project is completed, the beach will be safe once again.”




“How do you feel about Barbie dolls, and Mattel making money off your image through them?”




She had loved her Barbies when she was little, but she was not going to say that. “I wish that Mattel’s flagship doll didn’t have proportions that are so unrealistic. We have enough problems in this country with people valuing appearance over hard work and intelligence, particularly when it comes to young women. I’ve certainly been guilty of that more than once in my life. I think we all have. On the other hand, I have seen a young girl using her Terawatt Barbie to pretend she was fighting crime and saving the day, instead of the usual Barbie activities, so perhaps this is a step in the right direction. After all, everyone in this country can fight crime or save the day, because everyone in this country can become a police officer, or a fireman, or an EMT, or a doctor, or a nurse, or an intern, or a soldier, or any of a hundred other meaningful careers.”




“Does that mean that you have one of the jobs you mentioned?”




She smiled, “I think you know I’m not going to answer that, and I think you’re smart enough to know why. I don’t reveal anything about my other identity. I don’t sign autographs, for the same reason.”




After a few more questions, Ellen the press secretary walked back out and said, “I’m sorry, but the President has requested a meeting with Terawatt, and so I need to ask her to depart. However, I will stay and answer questions about Terawatt’s deputization and what that means for the DHS.”




So Alex finally got to fly back out of the room. Jack was waiting for her in the anteroom, alongside Riley and General Hammond and another Secret Service agent, plus someone who looked like a staffer. The staffer led them back toward the Roosevelt Room. Since that was near the Oval Office and some other important rooms, Alex figured it was going to be an important meeting somewhere.




Jack must have seen how she really felt about getting out of there, so he mouthed, ‘come with me if you want to live.’ She had to make an effort not to giggle. Then he grinned, “You did great, Tera.”




General Hammond agreed, “You made the DHS look good. There are going to be a lot more people happy about the decision to officially deputize you once that press conference hits the airwaves.”




Jack added, “Which in a couple cases will probably be in twelve seconds or less, knowing some of those newsies.”




Alex hadn’t enjoyed it, but it hadn’t been nearly as bad as, say, facing several hundred giant baby spiders in a dark cave.




The next meeting turned out to be a really short ‘thank you for all your hard work and I wish there was more we could do for you’ thing from the President, and a ‘thanks for not making the re-election issues worse’ thing from some White House staffers. Then Sergeant Scott drove everyone back to the air force base, Jack made sure she got some more to eat, and she finally got to fly home.




Unfortunately, when she got home it was so late that she had already missed the first kung fu lesson with Lieutenant Lupo. Crud!




Well, at least she got to eat dinner with Jo and just talk about stuff. And Shar was so excited about taking kung fu lessons she didn’t want to take her gi off for dinner, and so she got spaghetti sauce all down the front. Fortunately, there was lots of stain remover in the laundry room.





124. Interlude XIX



Jack O’Neill sat in his small office in his home. Charlie was asleep, or at least doing a good job of faking it. Good on him. Being able to fake sleep was almost as important a life skill as being able to fake wakefulness.




Jack didn’t bring work home with him. All of his work was Top Secret and Eyes Only these days, even the incredibly, tediously boring paperwork people kept insisting on, even when it wasn’t particularly helpful and it had to be incinerated or locked away somewhere safe anyway. So mainly he used the room for storage and his fly-tying jig and his gunsafe. And the things Willow left that didn’t fit in his closet or his dresser. And his stuff that he had moved out of his closet and dresser so Willow had more room. But he did have a laptop computer in there on a little roll-around computer desk. He didn’t keep anything on the hard drive except the software to let it boot up and connect through Willow’s firewalls into his own intranet. And it was set up with a lot of RAM and nothing he downloaded got written to the hard drive, either. He typed in his password, which no one was likely to guess, since it was the first letters of the first thirty words of the theme song for “The Flintstones.” Willow made him change his password every month, but he’d already picked out the next song that would be his new password. He hummed, “Ding dong, the witch is dead” while he put his finger on the fingerprint reader and let it do its job.




He studied the new information the IT guys had come up with on Clare Tobias. Hot blonde, twenty-seven, with a history of really good grades at really expensive universities. Impressive engineering creds, so she could have built that poison fang all by herself if it came down to it. Adopted by venture capitalist Michael Tobias and his wife at five months old. The IT guys had even scrounged up a couple photos of her, including her high school prom pic as the prom queen, and her high school yearbook photos, and a really cute photo of the brand new parents holding their brand new kid with a teeny Santa hat on her. Photogenic didn’t begin to describe her. She had real promise, her parents had money, she could do anything in the world… Too bad she decided to become a supervillain.




Why? Why would someone like her go from ‘has everything including a promising career’ to ‘kill a roomful of important brass and maybe take a shot at assassinating the CinC’? There was something he was missing. Something they all were missing.




He looked at the rest of the intel on the screen, and he frowned. He was getting an idea that he really, really did not like. He rubbed a bruise on the outside of his left thigh, and he thought.





125. Interlude XX



Maggie Walsh walked down to the briefing room. She knew she was a couple minutes late, but she wasn’t concerned. She knew he would be another minute, and no one had the balls to start the meeting without him. Even if most of the room could take him in hand-to-hand without trying, no one but her had any idea how to access the vast funding sources he used to run The Collective, and no one wanted to kill him and then be destitute.




She took a seat near the head of the table. Most of the room wanted to be away from his seat, because he was not accustomed to treating failures lightly. She wasn’t worried. In fact, she couldn’t wait to surprise some of the room.




He walked in with his two bodyguards. She gave him a smile, and he smiled back. No one else dared try that.




He took his seat at the head of the table and simply looked at one of them. “Report.”




“North Korea has, unsurprisingly, had trouble buying large quantities of teratogenic biochemicals. Not even the Chinese want to sell to them. So we’ve been making a killing. Our people in Moscow were able to get us the radium, and the American bloc was willing to make a trade, so we made enough profit to make up for the cost overruns on Project 24.”




He asked, “Have you sold them any GC-161?”




“No. Even if Atron was being cooperative — which she definitely isn’t — we wouldn’t consider it. The India bloc would try to get their hands on it, and we’re having enough trouble keeping them under control. The North Koreans very obviously have one of three objectives with this, and given the volume of biochemicals they’re buying, the conclusion’s fairly obvious. We don’t want them able to control their own destiny afterward, when we don’t have any of our people in place yet.”




“Next.”




Another member spoke up. “We have the submarine fully operational. We were surprised that we didn’t have to design any replacement parts for the reactor. But we did have to do a surprising amount of work on the electronics, which were garbage to begin with, and had corroded or failed far more than we were led to believe. The high-voltage modifications we needed to make didn’t add more than twenty percent to the repair cost. Still, four hundred million rubles is looking like a good price for it. And the training they gave our crew was quite complete. We’re in position, waiting on Project 29.” He deliberately looked at her.




Maggie gave the twerp an icy smile and said, “I had to step in and make some corrections, but Project 29 is now moving along faster than anticipated, thanks to some DNA splices from the Downingtown lab that I was able to design before that situation went FUBAR. So we’re soon going to be ahead of schedule. It’s also going to be bigger than we planned. I am currently estimating over twenty percent in length and over seventy percent in mass.”




He smiled. “Impressive.”




She said, “And it will still be mobile. We also used some of Project 17 and let the Russian submariners and their partners kill each other, and then we recovered almost all of the four hundred million. Crew costs are a different matter, since they’re our people.”




He nodded, “Ahh, Project 17. The Lanzhou Lesson. A nice touch.” He looked down the row of people and raised an eyebrow.




The next person reported. “We have reason to believe the America bloc is trying to become their own splinter bloc, like India. We know they’re working on something that they won’t discuss with us. The Boyle Biochemical disaster in Santa Monica set them back a couple months, and I believe the after-effects from that fire give us several large hints about what they’re attempting.”




Maggie added, “And they’ve paid extremely well for the details on Deemer’s formulations and some of my genetic enhancement work.”




He nodded, “Let them go ahead as planned, while making it look as if we are now quite unhappy and uncooperative, even if several of our number are willing to act against the bloc’s wishes for enough money. We have an agent in place who will help us out. If we let them wipe out the North American population, and our agent makes sure the bloc is wiped out as well, then it’s a win-win for us.” He looked at the next person.




“Danielle Atron is milking us for everything she can, which we expected. The two liters of GC-161 she showed our agent somehow vanished in Mexico City while they were waiting for their jet. She still wants all the money and the private island. She has worked out some idea of our overall aims, so she doesn’t want to be anywhere that might end up being a project target. She hasn’t told us how to manufacture GC-161 or its antidote, or some of the related chemicals she has promised. She did create three hundred milliliters of GC-161, which she used in a demonstration on one of our volunteers. He did not survive. It appears the minute modifications in our genetic structure are just the wrong modifications if we want to use GC-161 on ourselves. She thinks we can work around that if she can have an adequate lab and a top geneticist. From the way she said it, I am inferring she has some guesses about some of our membership.”




He looked over at Maggie, who said, “I’ll see what I can do. It’s not as if we can strong-arm her.” That was rather an understatement. Two of The Collective had tried that almost as soon as Atron proved less than cooperative. She had electrocuted one and telekinetically ripped the other in half from across the room. Several days after that, three more members had tried to deal with her by dosing her with some antidote stolen from the Paradise Valley Police Department. She had demonstrated that she was now immune to the antidote, and she had brutally killed all three. The clean-up and repairs from that had taken two full days. The woman did know how to make a statement.




The next person reported, “Our agent provided some new intel. It’s probable that the India bloc is moving ahead with ‘Project Argus’ well ahead of schedule, which probably means they are going to try to ‘steal’ all the unaffiliated.”




Maggie pointed out, “I wrote a position paper on that. For the reasons I outlined, that’s likely to cause more problems for them — and us — than it will solve.”




“Next report.”




“Neumann is still incarcerated. At least we now know where, and something about the setting, in case we need to extract him some time in the future. Tobias escaped, but now we can’t use her in the NID any longer. That’s two critical assets down, for no results. They weren’t able to kill or discredit Terawatt. They didn’t take out the SRI or Jack O’Neill or George Hammond. And they didn’t come close to infiltrating the White House to poison the President. The America bloc is blaming us.”




He just nodded. “Naturally. They’re unlikely to admit it was an ill-conceived plan. Terawatt and O’Neill are far more dangerous than they are given credit for. Anyone who views O’Neill as a simpleton merely because of his reputation is too stupid to remain alive in The Collective.” He looked around the table and said, “If that’s all, then get back to work.”




She didn’t bother to get up.




He smiled at her and patted her on the shoulder. “Maggie, good job. Do what you can with Atron, but limit your involvement if it’s going to interfere with your projects. You’re the most valuable researcher we have, and we can live without any contributions from her.”




She asked, “And what if we can’t get anything useful from her? She’s too dangerous to attack in force. We could lose our entire base.”




He smiled, “We give her an island!” He dropped the smile. “Once she’s there, we nuke it. Regardless of her power set, she won’t survive that.”




She sighed. “I hate wasting our nuclear arsenal. It’s limited.”




She looked into his eyes, “We should scam the India bloc into nuking it for us.”





126. Thanks and Giving



Alex woke up and got Shar going, and then she rushed through a shower. She hurried back into her room and bugged Shar some when it turned out Shar was playing with her dolls instead of getting dressed. Breakfast was already on the table before they got downstairs.




Her dad was already out the door before she had the dirty dishes in the sink, and her mom had the slow cooker going before Alex had Shar all bundled up for school. Her mom was totally right. Managing a third grader was a lot more work than you’d think. Even a third grader who was mostly trying to be helpful. And Shar really was a great kid, but still she was a kid. Alex remembered a few times when she was back in grade school that she’d tried to be helpful and accidentally made things way worse. Like the time Annie was too busy working on a science fair thing to clean her side of the room, and Alex tried to help out by cleaning Annie’s side too. She didn’t know the papers all over the floor were important, until Annie had a screaming fit at her. Fortunately, they got all her papers out of the trash before the garbageman came. Only problem? The papers and she and Annie had all stunk like garbage, so then their mom had been really mad about that too.




Alex got to school, and the big thing was Terawatt’s interview at the White House. Nicole even wanted to support Terawatt by leading a protest against Mattel.




Alex just said, “I think we should all try to do what she said and find a way to help people.”




Kelly overheard her and stuck her nose in. “That’s easy for you to say! You already got a way, with your cameras and all. What am I supposed to do? Join the Marines?”




Alex had this mental image of Kelly dressed like a Marine but doing a Private Benjamin thing: ‘I can’t wear this! It clashes with my coloring! Do you have anything in a salmon color?’ She managed not to grin much, and she suggested, “Well, you know a ton of stuff about cooking without spending a lot of money, and the girls at camp said you were really good at campfire cooking. Have you ever thought about helping out at the soup kitchen downtown? I bet you’d be really good at it.”




But Kelly was busy being Kelly, so she sniffed, “As if!”




And there were about a hundred different takes on Terawatt’s White House press conference, and a lot of people thought she was too left-wing, or too right-wing, or too stuck up, or too elitist, or too prissy, or too mean, or too soft on crime, or a big jerk to people like centerfolds, or pro-gun, or anti-gun, and on and on. It was so frustrating, because she couldn’t even argue that Terawatt said the right thing, or complain when stuff she had said got taken totally out of context, since she didn’t want to draw a connection between her and Terawatt. Because really, when had she claimed she was pro-abortion? She just had to grit her teeth most of the day.




Keeping a secret identity was mega-cruddy some of the time.




And everyone who wasn’t talking about the Terawatt interview was talking about Homecoming. Alex decided she just had to trust that Willow could talk Jack into giving her one guaranteed night off. She was just going to act like she knew she could do Homecoming and it would all go off without a hitch.




Yeah, she didn’t really believe it either.




She got home and found Willow was trying to Skype, so Alex grabbed her computer and Skyped Willow right away.




“Good news!” Willow bubbled. “Well, it’s good news now, but it could’ve been really icky news if Jack hadn’t been all grouchy about the NID.”




Alex wasn’t sure she wanted to hear it, after that lead-in.




Willow explained, “I sort of went and peeked past a couple firewalls, and it turned out the NID was doing a big project through the FBI and the NSA using the newest version of the FBI’s facial recognition software.”




Alex grimaced, “Oh, don’t tell me. They were trying to ID Terawatt.”




“Yeppers! And they’re using the NSA’s face database of every driver’s license in the country, plus every other photo ID they have, including military stuff and arrest records and all that jazz, plus everything they have from Canada and Mexico and the Caribbean. So they came up with over twelve hundred possibles that they’re investigating. Alex Mack didn’t make the cut.”




“What? How’s that possible?” Because, well, it was her face! How could her face not match up with Terawatt’s face?




Willow grinned, “Well, I might have thought about doing this last spring back before I met you, so when Jack figured out who you were and I went scrambling around covering your tracks, maybe someone illegally altered the official photos of Alex L. Mack that the NSA and FBI and DIA have, along with the California DMV and a few other databases. I just changed your jawline and your lips by a few pixels here and there, so it’s not really noticeable if a person glances at the photo, but it’s totally enough to flag as a non-match because of the algorithms in the facial recognition software.”




Alex winced, “But what’s going to happen to the women they flagged?”




“You mean the 1243 females and 2 males?” Willow told her, “Well, most of them will get rejected because they don’t have the right body type or body shape or body size. But the rest? The NID’s being huge buttheads about this, so the FBI or the DIA will have to check out every one of those women, and I’ll monitor things, so if anybody looks like they’re going to get accused of being Terawatt, we can go save ’em.”




Alex clenched her teeth, but she figured that would have to do. For now, anyway.







On Wednesday, after she picked up Shar, Marsha came over. Then Alex gave them both a half an hour of training in using their telekinesis. Half an hour — with breaks in the middle — was about all she could do before Shar lost her concentration and got cranky. But Alex agreed to do it every Wednesday, as long as she was in town at the time.




After Shar left the room, Marsha showed the sneaky tk trick she’d been working on. She flipped a coin in the air and caught it in her hand and slapped it on the back of her other hand. And it was heads. She did it ten times in a row, and made it come out heads nine of the ten tries. She grinned, “My brother’s always doing this to see who does the dishes after dinner. I’ve already won way more than usual lately. Just lucky, I guess.”




Alex warned her not to get too carried away with it, because she really needed to not get in trouble using superpowers.




That night, right after dinner, while she was getting started on homework and also doing her tk exercises with the freeweights, she got an SRI conference call on her tPhone. That was probably not good.




Jack asked, “Tera, we’re not calling at a bad time, are we?”




“No, this is actually a pretty good time, tonight. Even if Shar’s in here with me.”




Willow chimed in, “Shar, this is Auntie Willow. Would you do me a favor and go watch ‘The Iron Giant’ until Alex tells you its okay to come back in?”




Shar grinned, “Oh sure! I didn’t want to write out this stuff anyway. It’s boring.”




Jack said, “Okey-dokey. I have Finn and Harriman here, you two on the line, and Miller and Lupo down Mexico way. I wanted to give a couple FYIs and get everyone’s thoughts on the matters. First off, Terawatt has an official night off for Friday, for reasons already covered. No one calls her until Saturday nine ack emma her time at the absolute earliest. Got it?”




He got a chorus of ‘yes sir’ replies.




He went on, “Hammond passed me some more CIA docs. They found out that North Korea’s been trying to buy truckloads of dangerous biochemicals. Plus radium. They think The Eternal President wants his mad scientists to try ol’ Doc Deemer’s plan on for size, but we know that won’t work on mammals without Walsh-level gene tampering.”




Riley pointed out, “Sir, they do eat plenty of invertebrates. And I would not be happy if they created a squid the size of the Astrodome.”




Jo added, “I’m still not convinced that stuff would be safe to eat, sir.”




Jack continued, “There are some other possibilities, but the CIA numbers say they’re definitely not importing enough food to cover their deficit, and they’re having a comparatively hard winter, and due to flooding in the spring, their arable land was even smaller than usual for the summer, so they’re expecting a serious famine this winter. If this turns out to be an SRI problem, we may have to deal with a lot more than Team One and Team Two can handle. Like… what would happen if half of Seoul got splattered with teratogenic biochemicals. So I’d like each of you to come up with two or three things the NK might be up to, and any thoughts on handling the crisis if they pull it off, or even if they fail drastically.”




Everyone said okay to that, even Alex. Even if she pretty much figured it was going to be giant bugs that Americans didn’t eat, like spiders or cockroaches. Scorpions! Eww, giant scorpions would be nasty.




Then Jack handed things off to Willow, who said, “Okay, Red Tree Software did its thing on the Secret Service intranet. Their gateway from the main DHS IT stuff is still in good shape, and already stopped three hacking attempts from the stuff that got into their intranet. But someone really good used the gateway to the White House staff’s private network, which they got into through a classic P$ychon4ut-style attack. So there was a nasty little cuckoo’s egg sitting where it shouldn’t be. That code looked way too familiar. So I pulled up some copies of cracker code I analyzed a few years ago. Parts were an exact match and parts looked like natural evolutions of those approaches. So I think I need you guys to check and make sure William Robert Halsey is still in the Texas State Penitentiary and not an escapee, because I think P$ychon4ut’s on the loose again, and that’s totally of the bad.”




Jack added, “Okay, and while we’re on ‘totally of the bad’ stuff, the Russians haven’t been able to find any trace of their missing sub, and we’ve got sound detection across the polar ice cap under the ice protecting the old out-of-date DEW line, and they’re not picking it up either. So no one has any idea where it is. It didn’t go west to the Atlantic, it didn’t go east to the Pacific, it didn’t go north to the pole, and it didn’t stick around the bay where that museum’s set.”




Willow cheerfully asked, “Has it gotten a citation for loitering, maybe?”




Jack grumbled, “I really doubt we’d be lucky enough that the guys who put all this time and effort into stealing it just forgot to learn how to operate it, and they’re on the bottom of the ocean in a crushed sub now.”







So Alex had all that kind of stuff looming overhead while she prepared for Homecoming. She left her dress at Marni’s Boutique until Friday, so Shar wouldn’t get into it, but she drove down and tried it on again to make sure it fit just right and her shoes looked great with it. Then she and the rest of the Homecoming Court and the escorts had to practice walking out to the middle of the football field and standing in the right places, until the vice-principal was happy. Alex really didn’t see how this was supposed to be complicated. All they had to do was walk out with their escorts, stand in a line while the escorts went off to the side, let the Homecoming Queen stand in the middle of the line, and clap when the Homecoming Queen got her sash and bouquet of roses.




But she had butterflies in her stomach Friday night. Really huge butterflies. How could she be nervous about this, when she had flown off and done really major stuff? Maybe it was because she hadn’t really believed she’d get to walk out there and really be the Homecoming Queen, which maybe meant more to her than she’d been willing to admit. She could still remember all the times in elementary school and middle school and high school when she’d have been willing to do anything to be the popular girl who got to be the prom queen or whatever.




Just in case, she was sitting in the stands with her cameras, instead of getting down on the field like usual. And she had her makeup and hair all done, and her lingerie already on under her shirt and overalls, and her dress and heels ready to go, back in the girls’ locker room. And her mom and dad and Shar and Ray were sitting with her, and Shar was so excited she was vibrating. Shar was so excited she was kicking her legs constantly and making the whole row of seats vibrate.




“Hey there, is this seat taken?”




She knew that voice! She gasped in astonishment, and when she turned, it really was Jack! With Willow! They’d both come all the way out just to see her be Homecoming Queen!




She jumped up and hugged both of them and tried really hard not to cry because she’d ruin her mascara and eyeliner. And the false eyelashes that she thought were too much but Nicole had talked her into because they were going to be under football lights a hundred feet from the stands.




Jack grinned at her reaction. “Finn and Scott and Walters wanted to be here too, but they drew the short straws so they’re stuck on duty.”




“At least he gave my daughter the night off.”




Alex gasped at that voice too. It was Janet! And Hanna! And Hanna looked so pretty with her hair styled like that and the Taylor Swift eye makeup and that perfect lipcolor and those high cheekbones. She looked like a supermodel, only shorter.




Alex hugged them too. “I can’t believe you all came out to see me, I love you so much!”




Hanna said, “I have to take lots of pictures, because Grover and Cindy could not come, and Riley and Jo had to be on duty, and Graham said he had some kind of assignment from Jack.”




Alex’s dad told her, “Well, I’ll take pictures with Alex’s good Canon, and you can take pictures with her GoPro unless you have something better.”




Her mom disagreed, “I don’t think so, George. I’m going to take the pictures with Alex’s Canon. I still remember those vacation photos before Alex took over as the family shutterbug.”




Her dad pretended to grumble, “Boy you take a couple thousand out-of-focus photos where you accidentally lose the top two feet of the picture so everyone’s head gets cut off, and no one ever lets you forget.”




Willow volunteered, “I’m pretty good with that GoPro, if you haven’t used one before.”




Shar gushed, “Auntie Willow’s super-smart, so she can do anything!”




Jack told Shar, “I keep telling her that, but she thinks I’m biased, for some weirdo reason. Maybe she’ll listen to you.”




Willow gave him a pretend swat on the arm and smiled, “Hush, you.”




Then the football game was really tense, and she got some great photos of some awesome plays, even if they went into the lockers at halftime trailing by a field goal.




Well, she had to sprint for the girls’ locker room too, because she had to get into her formal gown and check her makeup and her hair. Okay, she had her makeup and hair done already, and she just had to touch up her hairstyle, and she knew she had a couple extra minutes if she needed it because she was going to be the last member of the court to get called onto the field.




Mrs. Wright was in the girls’ locker room guarding everything and checking on stuff, while several volunteers were there to help. Robyn and Mina were there, so Alex was sure her stuff was totally safe. She stepped out of the overalls, unbuttoned her shirt, and kicked off her sneaks and socks. Presto! Right after she adjusted her bra, she was ready to put on the dress and heels, and she was done. Mina touched up Alex’s hair a little more, and then Alex made sure everyone else was ready too. Kelly was wearing four inch spiked heels, and Alex didn’t see how Kelly thought she was going to walk across a trampled football field in those.




Then everything went off just great, even if Alex was pretty sure Kelly’s heels sank into the soil more than once, and Kelly had to hang onto her escort’s arm pretty hard a couple times. And when Ray walked her out as Homecoming Queen, with everyone cheering for her, and Shar screeching like crazy in the stands, she felt… amazing. She felt this swelling happiness inside her that made her so joyful it was all she could do not to burst into tears.




Then, when they all walked off the field together, Kelly complained, “I can’t believe how stinky Mike was when he walked me out!”




Well duh. Mike had been on the field playing hard for the whole first half. How could he not be stinky? Alex just didn’t want to think about how bad his rental tux was going to smell when he turned it back in.




And Kelly had dirt all over the heels of her brand-new pumps from where her heels sank into the field. Alex was so glad she was wearing low heels.




Then the team made a last-second comeback and won by a point in the last couple minutes of the game, so everyone was totally excited when they went into the dance in the gym.




And then Ray didn’t mind dancing with her pretty much the whole time, and he must have been practicing, because he was so much better than last year. And she really liked slow-dancing with him and just nestling in his arms. And Jack and Willow played chaperones and danced too, and wow was Jack a good dancer. And Willow looked beautiful in her green dress. The two of them looked like movie stars playing ‘chaperones at the dance’ in a high school movie.




At the end of the dance, Alex walked with Ray out to his car. Jack whisked Willow past them and called out, “See you at breakfast tomorrow morning!”




Willow added, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!”




Ray whispered, “I don’t think I can think of anything Willow wouldn’t do.”




Alex thought about that bag of sex stuff Willow gave her back at San Diego Comic Con, and she sort of had to agree. And she was pretty sure Jack and Willow were going straight to a hotel room to do stuff Alex didn’t want to hear about.







Alex woke up as soon as the alarm went off. It was early Saturday morning, and she had stuff to do! Willow and Jack were coming over for breakfast, and so she needed to shower and be dressed, and then clean in the living room and kitchen, and then start on whatever was supposed to be the breakfast for the morning. Alex wasn’t sure, but she thought it was cinnamon rolls, which Shar loved, especially if she could get lots of extra icing on hers.




So she showered and dressed before she woke Shar up. Shar burrowed under her pillow, “But I don’t wanna get up!”




Alex said in a sing-song, “Auntie Willow and Uncle Jack are coming for breakfast!”




The pillow went flying, and Shar popped out of the bed like it was a toaster. “Okay!”




Alex grabbed the pillow in mid-air with her tk and put it back on Shar’s bed. She said, “You go ahead and get dressed, and I’ll get started downstairs.”




“Okay!”




But when Alex got to the kitchen, there was a note from her mom that said, “Coffee and milk and juice only.” Okay, that was easy, because there was already a pitcher of orange juice in the fridge. Alex started the coffeemaker and went into the living room to clean up.




Telekinesis was one of the best powers ever. Alex had Shar’s Barbie stuff scooped up into her Barbie storage box, and the newspapers and magazines all picked up and folded and put in the wicker basket, and the cushions all straightened on the couch and chairs, even before she had the wall unit dusted or the rug vacuumed. And since she was doing all of it at the same time, she had the whole room ready even before the coffee was ready.




Her folks were dressed and in the kitchen before she got back. Her mom said, “Oh good, you saw my note. Jack’s bringing the cinnamon rolls.”




Alex found her mouth starting to water. “Did you tell him to get ’em at Gloria’s?”




Her dad just smiled and nodded.




An SUV pulled up, and four people piled out. Alex ran out and hugged everyone, even Jack. Especially Jack, because there was no way Janet and Hanna could have come if Jack hadn’t gone out of his way to be a nice guy.




Jack smiled, “Okay, everybody inside, we’ve got to finish breakfast before Alex has to rush off to learn wacky stuff.”




Willow complained, “Jack saw everything in the case at the shop, and he had to buy eight of the assorted dozens to take home for everybody.”




Jack insisted, “Yeah, one each for Hanna, Grover, Harriman, Scott, Walters, and Finn. And two for me and Charlie, because Charlie’s a donut hound.”




Willow said in a pretend whisper, “Yeah, because Jack definitely won’t get into the donuts on the flight back.”




Hanna smiled, “I wanted to try one of everything Gloria had in her case, but she said some of them would not keep well without refrigeration.”




Alex grinned, “Well, the next time you come out and visit, we’ll go over there and you can try the éclair and the bavarian cream and like that. They’re awesome. They’re like the best donuts on the planet.”




Jack said, “I really wanted to try that maple bar with bacon, but someone fussed that I was gonna spoil my appetite.”




Alex nodded, “Oh yeah! It’s way better than I thought it would be. I mean, I thought ‘Bacon? On a donut? Eww!’ But it was awesomely good.”




But her mom smirked, “Alex says every one of Gloria’s creations is great. That might be because Gloria uses Alex as her taste tester.”




Her dad told everyone, “I have to admit, Alex and I have tried donut places from Marin County down to Anaheim, and Gloria’s is the best donut place we’ve ever found. There’s a couple haute cuisine donut shops in San Francisco that the food snob crowd likes, but for the pure donut, you gotta go with Gloria’s.”




Alex added, “Yeah, that crème brulée one at that expensive place was pretty good, but the pesto one? Yuck.”




Shar came bouncing into the kitchen. “Auntie Willow! Uncle Jack! Aunt Hanna!” She hugged everyone and leapt into Hanna’s arms. Alex wasn’t worried about Shar knocking Hanna over, because — hello! — Hanna. And Hanna introduced Shar to Janet too.




Shar looked wide-eyed over at Jack and whispered loudly, “Is she the one with the really giant needles?”




Janet glared at Jack. “Colonel…”




But Jack just gave Shar a wide-eyed look back and nodded yes.




Janet knelt down and cooed, “Honey, I wouldn’t use big needles on a cute little girl like you. I only bring out the big needles for very naughty colonels.”




Willow added, “And Jack’s the naughtiest colonel ever!”




Jack smiled, “I even have my official membership badge from the Very Naughty Colonels Association.”




Shar looked at him suspiciously. “Really?”




He nodded eagerly, even as Willow stood behind him and mouthed ‘no way’.




After they chowed down on awesomely yummy cinnamon rolls, Willow set up her laptop computer in the home office. Okay, Alex was still eating her fourth one when Jack led her in and closed the door.




Willow said, “We’re good to go. I’ve got the VPN up and encryption’s at maximum.” She cleared her throat and asked, “Is anybody on?”




“Major Finn, with Sergeants Scott and Walters.”




“Captain Miller with Lieutenant Marshall.”




“Lieutenant Lupo with Lieutenant Bailey and Sergeant Carlson.”




Jack said, “Okay Team One, I’m bringing the world’s best donuts back to base. Swing by HQ this afternoon to get yours.”




“Yes sir.”




Then Jack started, “Miller, I believe you’re up at bat.”




“Yes sir. Lieutenant Marshall and I made a quiet visit to the Texas state pen. We claimed we were an HWAAA team investigating a hazardous waste exposure claim by a former inmate, and we wanted to take blood draws from a random sample of twenty current inmates to test for lead and cadmium levels. It was easy to ‘accidentally’ get William Robert Halsey in that sample. They have someone sitting in that jail cell, but it’s definitely not William Robert Halsey. He looks close enough to pass a rough inspection, but it’s not him. And his picture matches their files exactly, so he’s the same guy who was hauled to the prison in the first place. That means the swap was made before Halsey ever got to the prison, and there’s been an impostor there for a couple years.”




Lieutenant Marshall followed. “I took blood draws, and just in case, we really will check for heavy metal levels, but I’m already working on a fake report to the prison warden telling him there aren’t any elevated levels, and he’s off the hook.”




Miller said, “IT pulled up the Texas state prisoner records. There’s a tripwire on Halsey’s files, so someone wants to see if anybody ever needs to check on him. So our guys didn’t touch his files. They did an end run and just looked in the records of the prison and found the names of the men who delivered Halsey to the pen in the first place. Two Texas state corrections officers. Carl Rodgers retired early and moved to Mexico, but a quick check indicates he’s not at the listed address and he has apparently vanished. Thomas Hernandez disappeared shortly after the prison transfer, it isn’t known exactly when because he was taking a week’s vacation immediately after, so he could have vanished anywhere from right before the transfer up to a full week later. Oh no, that’s not suspicious at all.”




Jack thought out loud. “So… Rodgers and Hernandez could have done the transfer with the fake Halsey, then taken a huge payoff, only Hernandez took the money and ran. Or Rodgers did it with someone who just looked like Hernandez, then he stalled a little until he could ‘retire,’ and then vanished. And someone else must be getting a hell of a payoff to sit in a prison cell for years.”




Willow looked really worried. “Jack, this took a lot of planning and coordination and big cash dollars. I’m afraid P$ychon4ut might be working for The Collective now.”




Jack grimaced, “And no one in the world can stop him except you and Bruce Schneier? Great!”




Willow patiently explained, “Well, it wasn’t just me and Bruce. It was hundreds of white hats all over the world, helping each other here and there. But plenty of us can keep him out, and I can definitely harden all the DHS sites against his fave evil tricks. Unless dumb people keep downloading porn and watching inappropriate streaming videos and reading email then clicking on links only a bonobo would be dumb enough to fall for.”




Jack’s left eyebrow rose sharply. “A bonobo?”




Willow nodded, “Yeah. Definitely not smart enough to be a chimpanzee. Besides, it’s more fun to say ‘bonobo’ and I need something of the fun right now.”




Jack said, “Okay. Good work, men. And I’ll tell our IT guys they did good. So that P$chon4ut-like attack on the EPA firewall for the Downingtown problem could have been the real P$ychon4ut. And The Collective could have a cracker who’s a challenge even for our hacker. I’m really getting fed up with those guys.”




After the call, Willow smiled at Jack, “Wow, you went a whole conference call without calling your IT guys Homer and Jethro.”




Jack grinned, “Well, we just hired a new guy, so now there’s three of them. So they’re Larry, Moe, and Curly.”




“Jack!” Alex and Willow complained at the same time.




“Manny, Moe, and Jack?”




Willow fussed, “They do have real names, you know!” But Alex had no idea who ‘Manny, Moe, and Jack’ were even supposed to be, so Jack had to explain it to her. Geez, she didn’t even know the Pep Boys were supposed to have first names.




Alex gave everybody more hugs before she changed into Terawatt and flew off to her martial arts lesson. But she told Jack he had to get her some video of Hanna on her school’s Homecoming Court.




When Alex got home and showered again and came downstairs for lunch, Shar couldn’t wait to tell all about spending time with Uncle Jack and Auntie Willow before they had to go home. Jack had asked her about her dolls, and given her some suggestions about what Terawatt Barbie would be doing, and had watched some cartoons with her and told her about Space Ghost and the Herculoids, so now Shar wanted to see them too, and he’d read to Shar while Willow snuck around getting video of him doing funny voices for the characters in the book.




As they cleaned up the kitchen after lunch, Alex’s dad told her mom, “You know, I keep saying Jack is too old for Willow, but when I see them together… Maybe they’re just right for each other.”




Alex’s mom smiled, “You know, Jack would be a really great father.”




Alex insisted, “He already is. And neither of their houses is big enough for a new baby, or even the rest of the other person’s stuff.”




Her dad looked at her mom and grinned, “Sounds like someone’s been thinking a lot about this.”







And in another week and a half, two more Sunday kung fu lessons had gone by, and Terawatt hadn’t had to rush off to save anyone. And Hanna had looked just amazingly gorgeous in her school’s Homecoming Court, because Jack got some really great video footage and emailed it to Alex. Alex had to admit that Jack’s son was a really good-looking guy. Hanna could totally do worse than Charlie O’Neill.




And the tk lessons with Marsha and Shar were going really well, even if their tk was pretty low-level. But both of them could push a soccer ball around, so the three of them played some tk soccer where you had to stand still and try to push the soccer ball around the back yard and between someone else’s legs. Alex thought it was really fun, but both Marsha and Shar had headaches when they were done, and Shar was really cranky about it, so she needed to remember not to overwork either of them.




And it was finally Thanksgiving vacation. Alex and her mom had baked sixteen pies, which were all wrapped in plastic wrap and stored on the food-only shelves in the garage way away from the chemistry stuff, along with cinnamon rolls and apple fritters from Gloria’s for breakfasts, and loaves of banana walnut bread that Shar had seen her friend Sophie and Sophie’s mom make and so she wanted to bake some for the holiday. And there was a twenty-five pound Thanksgiving turkey thawing in a plastic liner in the big sink in the laundry room.




Even if, every time the turkey came up in conversation, one of her parents made a ‘what are the rest of us going to eat after Alex eats the whole turkey’ joke. It totally wasn’t her fault she had a healthy appetite.




The fold-out couch in the home office and the nice bed in the guest bedroom were ready. All the vacuuming and dusting was done. Alex had changed the sheets on her bed and Shar’s bed, and she had sleeping bags and camping mattresses and camping pillows on the floor in her room. Shar had insisted on sleeping in a sleeping bag next to Alex, as soon as Alex said she was taking one of the sleeping bags. That was mega-convenient, because Alex had been planning on making Shar take a sleeping bag anyway, so Annie and Willow could have the beds.




And Alex’s mom had told everyone that George’s ‘niece’ was living with them, and that Alex’s friend Willow was going to drive down to spend Thanksgiving with them because her parents were both out of town.




Since they needed to pick up four people flying in on three different flights, they took two cars to the airport. It worked out pretty well, since Aunt Ashley’s flight got in late, and then Annie’s flight was right on time, and then grandma and grandpa’s flight got in a few minutes early, so there wasn’t a huge gap in between plane arrivals.




Shar was awestruck when Aunt Ashley came sashaying out of the security area with the rest of her flight crew. She looked really pretty in her uniform, and she looked really happy. As soon as she spotted Alex and her folks, she headed right over.




Shar just stared at her and said, “Wow. I wanna be a flight attendant when I grow up!”




Aunt Ashley laughed and knelt down expertly to give Shar a hug. “So you’re my new niece, huh?”




Shar asked, “Can you teach me to be a flight attendant too?”




Aunt Ashley smiled, “Sure. It’s a ton of fun, and I get to fly all over the place. I’m planning on taking Alex to Paris next summer as a graduation present.”




“Wow! Do you have to speak France to go there?”




Ashley gave Shar another little hug and said, “No, but I do speak a little French, and the more of a language you speak, the more options you have for fun things to do when you go visit.”




Shar grinned, “I’m learning Spanish in school!”




Ashley grinned back, “That’s great. If you speak Spanish, you can visit Mexico, or Spain, or most of Central America, or most of South America. So you should definitely work on your Spanish for when you get older.”




Ashley only had one small checked suitcase to pick up, and she just called her airline’s baggage claim guys to have it pulled and set aside in the airline’s luggage office downstairs. Then they sat and talked in a busy coffee shop until Annie’s flight came in.




Annie thought Shar was cute as a bug too. Even if Alex had carefully told Annie over the phone — in euphemisms that only the two of them and Ray would understand — that Shar wasn’t an ordinary eight year old. And grandma and grandpa — her mom’s parents — were perfectly content with the explanation that they had taken in her dad’s niece Charlene when Shar’s father died in a horrible fire.




They scooped up everyone’s luggage and drove home, with Alex driving Shar and Aunt Ashley and Annie and grandma. And then Willow arrived and brought four of her chocolate cakes, and put her one totebag in Alex’s room in the corner.




Annie pulled Alex aside and gasped, “Willow Rosenberg! Willow Rosenberg! You invited Willow Rosenberg to come for Thanksgiving? Willow Rosenberg comes to our house for Thanksgiving? Willow Rosenberg bakes cakes for you?”




Alex explained about Willow’s boyfriend having to go to a thing run by his late wife’s family, so she wasn’t welcome, and her family was opposed to Thanksgiving, with Willow’s mom speaking at a protest march on the East Coast, so she had no one to be with. And she was ‘Auntie Willow’ to Shar.




Annie shook her head and breathed deeply until she got herself under control again. “You have the weirdest life in the world. You know that?”




Alex shrugged, “Well, maybe not the weirdest, but it’s kind of not normal. Some of the time.”




Annie challenged her, “Oh yeah? Name five people with weirder lives.”




“Okay… Maggie Walsh. Danielle Atron. Colonel Jack. Hanna. And Shar.”




But Annie disagreed on everyone except Hanna and Shar, and she couldn’t disagree on them because stuff had been mega-weird for them starting with how they were even born.




Over dinner, Alex’s mom and dad filled her grandparents and aunt in on everything. Well, everything they were cleared to know. They talked all about how Alex got awesome grades and was taking AP courses and got awesome SAT scores and was already accepted into a good college for next fall, and got chosen Homecoming Queen too. Annie was getting top grades at MIT and had been selected for a really big internship over the previous summer and was still in the running for valedictorian of her graduating class. Shar was adjusting well, and in the ‘smart’ class in her grade, and making lots of friends, and learning Spanish too. Willow was the head of her own computer software company and was best friends with Alex and was Shar’s ‘auntie’ and knew Annie too. Alex’s mom had her Master’s degree now and was working in a more important job. Alex’s dad was head of research at the plant. All that stuff. Just nothing about Danielle Atron or kidnappings or Terawatt. And her grandparents told about what they’d been doing, and what old friends of Alex’s mom and Aunt Ashley were up to, and lots of things like that.




With all the chitchat, dinner ran really long. Like ‘past Shar’s bedtime’ long. So everybody got their choice of desserts before anyone got up from the table. Since there were four different kinds of pies, and lots of chocolate cake, and two kinds of ice cream not counting her mom’s Ben & Jerry’s which was hidden at the back of the freezer, and a box of Gloria’s donuts, no one went away hungry. In fact, everyone except Alex left the table feeling like they were going to explode. Grandpa was insisting that at this rate he wouldn’t fit in an airplane seat when it was time to fly home on Sunday.




Alex and Annie and Willow cleaned up in the kitchen with grandma, while Aunt Ashley helped Alex’s mom put Shar to bed in one of the sleeping bags, and Alex’s dad showed grandpa some of Shar’s artwork. They all just chatted and had fun and made Willow feel more comfortable. Then Alex snuck down after all the relatives went to bed, and she had more food. Then she had to brush her teeth again. She went ahead and showered, so she was set in the morning, when things would be crowded in the bathrooms.




When she snuck back into the bedroom, Annie and Willow both lifted their heads off their pillows and asked, “Did you go get more to eat?”




Alex said, “Well yeah, I can’t eat enough in front of them. I figure tomorrow will be okay, because I’ll eat breakfast, then Thanksgiving dinner here at noon, then Thanksgiving dinner at Ray’s at three, then snacks here tomorrow night.”




Annie groaned, “I still feel too full! Only you could eat two huge Thanksgiving Day dinners and then be thinking about how to get enough to eat later.”




Willow smiled, “Well, only you can do it and not look like Jabba the Hutt, because if I did it, I’d weigh about six hundred pounds now.”




Alex murmured, “If you were doing it because you’d been exposed to GC-161, you’d look just like you do now.”




Annie frowned, “I need to go on a diet.”




“No! You don’t!” Alex insisted. “You’d just feel better if you got more exercise. And if you got more exercise, you might have more energy for schoolwork, too.”




Willow whispered, “You look fine. And I bet you already get plenty of exercise walking to classes every day.”




Annie mentioned, “I thought about getting a bike and biking to classes, which would give me more time too because my trips between buildings would be shorter, but you wouldn’t believe how many bikes get ripped off every month on the university campuses in the area. It’s a huge business for the bike thieves.”




Willow suggested, “Get a really crummy bike no one would want to swipe, like maybe an old one-speed or a two-speed, with scratches all over the paintjob, and if it’s old enough the front wheel won’t be detachable either, so no one will be swiping just your wheel, and then you also won’t care if it gets wet or dirty or scratched up.”




Annie thought about it for a couple seconds. “That’s a really good idea.”




Willow said, “You can leave it out in the rain and snow and not care, just put a cheap shower cap over the seat when you’re not riding it so it’ll stay dry, because having a wet butt is no fun.”




Alex snuggled into her sleeping bag, and a sound-asleep Shar snuggled against her. Alex wrapped an arm over Shar and dozed off.







On Thanksgiving morning, Alex woke up from the smells. The coffee for breakfast. The already-baking turkey, which was so big her mom had to get up at like five to get it in the oven so it would be done by 11:30. Boy, she hoped her mom was able to go back to sleep after that.




Alex should totally have done that instead of her mom, because she could move the turkey and get it into the oven way faster with her tk. Now that she was thinking about it, she felt really bad about not thinking of it earlier.




And breakfast was yummy. Apple fritters from Gloria’s! She had two. Aunt Ashley split one with grandma. The desserts were all prepared for the big Thanksgiving meal, but they still had to make the rest of the main course, while the guys watched sports and Shar tried unsuccessfully to talk them into watching “The Iron Giant” with her, and grandpa taught Shar about pro football and why the New York Giants were the best, and why she should always root against the Washington Redskins, even if they were playing the Dallas Cowboys. Shar was happy to go along, since grandpa’s favorite team had the word ‘giant’ in their name. The salad was already done, and in a couple huge baggies in the fridge. The peas with pearl onions, and the already-baked dinner rolls, and the dressing all would get heated later. But the sweet potatoes still had to be roasted so they could get mashed and then mixed with raisins and then baked with marshmallows on top. Mmm. And the gravy wouldn’t get made until the turkey came out of the oven. And then there were the mashed potatoes. It was a good thing they had two ovens and a microwave and a stove with five burners, because there was no more room at all in the one oven after that turkey went in.




And grandma and grandpa had brought two boxes of chocolates! Alex snitched chocolates all morning long. They were pretty good. And it wasn’t her fault, because she didn’t get enough to eat at breakfast with everyone watching.




After the big dinner at noon, most of the house wanted to take naps. So Alex put away food and cleaned up in the kitchen with anyone who wanted to help, like Willow. It would have been way faster if no one was watching, but she couldn’t use her telekinesis if a grandparent or aunt might walk in and catch her. Then she changed her top and went over to Ray’s house for the Alvarado family Thanksgiving dinner. She took one of her pumpkin pies. There was more roast turkey but with stuffing instead of dressing, and Ray’s mom made a really yummy stuffing that had plenty of spices and chopped nuts. Mmm.




After she helped Ray’s mom put away leftovers and clean up, she necked with Ray in the back yard for a little bit, and then went home. She saw the SUV wasn’t in the driveway, so she asked Annie what was up.




Annie explained, “Grandma and grandpa and Aunt Ashley wanted to buy Christmas presents for Shar, and I think a ‘congrats on your college acceptance’ gift for you, and maybe some more chocolates because someone ate most of ’em already. So mom and dad took ’em all to one of the malls.” Alex pretended she wasn’t embarrassed about eating the chocolates.




Shar popped up, “Yeah! So maybe now I could show Annie some stuff?”




Willow came downstairs and asked, “Ooh, are you gonna do some firebending?”




“Wait, firebending?” Annie checked. “I didn’t hear about this one.”




Alex told her, “Shar is a pyrokinetic, and she’s started learning Northern Shaolin kung fu. So… kung fu plus fire blasts equals firebending.”




Shar announced, “I am so gonna kick Azula’s ass! She’s eeee-vil.”




Alex patiently said, “Shar? Language.”




“Okay, I’m gonna kick her heinie. I don’t like her. She’s creepy. And mean.”




So Alex got talked into going out in the back yard with Shar and showing Annie and Willow some tag-team superheroine action. Shar wanted to fly around and blast stuff, but Alex made her promise to keep her fire to little things that were just for show. As a compromise, Alex ended up flying around the backyard with Shar as her ‘wingman’ and ‘blasting’ pretend bad guys, even if Alex only ran a few sparks between her hands.




Annie and Willow oohed and ahhed as Shar ‘flew’ around with Alex and punched the air with little bursts of fire. It was pretty cute, as long as Shar didn’t get carried away and maybe burn down the trees in the back yard or set fire to the shed with all the martial arts gear inside it.




Or at least it was cute until Annie gasped, and Alex whirled around in mid-air to see Aunt Ashley standing on the back porch watching them and looking like she might faint.




127. Dropping the Ball



Alex gulped and dropped to the ground. Then she lowered Shar as fast as she could without actually dropping her.




“Hey! How come you…” Shar finally realized someone was watching from the porch. “Uh-oh.”




Aunt Ashley grabbed onto one of the porch posts like she was about to fall over. “Alex! You… I… You were flying! And… lightning! And… And Shar… And fire! And… I need to sit down.”




Aunt Ashley sort of flumped backward but there was no chair there, so Alex caught her with a quick tk grab so Ashley didn’t crash onto the porch and maybe get hurt.




Unfortunately, Ashley noticed that too. “How… Alex, you have superpowers! How…” She blinked and asked, “Why isn’t anybody else freaking out about this?”




Alex pulled a lounge chair over with her tk, slid it under Aunt Ashley, and gently set her down on the chair. “Aunt Ashley? Are you okay?”




“No, I’m not okay! One of my nieces has superpowers! And maybe Shar does too!”




Annie knelt down and took Aunt Ashley’s hand, and then checked her pulse. Willow asked, “Is she okay?”




Annie nodded, “Yeah, just really surprised.”




Aunt Ashley complained, “Surprised? I’m a lot more than surprised! Alex has superpowers! She can fly! And throw lightning! And she caught me when I was about to fall down! That’s like Terawatt or something!”




“Oops,” said Shar.




Alex exhaled unhappily. “Okay, I need you to keep a secret, because I’ll be in trouble if anyone finds out I have powers. Can you not tell anyone?”




Aunt Ashley immediately checked, “Do your folks know?”




Alex stalled, “Grandpa and grandma don’t.”




“But Barb and George do,” Ashley guessed. “Have you been doing anything bad with your powers? Is that why you don’t want me to tell anyone?”




“No!” insisted Shar angrily. “Alex would never do that! She’s the good guy!”




Alex gently reminded, “Shar? Remember our talk about keeping secrets?”




“Oops.”




Willow pointed out, “She is your aunt. And she already saw most of it.”




“Most of it? There’s more?” Ashley squawked.




Willow looked at Alex. “Oops?”




Boy, and Alex thought she was bad at the whole secret identity and keeping a secret thing.




Alex gently said, “Aunt Ashley, can you promise to keep the secret, no matter what? And not tell anyone? Not even grandma and grandpa? You can talk to mom and dad about it, and Annie. But no talking about it to anyone else ever. Not to a boyfriend, or your BFF, or talking about it over a phone, or even writing it down in your diary.”




Ashley smiled, “You make it sound like it’s a matter of national defense or something.”




Alex insisted, “It is.”




Annie said, “I think we need to show her.”




Alex nodded, “Me too.” She asked, “Do you think you can walk upstairs okay, or do you want me to carry you?”




Ashley gasped, “You can’t… Oh. Superpowers. Good God, Alex! You have superpowers!”




Alex just smiled a little, “Yeah. I kind of noticed.”




Ashley stood up, but she looked kind of wobbly.




Annie asked, “Was I this bad when you told me?”




Alex admitted, “No, because you were pretty much in full ‘we must study this for science’ mode.”




Willow confessed, “I kind of freaked when she told me.”




Shar hopped up and down. “I didn’t freak out! ’Cause I have superpowers too! And she rescued me.”




Aunt Ashley asked, “There’s more going on here than I’m seeing, isn’t there?”




Alex nodded. “A lot more.”




Ashley wondered, “What about Annie? Or Willow?”




Alex smiled, “They just have super-brains.”




Annie confessed, “I think Alex only told me because when she first got her powers, she couldn’t control them. Especially the shapeshifting. And some of the other stuff. And she needed my help. Maybe I wasn’t the most sympathetic big sister ever.”




Alex disagreed, “But you always came through for me, whenever I had a power problem. Always. The whole time you were in high school.” Annie gave her a hug.




Aunt Ashley blinked. “But if Annie was in high school…”




Alex told her, “I got my powers the first day of junior high. I’ve had ’em for over five years.”




“Wow,” muttered Ashley. “That’s… That’s longer than Terawatt!” Shar burst into giggles. “Why is that funny?”




Alex led Aunt Ashley up to her bedroom and said, “This is why.” She went silvery, dove into the gymbag under her bed, and flew out a couple seconds later before going normal in mid-air as Terawatt. She even gave Ashley the superheroine pose and the Terawatt voice. “Excuse me citizen, but have you seen something that’s a matter of national defense?”




Ashley’s legs gave out, and she sat down hard on the bed. “Oh my God. Oh my God! You’re… You’re really Terawatt?”




Alex used her tk to pull off the mask and wig and ‘lipstick’ and ‘eyeshadow.’ In her real voice, she softly murmured, “I really am.”




“And you fly around the world fighting monsters when you’re not in school?” Ashley giggled hysterically and said, “That sounds insane when I say it out loud.”




Shar exclaimed, “Fighting monsters, and stopping badguys, and rescuing people like me too!”




Aunt Ashley said, “I need to sit down.”




“You are sitting down,” Annie pointed out.




“Oh. Good. If I faint, don’t throw cold water on me. Or hit me with that lightning.”




Willow sat down next to her and patted her hand. “It’s okay. I’m a complete weenie about stuff, and if I didn’t faint, you won’t.”




Shar said, “She really wants a drink, but she doesn’t want to say so in front of a bunch of minors.”




Willow frowned, “I don’t know if George even has any alcohol in the house.”




Annie shouted, “Oh! I know!” And she dashed out of the room.




Aunt Ashley finally looked at Shar and gasped, “You read my mind! You have… umm… psychic powers!”




Shar shrugged and waved her arms, “They’re kinda iffy. I’m not really good at it. I mean, I almost always know what Alex is feeling even when I’m way away from her, but that’s because she’s Alex. Most people, I can’t read their minds at all unless I’m really, really close by and I’m trying really hard and they’re feeling something major. Anyway, I’m way better with my fire.”




Annie came running back into the room with a metal sphere hooked by a plastic tube to a clear facemask. “Here! It’s oxygen. Put this over your nose and mouth, and breathe deeply.”




Aunt Ashley rolled her eyes. “Annie, I’m a flight attendant! I know how to use an oxygen mask. We have to have training with ’em.” She held the mask over her face and breathed in and out a few times. She finally put the mask down. “Okay, I feel less light-headed. I’d still like a double shot of Jack Daniels, but don’t tell Barb or your grandmother I said that.”




Alex used her tk to pull her wig and ‘makeup’ and mask back onto her face. She said, “Now you know most of it. I’ve been Terawatt since spring. I’ve had powers for years. I made the costume because Danielle Atron was sending supervillains here, and somebody needed to stop them. Now I help the federal government, and anywhere else that asks for my help.”




Willow complained, “And our state governor is still being a complete doofus about supporting a superheroine, but Terawatt’s deputized by the President now, so he can stuff it.”




Alex explained, “Annie’s my biochemistry support. Dad is too, now that he knows. I didn’t tell him or mom for years, because dad works at the plant, and the head of the plant was trying to track me down so she could cut me up and experiment on me.”




Aunt Ashley looked pale again. “Wait a minute… Danielle Atron was after you? One of the most wanted criminals in the country? She was after you?”




Alex nodded. “But if she hadn’t been such a creep, I probably wouldn’t have turned out to be a superheroine.”




Ashley asked, “And what about Margaret K. Walsh? And the Downingtown Blob?”




“And a lot of other stuff,” Alex added. “Yeah, Maggie Walsh is one of my major problems these days.”




“That Wacky Maggie!” Willow said in her fake-cheerful voice.




Alex went on, “So I have a small team of people who know my secret, and some of them are support personnel, like Willow and Annie and dad.”




Aunt Ashley asked, “Willow? I thought you said she had her own computer company.”




Alex nodded, “Yeah. She happens to be the greatest computer whiz on the planet. She’s my computer support.”




Ashley muttered, “I feel like I just fell into a Marvel comic.”




Willow bubbled, “Well yeah, but it’s the best Marvel comic ever, even better than the original Spiderman comics, or ‘Watchmen,’ or ‘Sandman,’ so it’s a great comic to fall into, and you’ve got the superheroine on your side, so you’re good to go.”




Ashley asked, “Did she really say all of that without taking a breath, or am I still woozy?”




Alex frowned, “I didn’t mean to surprise you. You weren’t even supposed to see.”




Aunt Ashley sighed, “Well, everyone else wanted to shop for a couple hours, so I let them drive off, and I came back into the house to sneak in a nap. Then I heard you all in the back yard.”




Shar winced, “Maybe I was a little teeny bit too loud.”




Willow hugged her and said, “Maybe next time you don’t actually need to shout ‘Kapow!’ when you firebend.”




“But it’s better with the kapow!” Shar fussed.




Ashley looked at Alex and carefully asked, “And you’re sure the government isn’t getting you to do anything bad?”




Alex nodded firmly. “Totally sure. Willow would find out with her computers. And believe me, when you’re fighting giant monsters or rescuing little girls, it’s pretty easy to tell you’re the good guy.”




Shar ran over and gave Alex a big hug. “She rescued me from the bad guys, and then her and Hanna and Colonel Jack made sure I could tell some generals about the bad guys, and they locked ’em all up.”




Ashley looked at Shar, then at Alex. “I still don’t get it. If she has superpowers…”




Alex looked at Shar, who clearly didn’t want to be the one telling the story. Oh well. “These badguys who aren’t at all like Jack kidnapped Shar and her dad and made Shar do ‘experiments’ for them, and then when Shar and her dad tried to escape… they killed her dad and tried to kill her. Turns out those experiments they made her work on? They sorta prepped her for fighting off an army of security men and armed spies.” Shar buried her face in Alex’s side and started crying as the memories came rushing back.




Ashley whispered to Shar, “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t know.” She looked up at Alex. “Hanna? And Colonel Jack?”




Alex insisted, “Need to know. Really. The more you know, the more stuff you could accidentally spill. I wasn’t ever going to tell you about Terawatt as it is. Just plain old Alex is enough.”




Ashley got a miserable look on her face. “I was going to give you a giant graduation present and take you away from California for the first time to Paris, and you’ve already flown all over the world!”




Alex said, “But I never get to have fun and see the sights and go do touristy stuff. It’s always fly in, fight bad guys, kill monsters, zoom away. It’s not any fun. Going to Paris with you would be utterly awesome.” She swallowed and added, “Unless you’re worried about being around me and stuff.”




Aunt Ashley rushed over and gave Alex a big hug. “No honey, not at all. It’s just… a big shock.”




Willow smirked, “She’s good at the big shocks.” Shar and Annie giggled.




Ashley complained, “And can you lose the high heels and the giant boobs? It’s sort of… freaky.”




“Sure,” Alex smiled. She went silvery, dove into her gymbag, and changed back to Alex. Even if her hair was sort of smooshed down. She needed to fix that before the grandparents got back.




Aunt Ashley looked at her and finally wondered, “Is this why my niece with the gorgeous, long blonde hair is now a brunette with short hair?”




Alex nodded, “Yeah. I’ve been distancing myself from Terawatt. I’m short, she’s tall. I’m a brunette, she’s a blonde. I’m flat, she’s busty. We don’t look alike, and we don’t sound alike, and we don’t act alike. And Terawatt’s getting martial arts training, while I obviously don’t have any.”




Ashley protested, “You’re not flat! You’re the same cup size as me!”




“You know what I mean.”




So, while Alex fixed her hair back, Annie and Willow regaled Aunt Ashley with some stories about what Alex had really been doing since Ashley’s last visit. A couple times, Ashley looked like she might get faint again. At least Willow didn’t tell the whole thing about the giant spiders.







So, after everyone flew home and the Thanksgiving holiday weekend finally ended, Alex tried to fit back into the normal school schedule. Even if the high school basketball season was starting on Wednesday night. And Ray was going to be starting as the point guard for the team!




Okay, he was really good even before he got exposed to the GC-161, and he had been the starting point guard all last year too, except when Jackson was out hurt or the time when Jackson got benched for four games, and then Ray had been the starting shooting guard instead, and he’d been really good at that too. It was just that now he could jump a little higher and react a little quicker and sprint a little faster.




Alex went to the game, and took her cameras, and even got to roam the sidelines as a member of the press so she could watch Ray up close. Well, the gym wasn’t that big, so everyone in the whole gym had an up-close view of the court. Ray started at point guard, with Heyward as the power forward and Tony as the center, even if Heyward hadn’t practiced a ton with the team yet because the football season wasn’t quite over. Jerrold got moved to small forward even though he was like 6’6” so he dwarfed the opposing small forward, and Mike had to settle for being a backup big man. Jackson even had to sit on the bench for the first quarter, because he could shoot, but he was bad for team play. Cliff was only a sophomore, but he was a good team player, and he got to start as the shooting guard, even if he wasn’t the best shooter on the team, or even the second- or third-best. Alex could tell Jackson was really cheesed off about that.




But they were playing the Rangers, one of the league basketball powers, who were supposed to clean up in the league and then go to the state playoffs, like they did last year. So it was an awesome battle. But their defense was definitely better than the Rangers’ was, and Ray stole the ball like three times in the first quarter alone, and they converted all three on fast breaks, so the Rangers had to take their hotshot guard out and put in a better dribbler who could protect the ball better.




The Rangers had a really tall center too, so Tony and Heyward were playing a lot of double-teams on the guy to keep him from getting the ball down in the paint for easy shots. And the pressure Ray and Cliff were putting on the Rangers’ guards was doing a pretty good job of keeping them from being able to pass the ball right into the lane. Plus Ray was doing a really good job of breaking the Rangers’ man-to-man defense and getting the ball to the open man. But the Rangers’ small forward was hitting his shots from the corner, so the Rangers were still in the game.




And then in the second quarter, the coach put Jackson in and Jackson started doing what he always did, and it was bad. They had a three point lead when Jackson went in, and they were trailing by six when the coach yanked him out just before halftime. Jackson made three shots, but he also missed five, and he wasn’t passing the ball to the open men, and he wasn’t doing any good on defense which meant the Rangers had a way easier time getting the ball to their big man when he was near the basket, so they got outscored 16-7 while Jackson was busy showboating.




So Jackson sat out the entire second half, and the team came back in the third quarter and tied it up, and then they kept doing well, and they won by three. They might have won by more than that, but the Rangers went with a ‘foul whoever has the ball’ plan to get the ball back at the end of the game. Ray made six of eight free throws down the stretch, but Cliff only hit one of six, and the coach almost had to put Jackson back in as the shooting guard. Alex didn’t tip even one shot in with her tk.




Okay, so she was tempted a couple times, but she totally didn’t.




Everybody on their side of the gym was thrilled to death. Except Jackson, who wasn’t getting the hint. Ray was annoyed. Okay, he was really mega-cheesed off that their best shooting guard was being a pigheaded jerk so they couldn’t put him in very much. And Jackson was Ray’s friend, and still wouldn’t listen to Ray, so Ray was super frustrated about that.




Ray was so mad he didn’t even want to neck in the car.




And Alex thought Ray was a better shooting guard than Jackson anyway, even if the team totally needed Ray at point guard.




Alex sent some stills off to the newspaper and some action footage off to the tv station, just in case either one wanted to use her stuff. She wasn’t too upset if no one did… this time. She had figured out that was the way things worked in the photography biz. She mainly spent ten minutes editing video footage to send to Ray’s coach, to show to the team. Because it was obvious from where she had been filming that Jackson was sluffing off on defense and making things harder for his teammates. And it was pretty clear that most of the shots Jackson took were bad choices, with at least one teammate open when he took the shot, even if he had a defender or two in his face on pretty much every shot. And Ray looked really good. His passes looked really nice, and he did a good job of running the offense, and he only took shots when he was open or mostly open, which was probably why he made most of his shots. It wasn’t like he was the second coming of LeBron James, but he looked really hot out there.




If only Jackson wasn’t being such a jerkhead, their team would be really awesome.







Then Thursday evening, Ray came by to see her after dinner, and he told her that in basketball practice, nobody had passed the ball to Jackson in the five-on-five scrimmages. Jackson blew a gasket about it in the locker room after, but no one was happy with Jackson’s performance in what could turn out to be a really important game, and everyone made it clear that if he wasn’t going to be a team player, they weren’t going to consider him part of the team.




Ray complained, “If that doesn’t get the message across, I don’t know what will. The coach is already on his case, and he showed that sideline video that had to be from you, and boy did that make Jackson look like a dick, because there he was, not covering his man on defense, and shooting with two guys all over him and in the background everyone could see Jerrold wide open and waving his arms for the ball.”




Alex asked, “Where’s Jackson think he’s gonna go after high school?”




Ray griped, “Oh, he thinks he’s a shoo-in for UCLA or USC. Like they need another guy who can’t take directions from the coaches and thinks he can jump to the pros after one all-star season. Why?”




Alex smirked, “I was thinking about maybe misusing my superpowers.”




Ray grinned wickedly. “I gotta see this.”




She took Ray up to her room, where Shar was playing with her Terawatt Barbies. Then Alex sent an email to Colonel O’Neill, asking him if he would help her with what she wanted.




Ray laughed all the way down the stairs.







On Friday evening, before the basketball game, Ray came over to where she was looking over the lighting because it was an away game, and he gave her a huge hug. He whispered, “Jackson looked like he was gonna crap himself today at practice. Apparently, UCLA called him and told him they’d seen footage of him from Wednesday’s game when they were looking at Rangers players, and they didn’t need a self-absorbed troublemaker who couldn’t be bothered to play defense and wouldn’t pass the ball and didn’t bother to remember offensive sets, so he shouldn’t bother sending them any highlight footage. Your colonel’s pretty impressive when it comes to scheming.” He grinned, “Okay, you’re pretty impressive when it comes to scheming.”




She stood on tip-toe and kissed him. “I’ve been taking lessons from the Jack O’Neill School of Strategic Sneakiness.”




And Jackson even tried hard during the game. He had to sit out most of the first quarter, while Cliff did a so-so job as the shooting guard. But they were up by six by the time Jackson got in the game, and Alex heard Coach Eddurd warn Jackson that as soon as he started acting like he thought he was the next Allen Iverson, he was going to be warming the bench again.




So Jackson actually did what he was supposed to, for a change. The home team was a lot shorter overall, and they started going with a tight zone defense because Heyward and Tony had been killing them inside since the start of the game, and Ray gave Jackson the chance to show he’d gotten the hint. Or in his case, one of the several hundred hints that people had thrown at him. So Jackson made three of four open shots from outside, and when the guys playing zone opened it up enough to try and cover him, he passed the ball in to Tony just like he was supposed to! It was even a really great pass, and Tony got an easy layup off it. Alex wondered if that was Jackson’s first assist since maybe last January.




So then the other team switched to a box-and-one to cover Jackson all the time while keeping a zone going, and so Ray sank a couple shots in a row from the outside. So then the other team put their best defender on Ray instead, and Ray either faked the guy out of his socks or else passed the ball to Jackson for an open shot from way outside, or else moved the ball around to Tony or Heyward or Jerrold for a short shot in traffic. And Jackson was pulling his weight on defense too, even if Cliff was still a little better as a defensive guard and Ray was way better.




With Jackson hitting his shots from outside, and Ray hitting his, and both of them passing the ball like they were supposed to, the other team was going crazy trying to figure out how to defend against them. They went into the locker room at halftime leading by fourteen!




Then, in the third quarter, the other team went with a half-court press to keep Ray and Jackson from taking easy outside jumpshots. First, they went with a 2-2-1 half-court press, so there were two defenders up near the half-court line, and two more a way back behind them, and the last one at about the free-throw line. With Jackson doing what he was supposed to, Ray broke their press really well. Ray would come down the middle, Tony would move to a spot in front of the free throw line to tie up the defense’s back man, and the rest of the team would break. Heyward and Jerrold broke for the back corners for open jumpers, and Jackson broke for one sideline or the other for long jump shots. Then Tony would break for the paint and get the rebound if anybody missed.




After that defense didn’t work, the home team went with a 2-1-2 half-court press so they had the back corners guarded. But Ray was really great. Every time the defense tried to trap him at the half-court line with their two front players, he’d make a hard pass to Jackson or Jerrold, who were in position way off to either side of the middle defender. Then, as soon as one of the back two defenders would move up to guard the guy with the ball, he’d pass over the guy’s head to Tony or Heyward, whoever was in the back corner on the same side, and the other teammate on the back line would break for the basket, so the team would either get an open corner jumper or else a pass and a layup or else a rebound and a put-in. The other team was pretty much doomed, because Ray was a good 6’3” and still quicker than all of their guards, and all but one of their guards were under six feet. And with Ray and Jackson both playing good defense, the other team couldn’t get good passes to their back line.




They won by twenty points, and Alex got some great footage to send to the tv station. It would have been a lot more than that if the coach had wanted to run up the score, but he put Cliff and Peter in as the guards late in the game, and put Mike and Carter in as forwards, and Bryce in as the center. Bryce had been the main center last year, but that was because Tony was academically ineligible for most of last season and hurt during most of the rest of the season. But Bryce wasn’t nearly as good as Tony.




KPVC even used some of her video footage of the game that she emailed off to them, since it was an away meet and they looked awesome. Alex had her fingers crossed that she could spend a while just being ordinary Alex Mack, high school student who was getting good grades and dating a basketball star.




She got an ‘A’ on her Object Oriented Programming with C Sharp on-line course, and she made sure Mrs. Finnegan got it marked down with everything else in her scholastic record. Willow made sure Alex’s laptop was all set to start the linux systems management course, so Alex started on that too, even if linux sounded too freaksome for words. Although they had the cutest little penguin as their logo. Anybody who had a cute penguin couldn’t be all bad. Except maybe Anita Blake, because Alex had thought the first couple books in the series were okay, but then Anita turned into this slutty sexbomb who pretty much made Willow look like a nun, and Alex wasn’t reading them anymore. Plus, sex with vampires? Eww! Alex had seen real vampires, and they were about as sex-worthy as those giant spider babies.




Telekinesis lessons with Marsha and Shar were going really well, and Alex had switched them to a kind of air hockey game on the kitchen table, with Marsha and Shar using hockey pucks to knock a big checker around the table, and Alex used her own tk as a force field to keep the checker from falling off the edges of the table. It was pretty hard to control one thing well enough to knock something small where you wanted, so it was good practice.




The other-Willow ‘outline paper then write it super-fast then wait a week to edit it’ plan was going great. She had ‘A’s on all but one of her English papers and both of her Spanish papers, even though she hadn’t thought she could write a paper in Spanish until she tried it. And calculus was going great, because between reading ahead and hearing Mrs. McGurty explain stuff, Alex was understanding it and getting all the homework right. And chem was going great, even if Wade was starting to worry out loud that she was going to have a higher first term grade than he would. She didn’t see why he cared, as long as he got an ‘A.’ But he did. Boys could be totally weird.




And speaking of boys, she really didn’t want to hear about Azure Crush and her naked blue body, but the December issue of a certain filthy magazine was already out, and selling like hotcakes, or maybe really filthy hotcakes with naughty pictures drawn on the tops. And boys were talking about it like all the time. She just hoped Ray wasn’t talking about it in the locker room with the other basketball players, because she had no hope that the other basketball players weren’t talking about it. At least the only thing Louis said about it in her hearing was about the business side of it, because even with five million bucks going into Azure Crush’s bank account and money going for that Azure Crush legal team, Larry Flynt was making a big profit.




And Az was happy being at that mansion, so Alex couldn’t even be upset about that. And boy was she not going to ever mention to Willow that Didi the Centerfold was bisexual, even if Jack probably had guy fantasies about coming home and finding Willow and a big-boobed blonde centerfold bimbo waiting for him. She already knew Willow had some fantasies like that, and that was TMI even before Willow started making with the imaginary details. Eww.




So her classes were going great, and things with Ray were going great, and things with Shar were going great, and with Jackson trying to be Magic Johnson instead of Allen Iverson, the basketball team was doing mega-great. Even the lessons with Jo Lupo were going great, and her dad and mom bought an exercise bike and rode it while they watched tv, so they could get in shape for kung fu. And she was regularly selling video footage of the basketball games to KPVC and stills to the Gazette. Everything was going perfectly.




She figured that meant mega-bad stuff was lurking around the next corner.







Jack O’Neill was doing paperwork again. There was nothing good about paperwork. What was the point of the electronic workplace if they had a million pages of paperwork dumped on top of it? He’d known the ‘paperless office’ was going to be a joke as soon as he saw that every single computer they’d rolled out way back then had a big honking printer hooked up to it. Some of them had special printers, so you could try to type on fancy forms… and fail miserably a dozen times in a row so your desk wasn’t paperless and you also had an overflowing trashcan too, plus you needed to buy more forms.




He had paperwork he had to turn in every week and every month and every quarter, and paperwork he had to turn in after every op, and paperwork he had to turn in after every update, and paperwork he had to turn in on every person under his command, and even more paperwork on top of all that. It was a conspiracy by the paper companies!




Well, that was his story and he was sticking to it.




Just as bad, there was all this paperwork he had to read, and initial, and maybe even take action on. Every one of his teams was turning in regular reports. Every one of his team leaders was turning in reports on their people. Walter turned in reports like there was no tomorrow: the guy was a report-generating machine. One of the best things about Alex was she didn’t turn in weekly reports on her team. Even if she did have to turn in a report after every op. He even read through them really carefully, because he was dragging an eighteen year old girl into horrible situations, and he deserved as much painful payback as possible for that. And sometimes she had useful views or ideas or comments. Now Finn wrote really detailed, dense reports that were chock full of important stuff, and Miller wasn’t far behind. The problem was that Gates was the only one of them who ever snuck anything amusing into the written reports.




He was still trying to get Finn and Miller promoted again, even if it hadn’t been six months since their last promotions. Gates deserved to get promoted, too. And Lupo needed to get bumped from first louie up to captain. Miller was doing a great job with her. If only Hammond could get a four-star to cut a couple promotions loose, and enough people to form two more SRI teams. After all, the SRI was the only military group in the country that was on a wartime footing right now, and his people deserved to be promoted and awarded medals just like soldiers in any other war. More so, since nobody else in history ever had to engage in tac ops against five hundred hungry giant spiders or a giant man-eating blob.




Man, you could not get a guy enough medals for valor when he had hunted down and fought a giant, carnivorous, unstoppable blob with nothing but a fire extinguisher and a bottle of bleach.




At least that Watanabe guy had gotten the Japanese to give Team Two some medals for that ‘silicate’ op. They all deserved it. Jack still thought the Russians were being chintzy weasels on medals for Gates and his men and the other teams, especially after the SRI had pulled a lot of Russian asses out of the fire a dozen times. What did the Russians think the area around that Siberian forest and that radioactive lake and Chernobyl and those other spots would look like now if it wasn’t for the SRI? He made a mental note to ask Gates what the Russian was for ‘cheap medal-hoarding bastards.’ Just in case he got to work it into a conversation someday.




Meanwhile, Jack was working his way through a stack of ‘eyes only’ reports that really needed to be disseminated a hell of a lot more widely than the report authors wanted. Really, if you were going to spend a couple million bucks and integrate everything anybody knew about North Korea to make an important white paper, you ought to have a list of five thousand people who would get to read the damn thing. Instead, the CIA was guarding these things like the Batman was going to glide in and beat the crap out of them if anyone even saw the front cover. Jack was pretty sure George wasn’t really supposed to be showing some of these reports to him either, but Hammond was a lot more concerned about protecting America and the planet than he was about keeping a dozen CIA suits happy with him. From the cover letters, Jack was guessing that Samuel Daystrom dork was still pissed off about how Jack’s team had handled the whole Marissa Weigler op, and was trying to throw his weight around to dish out a little payback. The guy had no idea he was up against a skilled political fighter like George Hammond, who was way outside this little palooka’s weight class.




Jack didn’t particularly worry about the readers of his reports, because he and Walter made sure there was nothing in there that would identify anyone other than one Jack O’Neill, whose name was already on the thing. No one was going to ID Riley Finn or Graham Miller or anyone just from the reports Jack released, and then go after them or their loved ones. No one was going to ID Terawatt, other than to know she was saving their asses once again. And the more people who realized ‘Wacky Maggie’ Walsh was a threat to everyone on the planet, the better.




Meanwhile, this damn report on the North Koreans was going nowhere fast. He had to get out a detail map of North Korea and draw arrows on it to show what the hell these guys thought was going on. Okay, massive troop movements… but they were going in no particular direction. Paramilitary forces were getting moved around in what looked like a big wiggly loop as far as he could gauge. Neither of those made any sense whatsoever. Were they just trying to scare the shit out of the South Koreans? Well, that part was working great, because Seoul was pretty much one giant clamped-shut sphincter these days. But the imports on food were suddenly way down. Since the imported food went primarily to keeping the military and paramilitary forces fed, no one knew what the hell was up with that. Had they successfully grown giant invertebrates using Deemer’s mad science approach, and now they were eating the stuff? “Mmm, giant radium-flavored cockroaches! Now there’s good eatin’!” He really wondered what eating that crap would do to a person. Was there any chance they were about to have an explosion of mutant caveman-looking soldiers? On the upside, any mutant caveman soldiers who ended up looking like Dr. Deemer’s assistant wouldn’t be able to operate a rifle or even get their finger inside a trigger guard.




He initialed the report, and then spent five minutes typing an email to Hammond on what it might mean to the SRI, and his thoughts on who in Russia, China, South Korea, and Japan ought to be given a heads-up.




A report on what they still didn’t know about the Lanzhou situation. Great. A hundred eighty pages of ‘I got nothing, you got anything?’ He read the entire thing, just in case there was the slightest hint of anything he didn’t already know. All he got out of it was there were probably hideous riots downstream, from the millions of people who needed the water from the river and were being ordered not to drink it. Even if every city’s water treatment plant was suddenly useless, surely they could boil the water and make it potable, or distill it and have potable water from that. Even solar stills would do for that, and you could make one of those with a sheet of clear plastic and a can and some rocks. The Chinese weren’t stupid, and they were bigger on the brute-force way of coping than most first-world countries, so there had to be something about that water that they were freaking out about. Was there something alive and carnivorous in it? That wouldn’t be good for anyone near that river, and eventually that river would empty into the Pacific Ocean.




A huge, mainly-useless report on the silicates. Someone really, really way smarter than the report authors designed the things and snuck the design past those cancer researchers, and the report authors were sucking their thumbs that they didn’t fully understand how someone — someone undoubtedly named Maggie — did it. Plus tons of annoying appendices slapped on by other people who weren’t happy with the main report. Oh wait! Something useful in appendix XVII: details on how to prevent more of them, and how to kill any new ones. And it was by a three-person EU team that included Terawatt’s little BFF Hermione. He was still thanking that other Jack O’Neill from that other dimension for saving the multiverse and for making Alex think this world’s Jack O’Neill might be a pretty okay guy. Was it wrong to be thanking yourself? And so he had Terawatt regularly saving the asses of everyone on the planet, and a luscious, brilliant, amazing, sexy girlfriend who was way too good for him. He blamed Cordelia Chase for that, because if Willow hadn’t had every bit of self-esteem beaten out of her as a kid, she wouldn’t be settling for a goofy old soldier like him. If he ever had to go to Rio de Janeiro on SRI business, he was going to find a way to track down Ms. Chase and let her know what a disgusting piece of shit she was.




And finally, something useful. A report from the Russians to some guys in the State Department who weren’t afraid to share something. A useful Russian report? State Department weenies who weren’t afraid to share? That was crazy. Next, someone would be telling him there was a woman who could fly and hurl lightning. Granted, some of these Russian cops were pretty damn impressive, especially considering who they were up against some of the time. A couple smart investigators tracked down the people they thought could be the submarine thieves. Based on the evidence their team had assembled, they suspected a team of at least ten men who included all the usual suspects over there: some gunrunners, some mobsters, some ex-KGB problems, and in this case, some former submariners who had been pensioned off when they didn’t want to leave the submarine service. And, naturally with the Russian mob involved, there was the expected big crew of heavily-armed minions. All of them were extremely dead. The investigators spent some time studying the crime scenes in and around this warehouse complex where the badguys had gotten together for some reason, and they concluded that the suspects all just shot each other or knifed each other or killed each other with anything handy, which apparently included some farming implements and a chainsaw. Ugh. Or as Alex would have said, ‘eww eww eww!’




Wait a minute. All of them? All at the same time? They all just went psycho simultaneously?




Oh crap.




Jack re-read that section. Twice. Then he went back through the document until he found someone he could call. And that someone called someone else, who called someone else. It took four aggravating hours to get through to one of the actual investigators, and fortunately that guy spoke English, because Jack’s Russian was just on this side of humiliating. Since Jack was just some fancy-pants American military guy, he was expecting to get the runaround, but apparently someone had heard about the SRI, so he got put through to Police Captain Kolokoltsev, who was heading the investigation. And the guy was cooperative.




After the captain explained about the policework they had done, and the disaster they had found at the warehouse complex, Jack carefully asked, “So it looked like they just all went crazy at the same time?”




The captain said, “Yes, it does look very much like that. It is very puzzling.” He cursed in a couple colorful Russian phrases that made Jack chortle. That apparently helped, since it marked Jack as someone who spoke something other than American.




Jack suggested, “I think you want to get a CBW team in there to get samples. Air, dust, water, foods and drinks, blood, everything you can sample and analyze. And we can help with the analysis on anything you can’t do, or you can’t afford to do.”




The captain suspiciously asked, “What do you know that we do not?”




Jack answered a question with a question. “How much do you know about what happened to Beirut?”




The captain proceeded to drop another half dozen colorful Russian phrases, at least two of which Jack had never heard before. Not even from Gates.




128. Blue Christmas



Alex was totally stoked. The Christmas vacation was starting. Willow was taking Alex and Shar to Disneyland. Willow had secret stuff planned for Shar that Shar still had no clue on, so Alex had asked Willow not to tell anyone else, not even Alex, because Shar’s telepathy made it really hard to keep secrets from her.




And then after Disneyland, they’d all drive back to the house, and Willow would rush off to fly out to Jack’s for Christmas, even though she was Jewish and she kept saying she didn’t do Christmas.




Willow drove down and parked her electric car in front of the garage where it could get charged while they were gone, because her car wouldn’t go from Alex’s house through L.A. traffic to Anaheim on one charge, and it would take hours to recharge the thing. And Willow was still tinkering with an Alex-charging system that wouldn’t risk blowing up the car batteries if Alex accidentally overdid it.




Alex and Shar already had their suitcases and Alex’s gymbag in Alex’s car, with a bag of healthy snacks and a cooler of drinks. So Willow just had to take two chocolate cakes into the house, stick her suitcase in Alex’s trunk, and they were ready to go. And Alex had to remind her mom and dad not to eat both cakes before everyone got back from Disneyland. They both looked at her like she’d accused them of drug smuggling or something, but she still remembered what happened to the chocolate cake while she was at Comic Con.




Shar was totally wowed when they drove into the valet parking area of the Anaheim Marriott Suites. Especially when Willow did the big ‘CEO of Red Tree Software’ deal with the valet parking and the bellmen and the special service from Rich the concierge who obviously thought Willow was way too hot to be a CEO. Okay, the guy looked at Alex like she was too hot, too. Guys…




If he looked at Shar like that, Alex was going to shock the pee out of him!




Then they had a big suite with a living room and kitchen, and two bedrooms. Alex had insisted on sharing a bedroom with Shar, because if Shar had a nightmare and Alex wasn’t around, things could get bad. Shar hadn’t had a nightmare like that in over a month, but pretending Shar was completely normal was just asking for trouble.




As they unpacked, Willow teased Alex by singing, “Rich thinks you’re sexy… Rich thinks you’re sexy…”




“No, Rich thinks you’re sexy,” Alex insisted.




And somehow, they ended up singing “I’m too sexy for my shirt” only with different lyrics. “You’re too sexy for the Rich, too sexy for the Rich…” Shar couldn’t stop giggling.




Shar had everything all put away in the dresser before Alex figured out where to hide her gymbag. But the beds had plinth bases, which meant there was a solid board all the way around the base a couple inches in from the edge of the box springs, so the maids never had to worry about trying to vacuum way underneath the beds. And that meant there was a secret open area under there that no one could get to.




Well, no one who wasn’t Terawatt. Alex went silvery, puddled through a crack into the open area under the first king-sized bed, and hid the gymbag there.




Shar had all her important stuff in the top left drawer of the big dresser. Her Barbies who were both in their civilian identities, her Barbie gymbag with the Terawatt Barbie uniform in it, the bag of other Barbie stuff, her book of DVDs including “The Iron Giant” and “The Little Mermaid”, her Gamegirl and games, her new books, and everything else she had been carrying in her backpack. Since she was dressed like Alex in overalls and a t-shirt and a hat, her clothes were pretty easy to deal with.




Willow already had tickets for all four days they were going to be there, and had the whole thing planned out. Room service each morning so they could get going quickly, with the hotel chauffeuring them right to the entrance. Then a plan for each day, including the first day when they took Shar to the Bibbidi Bobbidi Boutique, where Shar was just about paralyzed when she couldn’t decide between being Terawatt or Ariel. She finally went with Ariel, even though she hugged Alex and apologized a bunch for not picking Terawatt.




And really, Terawatt was not a Disney Princess! Even if the Disneyland stores were doing a ton of business there with Terawatt merch, and there was a sign that they would soon have Terawatt t-shirts and people could order them in advance and have them mailed to them when the shirts came in. Boy, Driscoll Enterprises was probably swamped these days. Shar was wearing one of her Terawatt t-shirts from Louis, and she was really proud that she had one before Disneyland did.




So they managed to do that and Fantasyland on the first day. And they stayed for ‘Fantasmic’ and the other nighttime stuff. It was pretty awesome, even if Shar sang the “It’s a small world after all” song about a jillion times for the rest of the day. The second day, they did Adventureland and Critter Country, although Shar had to watch other people do Splash Mountain for a couple minutes before she got up her nerve to do it. She sat behind Alex and in front of Willow, and when the ride went down the huge flume at the end, Alex ducked down behind the big guy in front of her, and Shar ducked way down against Alex’s back, and Willow got all the water that would have hit them, so she got drenched. Shar giggled about it on and off for like half an hour. Alex didn’t say so, but she got lots of video of Soggy Willow, using her tk to operate her GoPro while it was lurking inside her little daypack. They had Chinese for dinner that night, and it was really good, and Shar ate all three fortune cookies. She also told Alex what the fortunes said before she opened the cookies, which really surprised Willow. The third day, they did New Orleans Square and Tomorrowland. Willow kept insisting it wasn’t true, but Alex knew Willow screamed louder on Space Mountain than Shar did.




It was while they were back at their hotel for a nice, well-balanced dinner instead of more junk food, that stuff happened. Willow twitched and put her hand to her ear. Alex knew what that meant. She snatched her earjack out of her daypack and flipped it on and shoved it in her ear.




Jack’s voice came through loud and clear. “—and harbor patrol says they sunk a patrol boat with a laser beam or something, so that probably makes it an SRI job. Miller and Team Two are a good hour away at best, even if they parachute on top of whoever it is. But you’re already there. Is The Big T available?”




“I’m here, colonel.” They hurried down the hall and into their suite. Alex asked, “Do we know where the threat is heading?”




“No idea. IT says a straight line would put it right through downtown La-la-land, and a reasonable sector around a straight line has maybe six hundred to a thousand possible targets.”




Alex said, “I can be on my way north in a minute or two.”




Willow corrected, “Northwest. And I can have LAPD incident reports up thirty seconds after I get my computer running.”




Shar piped up, “I can help! I brought my superheroine suit!”




Alex knelt down and frowned, “Honey, you can’t go. I’ll be too afraid I’d need to watch out for you, to do a good job of watching out for me.”




Willow asked, “Shar, you wouldn’t want Alex to get hurt because she’s too worried about you, would you?”




“No!” Shar exclaimed. “But I can help! I can get those badguys and kapow ’em!”




Alex hugged Shar tightly. “I know. I know what a good job you can do of blasting the badguys. But please, I really need to know you’re safe.”




Willow suggested, “You can sit with me while I do computer support. And every minute you make Alex argue about this, that’s another minute the badguys have to do their evil deeds.”




Shar pouted, “But I don’t wanna be Sokka! I wanna be Katara! Or Zuko so I can go firebend ’em!”




Alex insisted, “I’m not going to take you. You can be really, really mad at me all night long, but I won’t do it.”




She went silvery, dove under the bed to puddle into her gymbag, and then back out as Terawatt. Willow had the sliding door onto the balcony open several inches by then, and Alex flew out.




Shar yelled at her, “Fine! I’m gonna be really mad at you!”




Alex stayed silvery as she went straight up against the side of the building, so no one would look out a window and see her flying off from their balcony. Then she flew up to about five hundred feet above the roof, and she headed northwest. Willow hadn’t given her a GPS heading yet, but the compass app on her tPhone was working.




She zoomed up toward Los Angeles County, wondering the whole time what the badguys were after, and why they were blasting boats and letting people know they were coming, when it would have been a lot smarter to sneak into the target, then use their superpowers to commit the crime and run away. Maybe they were just stupid, but maybe the big display of superpowers was the whole point.




She really hoped they weren’t going to try to steal giant clam-monster eggs out of the sand in Santa Monica.




Willow’s voice came over her earjack. “Terawatt, Acid Burn here. Straightlining the newest intel from the harbor patrol and the Coast Guard suggests they’re heading for Santa Monica.”




Crud! “Are they after giant clam samples?”




“This would be a really stupid way of getting any samples, if you ask me, but I kinda think this would be a really stupid way of doing anything, so what do I know? But there’s National Guard troops on patrol at the beach right now, and Pinkie Pie’s already put them on alert.”




Alex kept heading northwest, but veered a little more west, so she was heading kind of toward that beach that she hadn’t really wanted to ever go back to.




“Burn to Tera. Pyre says she’s really sorry she yelled at you, and she wants you to make sure you don’t get hurt.”




“Tera here. Tell Pyre I’ll keep that in mind.”




“Burn to Tera. Whoever they are, they just sunk a Coast Guard boat with what’s described as an ‘invisible grabber’ and a giant laser beam. And Pyre says that means you should’ve taken her along.”




“Tera to Burn. There is no way I’m letting Pyre get in front of maybe a laser beam, which her powers would not stop. Or that invisible grabber thing, which sounds like a ton of tk to me.”




Alex kept flying, but even at her best speed, she wasn’t going to get to Santa Monica for another fifteen minutes. By then, they could have psychically found all the giant clam eggs they wanted, telekinetically yanked them out of the sand, and disappeared. Assuming they had the right powers to do it the fast way. Or they might have robbed a dozen places in the area by then.




“Burn to Tera. They just hit the beach, smashed some National Guard forces that got in their way, and now they’re flying. Four of them, flying in formation, maybe… northeast. That would put them roughly along Santa Monica Boulevard, heading toward some ritzy areas. The LAPD has warnings on every tv and radio channel about these guys. But maybe that’s the objective. They’re sure not being subtle.”




Alex shifted her direction a hair less westward, since the badguys weren’t stopping in Santa Monica. “Tera to Burn. Alert Santa Monica authorities and National Guard forces that this could be a diversion to let someone else get at the giant clams. Or their eggs. Or samples of the chemicals.”




“Burn to Tera. Already on it. Pinkie Pie thought of that a couple minutes ago, and also had the Guard pull in the remote-control C-4 dumptrucks so no one could tamper with them or steal the C-4 and blasting caps. Oh, and someone next to me thinks it’s hysterical that we named a certain person Pinkie Pie.”




“Tera here. Action Girl and I thought it was pretty doggone funny when we thought it up.”




Alex kept flying as fast as she could toward Santa Monica Boulevard. Willow’s map app showed it pretty clearly.




“Burn to Tera. Team Evil just engaged a police helicopter and shot it down. Energy beam to the engine, and… poof! No more motive force. They’re probably lucky it wasn’t a laser beam through the pilot. A traffic copter got footage of it and then had to run for their lives. That was more or less over I-405. They’re still heading toward Century City or beyond.”




“Tera here. Any chance of L.A. AFB scrambling something with some threat potential?”




“Burn to Tera. Pinkie Pie says ‘Mister Darling’ is on it now.”




“Mister Darling?”




“Oh! Burn to Tera. I got it! Like in Peter Pan. It’s Wendy’s dad.”




“Oh. Right.” Duh. Wendy Harriman’s dad. Jack had Walter on the job. Alex wondered how long Jack had been saving up the ‘Wendy’s dad’ joke.




“Burn to Tera. Pyre says that someone’s sure going to be in the doghouse if he keeps making naughty jokes about other people, and it won’t be Mister Darling.”




Alex was closing in, but every minute she flew northwest was another minute the badguys were closing in on their target, and Alex still had no idea where they were going.




“Burn to Tera. Team Evil’s over the Los Angeles Country Club and they’re veering more northward. Maybe Beverly Hills, maybe Bel Air. Much further north, and they’ll be over the Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation Area, and they’ll be out of juicy targets, and they’ll be in an area that a couple Vipers can dogfight with ’em without worrying about heavy casualties on the ground.”




Oh crud. “Tera here. We know someone who lives in that area. In a nice, big, expensive mansion.”




“Burn to Tera. I already sent her a text. I got a really pleasant reply that only used the F-word two times.”




“Well, I’m still maybe five minutes out if that’s where they’re going.”




Alex jetted across the Los Angeles skies. It was still light out, but street lights and headlights were turning on below her. If she hadn’t been so focused, she might have looked down and enjoyed the lightshow. But she was concentrating on getting to Azure Crush as fast as she could. Because if Team Evil wasn’t heading for Az, they were probably heading for someone close by.




“Burn to Tera, based on current vector it looks like the target really is Azure Crush. And we’ve got two Vipers engaging the enemy, and from their comms it’s not going well.”




“Tera here. Can they retreat and attack from a distance?”




“Burn to Tera. That’s what they tried first. Everything they shot or launched got redirected. Including one missile that got redirected into the other chopper despite ECM.”




Oh crud. “Can you have them disengage?”




“Burn to Tera. Already trying.”




By then, Alex could see the battlezone. There were fires in a small area, and energy beams blasting around, and there went another explosion. She pushed harder.




She moved in as fast as she could, while trying to spot what was going on. One helicopter had crashed in the street outside the estate, making it pretty much impossible to get any support in through the front gate. The other helicopter had crashed right into the mansion, and that whole wing of the building was a fiery mess. She desperately hoped there weren’t any people in there. There were three people floating in the air over the back yard area. One was firing what looked like bright red laser beams from his hands. One was gesturing wildly like he was trying to conduct an orchestra on drugs. The third one just floated over the first two and held out her hands like she was lifting the first two up.




Alex flew over the burning mansion. The backyard looked like a couple Army squads had been having war games back there, with lots of exploded spots and smashed stuff. Azure Crush looked like she was getting the short end of the stick, because her clothes looked ripped and massively burned. A really fast guy with a big metal bar was zipping back and forth, pounding on Az, while she tried to hit him. But he was way faster than she was. And every time she tried to focus on him, Laser Beam Guy blasted her or else Mister Tk grabbed something big to smash her.




Alex zoomed in and hit Lifting Lady full speed on the back of the head. She collapsed, and all three supervillains fell forty feet into the pool.




“It’s about fucking time! Ouch!” Azure Crush yelled, as the speedster smashed her across her kidneys with that steel bar.




The speeder ducked out of Azure’s reach and sprinted around her aiming for an unprotected quarter.




Alex put a quick tk barrier up about five feet above the concrete patio. The speeder ran into it with his face at maybe seventy or eighty miles an hour. The impact felt like someone hit Alex on the top of the head with a board.




The guy’s face stopped abruptly when it hit the tk barrier. His body kept going. His feet flew off the concrete and his body went horizontal. He went flying through the air like that for maybe forty feet before he hit the concrete with a crash and skidded all the way across the concrete until he hit the lawn. Then his feet curled underneath him and he went tumbling across the grass.




A red laser beam flashed at Alex, and she darted to the side as she went silvery again. The beam came after her and clipped her, but reflected off her. Mostly. It still felt like someone had just thrown boiling water on her legs. She dove down toward the pool.




The other guy was using his tk to slam Az with big blobs of pool water the size of a hot tub. They weren’t knocking her down, but they were sure messing with her footing. And as soon as he realized he could pick Az up and just hold her on the bottom of the pool until she drowned, Az was going to be in real trouble.




Laser Beam Guy took another shot at Alex, but she dove into the pool and under the water. Neither of the guys had bothered to fish Lifting Lady out of the water, and she was probably already drowning, which was Alex’s fault. Alex used her tk to lob the woman out of the water and onto the concrete, right in front of Az.




Alex was hoping the badguys would have to stop and make sure they didn’t hit their teammate, but they didn’t seem to care a whole lot if they blasted her or drowned her or whatever, as long as they got Az too. Why couldn’t Terawatt get some badguys who weren’t total jerkheads?




And if Lifting Lady was their ride home, were these guys just stupid? Because Alex wasn’t seeing another way out of here without running into lots of police and National Guard and angry Air Force guys and stuff. Unless they thought they could get up into the Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation Area and maybe have an escape plan, or a getaway driver, or something.




Alex puddled along the bottom of the pool and used her tk to yank Mister Tk under the water. He gulped and thrashed around and panicked, instead of using his tk to just pull himself out of the pool. Okay, it had taken years before Alex figured out how to use her tk on herself, so maybe this guy was just too new at it.




She glanced over at Laser Beam Guy, and she saw the guy sticking both of his arms out of the water to blast laser beams at Az. But just as he started, something the size of a cabana came crashing into the water right on top of him. Alex figured that Az was handling stuff better now that she only had one guy to fight.




Alex grabbed Mister Tk with her telekinesis and pinched his carotids arteries closed. Four seconds later, the guy was down for the count. She pulled him into her silvery form and puddled across the bottom of the pool to grab Laser Beam Guy, who was out cold and pinned on the pool bottom underneath hundreds of pounds of pool cabana. She pulled Laser Beam Guy into her silvery form, and puddled both of them out of the pool.




She checked to make sure both of them had beating hearts, and that Lifting Lady wasn’t dead either. Then she called Willow. “Tera here. Do we have emergency response on the way?”




“Burn to Tera. Yep. Three firetrucks, plus EMTs, two ambulances, half a dozen police cars, a truckload of National Guardsmen and two APCs, another two Vipers, and a Lifeflight airlift helicopter for serious injuries. And the SRI will have a team with a security truck there in a couple hours.”




Alex could hear the sirens of the emergency vehicles. And she saw that Az was sprinting for the wrecked bandstand at the back of the property. She flew over to see what else was wrong.




She made sure she was in her Terawatt voice, and she asked, “Are there any people trapped in the building?”




“Nah, when your friend sent me that text, I got Sergei to get everyone out. I busted a hole in the wall back here for everyone else to escape.”




Well, that was good.




Az complained, “But Sergei and Hank and them? They just don’t listen!”




Uh-oh. Alex looked at the edge of the collapsed bandstand. There were two federal marshals who looked very dead or at least horribly injured, and there was a swarthy, handsome guy who had a big chunk of the edge of the bandstand dropped across his thighs.




Az reached down to yank the guy out, but Alex had a sudden memory from health class. Alex grabbed her arm, which was like trying to stop a runaway truck, even using her tk too. “Wait!”




“What the fuck is wrong with you? I gotta get him outta there!”




The guy spoke in a voice that sounded totally California. Alex had figured with a name like Sergei he would be Russian or something. But he was just another Cali guy with a weird name. He groaned, “Listen to the nice superheroine, Az.”




“But I gotta get you out of there!” Az sobbed.




Uh-oh. It sounded like Azure Crush was maybe worried more about someone else than herself, and that was probably good in the long run, but it could be a problem right now if she didn’t listen to reason. Alex carefully explained, “Look, if he’s got broken bones or damaged arteries, lifting that off him could drop his blood pressure. It could knock him out instantly. It could kill him, if you’re not careful.”




Az growled, “How the fuck do you know that? You a nurse in your spare time?”




Sergei painfully said, “What? You never thought a superhero might get some Red Cross training? Even lunkheads like me do that.”




Az took his hand. “You’re not a lunkhead.”




He gritted his teeth, “Okay, I think I can hold out for a little bit, if you can get a tourniquet around each of my thighs and then lift this thing off. How’s that sound, Smurfette?”




Az fumed, “I told ya if you ever called me that again, I was gonna break something.”




He smiled, “I think I already got some broken bones. Does that count?”




She kissed him on the forehead. “Maybe. Just this one time.”




Alex grabbed some torn cloth that was draped across the front of the bandstand, and she used her tk to tear it into strips. Then she used her tk to slide the cloth strips all the way under his legs. He grabbed one and quickly wrapped it around his thigh, checking for tightness. Then he did the other and told Az, “Okay. Now lift.”




Az stepped over and put her hands under the bandstand’s edge. She grunted, and the entire thing rose two feet into the air, even if parts off to the sides were bending downward and groaning. Alex used her tk to slide Sergei out. Then Az lowered the thing back down.




While Az held Sergei and cursed about how long it was taking the paramedics, Alex went over and checked the two federal marshals. One had a horrible hole burned right through the center of his chest, and was way deader than Alex wanted to see. The other guy had two pieces of rebar through him and pinning him to the ground, but he was alive. Alive, and fortunately out cold, because that rebar looked like it would really, really hurt.




Man those supervillains were real creeps.




She called Willow again as she lifted off. “Burn, this is Tera. We need emergency medical aid for three, maybe four supervillains, one security guard, and one federal marshal. We have at least one dead marshal. Everyone else appears to have gotten off the battlefield, thanks to your text to Az.”




“Burn to Tera. Access is blocked by that downed helicopter in the street. Can you assist?”




Crud. As she flew back over the burning mansion, she could see the first downed chopper had crashed right in front of the security gate, and no one was going to be climbing that fence. Plus, anybody with any sense had to be worrying about the ammo and missiles in the chopper cooking off as the thing burned.




A firetruck was working hard to put the chopper fire out, but was going to need more time. And the fence was one of those big welded-together wrought-iron things with no convenient nuts and bolts to take apart. And set in concrete. She needed Az to tear the thing apart, and she didn’t think Az was going to leave Sergei no matter how much he needed her to come out here.




Or Alex could try something creative. She flew over to the corner of the estate, where a couple police cars and a paramedic truck were waiting impatiently, and two more policemen were trying to keep a couple camera crews a safe distance from a possibly exploding helicopter. The fence had two heavy horizontal bars, one near the ground and one near the spikes at the top of all the vertical poles. The vertical poles went through the horizontal bars, where they were welded in place or something. She touched one horizontal bar with both hands and ran a really massive charge through it from fingertip to fingertip.




She’d seen arc-welders before on tv, and she’d seen metal melt with enough electrical current going through it, but she’d never tried it herself. And it was painful, because that metal got really hot.




But it only took a couple seconds to melt the metal in between her fingers. Then she did it to the bar down at the ground too, and the fence sagged a little. She then cut the fence on the upper and lower bars twenty feet closer to the corner of the estate, and the whole rectangle of fence fell over.




She flew over to the closest police car and said, “Officers, you can drive through the gap now. The felons are all in back between the pools, and the men in need of medical treatment are farther back, near the back wall of the estate. We warned Azure Crush just in the nick of time, and she managed to get everyone out of the mansion before it caught fire.”




Everyone started driving in through the gap she’d cut in the fence, except the firetruck that was trying to put out the helicopter fire. Even the news crews. She looked at the burning chopper and hoped the helicopter pilots had gotten the chance to parachute to safety.




And she tried not to think about the supervillains she could have killed by smashing their face in, or knocking them out and dropping them forty feet into a pool, or pulling them under the water until they panicked. What if they’d fallen forty feet onto the concrete instead? She was a horrible, horrible person.




Az would have probably killed them, especially after Sergei got hurt. Jack would have said Alex could have been a little more ruthless, just to make sure none of them got back up and attacked her, or anyone else.




She still felt sick about it. She was so glad Shar hadn’t seen this. She was so glad Shar hadn’t had to use her powers to stop some of these supervillains, because the only thing Shar was really good at with her powers was burning stuff to a cinder.




Alex flew over the supervillains and checked that they were all still out cold while the paramedics looked at them. Then she flew over to where Azure Crush was holding Sergei’s hand while the last paramedic checked him out.




Az looked up at Alex with tears streaming down her face. “This is all my fault, isn’t it? You warned me about that fucker Atron, and I didn’t think she’d dare. Not in the middle of L.A. And now everything’s gone. The house is ruined. Sergei’s hurt. Larry’s gonna hate me. No one’s gonna want me around because this might happen again…”




Sergei objected, “It’s not your fault. It’s that bitch Atron.”




Alex gently told her, “He’s right. It’s Danielle Atron’s fault. If she knew where I lived, or where Cready was being held, she would have gone after us too.”




Sergei said, “And you’re the hero here, Smurfette.” Az glared at him. “You got everyone out of the mansion. You punched that escape route in the wall. You went back and faced off against a team of supervillains to protect all of us and make sure we had time to get away.”




Az groused, “I got the fuck kicked out of me. I just lucked out that a real superhero flew in and saved my ass.” She looked up at Alex and muttered, “Thanks.”




“You’re welcome.”




Sergei smiled, “At least you weren’t the loser sidekick who has to be rescued.”




Az smiled back. “I think you were more the damsel in distress.”




“Oh no, no damsel-ing for me!” he insisted.




She smirked, “I think every time you call me something like Smurfette, I’m calling you ‘damsel.’ So shove it up your ass. Damsel.”




But then the Lifeflight helicopter pilot didn’t want to let Az go in the helicopter with Sergei and the marshal and the paramedic. After all, she wasn’t a close relative or anything. Alex put a hand on the pilot’s shoulder and said, “Pardon me, but I would consider it a personal favor if you would let Azure Crush ride along. And perhaps you could point out to someone at the hospital that she may have some severe burns and contusions that aren’t obvious because of her skin color.”




The guy just looked down at her legs. She glanced down and saw what he meant. Oh, right. A big section of her tights was totally burned away over her left thigh, and her thigh was really red where it was showing. Even worse, there were a couple spots in the middle of the burn that were maybe the size of a silver dollar that looked like they were going to have some big blisters.




Now that she was starting to think about it, the burned area was starting to sting. A lot. Crud! She was just glad Laser Beam Guy hadn’t nailed her with those laser beams while she was normal, because that would have been bad. She thought about the dead federal marshal with the hole burned right through his chest, and she knew it could have been mega-bad.




She stuck around long enough to give a statement to a policeman, and one of the paramedics came by and put some antiseptic stuff on the worst parts of her burn, then put a cool cloth soaked in sterile solution over most of her burn and wrapped it in place with loose bandaging.




She flew back like that. Okay, she went silvery the whole way so the wind wouldn’t blow the wrapping right off her leg, but she flew back to the hotel and snuck back in through the sliding door that was still open a couple inches.




Once she went normal, Willow and Shar just froze and stared at her.




“Your leg!” Willow squeaked.




Shar burst into tears. “You’re not s’posed to get hurt! You’re the hero!”




Alex went silvery to change out of her uniform. The tights were ruined, but she wasn’t going to put them in the trash here and risk someone maybe connecting them with the superbattle when plenty of newsies got video of the aftermath. Then she put a couple towels on the floor and plopped down on them and put a damp, cold, clean towel on her owwie.




She smiled, “I’ll be okay. Just a first degree burn, and maybe some second degree burns, but only a teeny bit. There was a guy throwing laser beams around.”




Willow immediately called Alex’s folks to let them know Alex was okay, which was a really good thing, since there was going to be news footage of Terawatt with a bandaged leg as soon as the next news program ran. And KPVC treated Terawatt like she was their own personal superheroine, so they’d definitely air any footage. They’d probably run a story about her just if someone saw her sneeze in public, and it would probably have a dumb headline like ‘Terawatt Battles Super Germs’.




Shar sat on the floor and hugged her, or else got out her dolls and had Terawatt and Pyre fight off the Evil Laser Beam Guy, or else sat and watched “The Iron Giant” with Alex and Willow. Willow ordered room service for six, so Alex would get enough to eat. Shar had fish sticks with jello salad and a ton of ketchup, or maybe that was ketchup with some fish sticks added. Alex had to tell Shar that no, she could not pretend the biggest fish stick was Evil Laser Beam Guy. Willow had a salad Niçoise that looked pretty tasty. Alex had two cheeseburgers with fries, two steaks with baked potato and sautéed green beans, four diet cokes with lots of ice, and two pieces of pie, one apple and one blueberry. Their blueberry pie was way better than their apple pie, even though Alex usually liked apple pie better.




And then she had a couple energy bars at bedtime, with four ibuprofens and another diet coke, this one out of their cooler. Diet coke right out of a cold can was way better than warm diet coke poured over too much ice so it got all diluted and partly de-fizzed.




The next day, Alex stayed in the room while Willow took Shar to Frontierland and Mickey’s Toontown. Shar didn’t want to leave Alex all by herself, so Willow hooked Shar up with an earjack, and Shar gave Alex a verbal tour of the whole place. Alex didn’t know how Shar did it, but it seemed like Shar talked almost nonstop to her for almost eight hours, except when she was eating. Okay, a lot of the time she was eating, she was also talking with her mouth full.




They drove home the next day, although Willow insisted on driving the whole way because of Alex’s leg. Okay, it hurt some, but not that much. Alex just wore her baggiest overalls so there wasn’t anything pressing hard against her burn. And it wasn’t like she used her left thigh for driving, anyway. But Willow drove, and Shar played ‘mommy,’ checking on Alex constantly and asking if she needed another diet coke, and feeding her snacks, and making sure they only played Alex’s music on the CD player.




Maybe Shar fed her too much diet coke. By the time they got home, Alex really needed to pee.




And then her mom and dad really fussed over her burn, which really wasn’t that bad. Willow had to get going though, because she had to get home and wash clothes and get packed so she could fly to Jack’s for Christmas. She had already sent off all her Christmas presents via FedEx, so she could travel light. She was only taking a little carry-on and one small suitcase. Alex figured that with all the stuff Willow had left at Jack’s since her first visit, she didn’t even need the suitcase. And it wasn’t like Jack didn’t have toothpaste and a hair dryer.




Okay, there was this sexy Miss Santa outfit Willow was taking, and some Christmas lingerie, but other than that, it sounded like there was plenty of stuff already at Jack’s house.





129. Christmas Presents



Alex’s burn was way better by Christmas Eve, even if her mom and Shar were still fussing over it. Annie fussed too when she flew home for Christmas and found out Alex got blasted by a laser beam guy who could burn holes right through people. Annie took the bed in the guest bedroom, even though Alex and Shar both said they’d be happy to sleep on the floor so Annie could have her old bed and be in the room with them. Annie also wanted to see Alex in every cosplay costume in the guest bedroom closet and also the Homecoming Queen dress, so they had fun doing that.




Alex was pretty sure from the wrinkles in the dress that Shar had already tried on the Homecoming Queen dress a couple times, and had just ‘forgotten’ to tell Alex.




And Annie had brought home a couple copies of one of the Boston papers, because someone had leaked news about the NID’s secret project to unmask Terawatt, and they had pictures of some of the people who were being investigated as possible Terawatt identities. One of them was a guy who had a femininely-shaped lower face, but was a stocky guy with a big pot belly. And one of them was a forty year old unemployed mom who really looked a lot like she could be Terawatt if you only looked at her mouth and jaw and chest, and since the story broke, she’d gotten a job as a Terawatt impersonator, doing mall store openings and stuff like that. Alex and Annie and Shar had a lot of fun looking at the pictures of the ‘Terawatt’ possibles and laughing at how not-Terawatt-ish most of them were. Alex figured Willow and Jack were really behind the news leak, but then when they Skyped, Willow said it was probably someone in the FBI or the DIA who was really mad at the NID.




On Christmas morning, Shar was up way earlier than normal. It was like her internal clock got re-set to ‘Santa came!’ even though she knew there was no such thing as Santa Claus. It was really not fair that Shar had been through so many horrible, disillusioning moments in her life, and she wasn’t even nine yet.




Alex let Shar open one present, but then Shar had to help Alex make breakfast and stay quiet until everyone else got up. But Annie was still on East Coast time, and their mom and dad normally got up early for work, so everyone was up by seven.




Shar was almost too distracted to eat breakfast, even though Alex made pancakes and had them staying warm in the Dutch oven which was in the regular oven so it would stay hot. Most of the pancakes were ordinary buttermilk pancakes, but Shar’s were special chocolate chip pancakes shaped like bunny rabbits, which really just meant you put the pancake batter down in three little circles like you were making a snowman, and then poured bunny ears to go on top of the smallest circle and you added a tiny dot of batter at the base of the bottom circle for a bunny tail. Jack would probably put a couple extra chocolate chips over by the bunny’s tail like it pooped on the plate. Alex didn’t think her mom would find that funny.




Then everyone took their coffee or juice or milk into the living room and took turns opening presents, while Shar ran around handing out the gifts to open when she wasn’t manically ripping the paper off her gifts to see what she got. Alex was filming everything with her GoPro, and Annie was writing down who gave what present to who for writing thank-you notes later, and their dad was picking up all the trash and putting it in a trashbag, and their mom was picking up the recycling. And also the stuff to re-use, like some of the bows on the presents, and some of the boxes that could get used for presents next year. And Shar had a lot more gifts than anyone else, because she had plenty of presents from everyone else in the room, and presents from grandma and grandpa and Aunt Ashley, and presents from Jack and Willow and Hanna and Riley and Sergeant Scott. Alex figured Willow gave Shar the most presents, but it was hard getting Willow not to be all excited about stuff, and she figured Willow had probably been buying a present here and there for Shar since September. And most of them were wrapped with Hanukah paper that was blue with menorahs, so Willow had probably justified buying eight more gifts for Shar by telling herself she needed one for each night of Hanukah.




On the other hand, Alex had no idea that Mattel made a Barbie’s Office set with Barbie-sized computers and desks, so now Terawatt Barbie’s friend really could be a computer hacker. Shar was so excited she had to put the whole set together before she could open another present.




Alex was glad her presents were all really useful. She figured that was a sign she was getting really old. But new socks, and a really pretty coat for when she was in Washington, D.C. next winter, and some gorgeous low-heeled leather kneeboots, and a big box of chocolates, and a package of candied fruits, and a huge package of chocolate-covered nuts, and several gift certificates for a dozen donuts each at Gloria’s, and a bunch of great stuff like that. Willow sent her some cool science fiction books, and Jack sent her a book on how lobbyists worked in Washington, so Terawatt would be ready for creepy lobbyist tricks in future. Shar had made her a bunch of chocolate-covered pretzels for a Christmas present, and they were really good. She and Shar ate almost all of them before they were done opening presents. Then, after everything was cleaned up, Shar spent a couple hours playing Terawatt Barbie and Sidekick Skipper and Tera-hacker Willow fight badguys, with Willow in her ‘office’ at her computers telling Barbie and Skipper stuff to do to the badguy, which was a giant mutant green Petey Johnson monster which looked suspiciously like a Christmas tree.




Around lunchtime, Auntie Willow and Uncle Jack and Jack’s son Charlie called to wish everyone a merry Christmas and ask Shar how she liked her presents. Shar babbled on and on about how much she liked her new Barbie equipment and her new DVDs and her new games, until Jack asked if she wasn’t really related to Auntie Willow, because she was sounding like she’d been practicing the whole Willow-babble thing.




Then Jack and Willow chased Jack’s son Charlie off their end of the connection and had Alex go somewhere by herself. Shar was showing Annie her Barbies in the bedroom, so Alex went in the home office and shut the door. “What’s up?”




Jack said, “We had some FYIs that are a tad sensitive. And Willow’s still mad at me because you got hurt.”




“Oh you! Behave!”




Then they simultaneously went for the Austin Powers imitation. “Oh be-ha-ive!”




Alex complained, “One of you is being a very bad influence on the other one.”




Jack insisted, “And clearly it couldn’t be me, because I’m a colonel in the Air Force.”




Willow added, “Graham’s team got the fun job of interviewing the evil supervillains. One of ’em has pneumonia from inhaling too much pool water—”




“Oh crud!” Alex cringed.




Jack instantly said, “Don’t beat yourself up about this. These were four very bad people before they even got superpowers, which is why Atron hired them. All you did was toss ’em in the pool. Anybody else would have had to go with deadly force first thing. And supervillains who already destroyed Coast Guard boats and fully-armed Vipers? You don’t stand there and say ‘drop your weapons and surrender, Count Naughty!’ You shoot them. With everything you’re packing. And those Vipers shot them with everything they were packing, and it didn’t do any good.”




Willow exclaimed, “Yeah! And every single one of ’em wanted to squeal on Atron if it would get them any sort of plea bargain. Even if nobody needs any more testimony against Atron, and all four of these creeps are going down for a bunch of counts of murder one and assault on a federal officer and attempted murder, and about a hundred other charges.”




Alex asked, “But why did they do that stupid ‘blow up everything for twenty miles’ thing on their way to the mansion?”




Willow said, “Atron asked for it. She said she wanted to make a point, probably about not being stoppable when she wanted something. The goons were okay with it, because she told them it would show they couldn’t be stopped either, and they could jack up their fees.”




Jack added, “They’re in a Mexican drug cartel, and they do hits for hire. Real sweethearts. Atron hired them ahead of time and then arranged a meet, and she handed off the stuff to the woman when they passed in the Mexico City airport. Two liters of GC-161, to be split four ways, and four vials of ‘accelerant,’ which apparently jazzes up the GC-161 effects. Bill Lee figures it’s something Atron invented while she was doing that dose-antidote-dose routine on herself to get those powers, but he has no idea what the new chemical is, because the possibles he worked up are all seriously toxic. We didn’t find any traces of anything like an accelerant when we took apart her Bakersfield lab, so we don’t know what it could be. We’ve got all four of ’em on antidote now. But if Atron made that drop in Mexico City on the day Azure Crush fought Vic Cready and then fled, that means she set up a city-wide disaster in Paradise Valley just to make it easier for her to flee the country.”




Willow said, “She may have taken a private plane to Mexico City, because Jack’s people already checked every commercial flight that left the U.S. and went to Mexico City that day. Nada. And we can’t find any sign of her departure out of Mexico City. Okay, the Mexico City airport doesn’t have security cams everywhere like we do, and they don’t go through all the security checks for jet passengers like we do, and Atron could have just puddled into the hold of a jet and skipped the whole check-in dealie anyway. But we’re pretty sure she’s out of the country now, and on the loose who knows where. By now, she could be anywhere.”




Jack took over, “If Azure Crush hadn’t pissed Atron off, Atron would have sicked these guys on Cready instead. Or maybe Alex Mack. But she definitely hired these perps well before she kidnapped Cready and Baker and told them to go wreck Paradise Valley and then ice you when you showed up to save the day. So she had these creeps all prepped until they got a phonecall telling them who to go hit, and how. My guess is Atron was planning on clearing up loose ends in case Terawatt put Baker or Cready in the hospital or in a jail cell, or else they put Terawatt in the hospital. Apparently, since then the Fiesta Four have been playing with their powers by killing rival drug cartel members and getting paid really well for it.”




The Fiesta Four? Sometimes Jack was so weird.




Alex said, “Well, they did seem to have some teamwork stuff worked out, but they definitely didn’t care about protecting the teammates, or even not blasting them by accident if they were in the way.”




Jack told her, “A three-way split always gets you more money than a four-way split. So adios Fiesta Four, and viva la Terrible Trio.”




Alex didn’t say so, but Jack’s Spanish pronunciation was really pretty awful.




Then Willow said, “Okay Jack, leave the room. It’s time for girltalk.”




Jack got up, but before he left, he snapped, “Okay, but under no circumstances are you allowed to talk about wearing that Christmas lingerie!”




Once Alex heard the door close behind Jack, she asked, “This isn’t really gonna be about that lingerie is it? Because… you know.”




Willow meekly said, “No, it’s not that. I need your advice really bad. Jack gave me some awesome gifts, but then he gave me a private gift, this really small gift, and that’s the problem… It came in this little box that opens up, and it goes on a finger, and it has a diamond on it…”




“Oh my gosh!” Alex squealed. “He gave you an engagement ring? That’s so great!”




But Willow sounded really unhappy. “I want to take it, but I just don’t know, and Libby was totally not helpful because she said to go ahead and take the ring and not give it back and then later on decide if I want to go through with the whole deal, because yes I want to go through with the whole thing, but it’s too soon, because the books I was reading said you need to live together for at least four months before you go to the engagement part so you know you’re really compatible and you’re not gonna end up getting divorced in six weeks like a Hollywood celeb.”




Alex couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Willow! You’re reading bad books! Jack’s not a twenty-something slacker who smokes pot and lives in his parents’ basement, he’s a grown man who already knows how being married works! And you’re not some crazy party girl who still isn’t sure if she wants to stop getting hammered every night!”




Willow whimpered, “But I think I’m a bad girlfriend, because in the airport magazine shop they had dirty magazines too, and… I bought the Azure Crush one! And I looked at all the pictures and I didn’t even read the articles! And I had really dirty thoughts! I’m a creepy, horny bad girlfriend and Jack shouldn’t trust me!”




Alex carefully asked, “What did Jack say when you told him?” Because Alex figured there was no way Willow was going to be able to not tell Jack in excruciating detail with ten minutes of intense Willow-babbling and maybe a lot of crying too.




Willow pouted, “He thought it was cute, especially that I was so embarrassed. So he told me Graham and Jo and you went to talk to Azure Crush at the mansion, and she has a friend named Didi who’s super-stacked and blonde and totally bi, and I should start out small with Didi. Or Megan Fox. It was not funny! I mean… Okay, it was a little funny the way he said it.”




Alex griped, “Didi pretty much hit on me, Graham, and Jo, all in about two minutes. And I’m pretty sure she’s had sex with at least one of the other centerfolds, and at least one of the security guys. I think you could get her in the sack just by walking up to her and saying ‘hey sailor, new in town?’ Or just offering to buy her a nice dinner first. She’s not exactly playing hard to get. With anybody. I think her definition of ‘potential sex partner’ is ‘still breathing’.”




“Jack said Graham told him that if there was a picture dictionary for grown-ups, Didi would be the picture next to the word ‘easy.’ And he said Jo really doesn’t like it when people figure she must be a lez just because she’s super good at being Soldier Girl.”




Alex admitted, “Well, Didi didn’t exactly say she thought Jo was gay. Just that she thought Jo was smoking hot, but too rigid to bother hitting on. And she was ogling Sergeant Carlson pretty hard too, but she didn’t get a chance to go over and hit on him.”




Willow confessed, “I met Sergeant Carlson, and if you like your men to be the Conan the Barbarian type, he’s pretty much it, except he’s not a dumb jock, and he’s handsomer than Arnold Schwarzenegger.”




Alex insisted, “Well look, you’ve got to talk to Jack about this, because he wouldn’t buy you a ring unless he’s majorly serious about you.”




Willow moaned, “But there’s like a jillion things we probably can’t even work out! I mean, we’re not the same religion, and I’d want to get married in a synagogue by a rabbi, and most rabbis won’t marry you if your spouse-to-be isn’t Jewish, because it’s this whole cultural assimilation thing where Judaism keeps losing the children of the marriage to other religions, and Jack’s totally Christian, and I want kids but Jack’s already done the child-raising bit, and I want my kids to be Jewish and Jack won’t, and where would we live, because neither of our places is anywhere near big enough, and it’s not like Jack can move, and I love my house, and Jack thinks cosplay is goofy, and I put together a list of all the things we won’t be able to decide on, and it’s long. Really long.”




Alex took a deep breath. “Okay, talk to him about the list. Maybe you need to work that stuff out first. But maybe you should let him put that ring on your finger and just agree that you two have to work all these things out first before you can get married.”




“You think that’s okay?” Willow asked in a small voice.




“Yeah. I do. I think you and Jack can work out anything, if you just sit down and talk it out, and if someone gets mad about one thing, then change topics and come back to it later when you’re both happier.”




“Thanks so much, you’re the best friend ever, Alex!”




Alex really hoped she was being the best friend ever, and not the idiot friend who gets you to do something incredibly stupid that you regret for the rest of your life. Like that embarrassing tat that Robyn had on her butt now that she was saving up to get laser tattoo removal on, all because she and Christa and Mari had too much to drink one night even if they weren’t supposed to be drinking alcohol and they were all underage, and Mari thought they should all get tats from her brother who was learning to be a tattoo artist, so Robyn had a mega-embarrassing tat on her butt that didn’t even look decent because Mari’s brother was not a great artist or even a good speller. And Robyn said it hurt to sit on it for like days, and her mom had a cow about it.




Alex just said, “Merry Christmas, Willow.”




“And Happy Hanukah to you!”







Alex went and talked to her dad and Annie about possibilities for a GC-161 ‘accelerant,’ and they both had some ideas, even if her dad was worried they could be really unsafe for whoever got experimented on. And Annie figured there were some other things you could try if you didn’t care if it killed the person in a matter of weeks or months. Alex pretty much figured that idea had ‘Danielle Atron’ written all over it.




About an hour later, Alex got another call on her tPhone. She flew out of the kitchen and into the home office. “Terawatt here.”




Jack grinned, “Hey Tera, thanks a heap! I have no idea what you told Burn, but she’s wearing a ring now.”




Alex burst out in a huge grin. “That’s really, really great. Congratulations. But you two have a ton of stuff to work out before you even get anywhere near the ‘planning a wedding’ part, and Willow’s the kind of person who’s gonna need to have a firm answer on all this stuff beforehand. And expect a ginormous list of wedding decisions you’re not gonna be able to duck out of.”




Jack said, “I have noticed that my girlfriend is Willow Rosenberg, not Miss Laid-back Hippie of 1968. We’ll talk stuff out.”




Alex sure hoped so, but she knew some high school couples who couldn’t even decide on what toppings to order on their pizza.




Oh. Pizza toppings. That was probably yet another thing Willow had on that list. Jack probably liked pepperoni and sausage and hamburger and bacon and Canadian bacon, maybe even all at the same time, while Willow would probably want a veggie pizza. At least Willow didn’t keep kosher, which probably made things even harder. Okay, Alex didn’t even know all the rules for keeping kosher, but she knew you weren’t supposed to eat bacon and there was something about shrimp and maybe something about cheeseburgers, so she should probably ask Mina about that someday.




Alex thought about all that kind of stuff the whole way over to Ray’s house. She had a Christmas gift for Ray, and she knew he had one for her. So they exchanged gifts at his house and then necked in front of the tree until she needed to go home and help with dinner.




And Shar had eaten so much Christmas candy from her Christmas stocking that she was bouncing off the walls and was totally not interested in eating pot roast and broccoli salad. When Alex’s mom said the salad was raw broccoli with some golden raisins and chopped red onions and chopped bacon and a mayonnaise dressing, Alex had pretty much thought ‘bleh’ but there wasn’t too much mayo, and it was really, really good. Alex had like four helpings. And when Shar tried it, she ended up eating two helpings. Alex’s mom was thrilled, because getting kids to eat broccoli was like trying to get cats to wear baby clothes. Not that Alex knew anything about that. And the scratches she and Nicole got that time in second grade were totally not from trying to dress Nicole’s kitties Miss Merry Graytiger and Miss Berry Blacktiger in the old baby dresses Nicole’s little sister had outgrown.







There were two school basketball games right after Christmas, and Alex went to both. Ray was terrific in both games, and they won both of them pretty easily. Alex was so proud of him! Ray took her out to a New Year’s Eve party at Louis’ house and they had a great time, and Alex just didn’t drink the punch after Ray spotted Jackson spiking it with Everclear. Because Everclear? Mega-ick.




And on New Year’s Day, Jack called to ask if Alex and Shar would come down to Roswell to try out something Dr. Lee’s science guys were trying to invent.




Alex told her mom, who then had like a fifteen minute mom-chat with Jack until she was convinced Jack just wanted Shar to try out a fancy gadget, and he wasn’t planning on letting Shar anywhere near a battlefield.




But her mom wasn’t the most trusting person in the world when it came to other people who might not be taking care of her family. So, when the Cessna landed at Camp Atron a couple hours later, there were three people waiting to board, instead of two. That was a bit of a problem, because Jack was already on the plane with Riley and Sergeant Scott and Sergeant Walters. And it was a six-person jet. So Alex had to stay silvery for the entire flight. But her mom was not going to let Jack do insane stuff with Shar. Or to Shar.




Alex knew that Jack could have just kept her mom from being allowed on the base in the first place. Or he could have had her mom held until the Cessna took off. Or he could have canceled the whole thing. But he told the base to let her mom come out to the tarmac, and he let her mom fly down to the Roswell base with them, and he was even nice about it. Even if he had seven people in a six-seat Cessna, which only worked because one of them was stuck having to puddle in her gymbag in the overhead compartment the whole way there.




Once they got to the Roswell base and got off the plane, Alex’s mom hugged her, even if Alex was in her Terawatt uniform for security reasons. And her mom apologized for making her be an unhappy puddle for over an hour and a half, but insisted, “I’m sorry, but I can’t just let people I don’t know use Shar like some sort of guinea pig.”




Jack fumed, “Hey! I’m not some people you don’t know!”




And Alex insisted, “I trust Jack! I trust him with my life. And you know there’s no way in the world I’d let Shar get hurt!”




Riley tried to be the moderator. “Colonel, maybe it’s just as well. Things will probably go smoother in future if Mrs. Mack knows what we do, and knows she can trust us… a bit more than she does right now.”




Jack scowled, “Well, maybe.” He still pointed at Alex’s mom and glared, “But next year, you are getting lumps of coal in your stocking!”




And her mom turned really red, because Jack and Willow had bought her a really nice necklace for Christmas. Even though the note said it was half for Hanukah too.




So Alex’s mom was feeling really guilty while Riley and Graham showed them their quarters, which was like a really nice motel room with two queen-sized beds and a nice bathroom and a little kitchenette. And there was a huge fruit basket from Graham on the kitchenette counter, and a lot of diet coke in the little fridge. Along with a whole gallon of chocolate milk, because that was Shar’s favorite.




They took twenty minutes to hang up their clothes and pull the fruit basket apart and eat a bunch of the candy in the bottom. Riley helped, even if he wouldn’t eat any of their candy and had an apple out of the basket instead. Then Graham drove them over to the two-story building Alex had been in before. They took the stairs up to the second floor, and they went into this big room that was set up like a fancy laboratory out of a movie.




Lieutenant Marshall shook Alex’s hand and welcomed her, so Alex introduced everyone. “This is Lieutenant Marshall, who’s a really top-notch bio-scientist on top of being a naval officer, and he’s the guy who figured out all about the giant clam monsters in like ten minutes. This is Pyre, and this is… our chaperone who was kind of suspicious about what the colonel was up to.”




Her mom shook Lieutenant Marshall’s hand and said, “Call me Barb.”




He smiled, “I assume you’re the Teramom the colonel warned us about?”




She rolled her eyes. “Please, don’t call me ‘Teramom.’ At least, not in front of Terawatt.”




Alex sort of figured she was lucky that was all Jack was calling her mom, since her mom was being a real pain, and Alex was totally capable of yelling at people who weren’t nice to Shar.




The lieutenant introduced them to three more scientists, and he showed them a little cartoon movie clip that looked like it was put together in fifteen minutes using Adobe Flash. It looked like a thin rectangle with little jets underneath it, then a girl stood on it and the rockets fired, then the girl flew around in the sky before landing it slowly like a lunar lander coming down on the moon.




He said, “We’ve been working on a design for Pyre, and this is just version 1.2. We’d like her to be in a safety harness and test this out, so we can see how it does on lift and stability, and then we’d know what we need to fix for version 2.0. I’m figuring we’ll need three or four iterations before we get to something stable enough that Pyre can do some test flights, which we’ll do in a different style of harness at a paratroop training site not too far from here, so she can fly up to a hundred fifty feet in the air while we have her on cords so she can’t crash and get hurt. Then she’ll have to practice takeoffs and landings and flight techniques until the colonel’s satisfied she’s safe enough to fly on her own. So this is step one, and we’re figuring she’ll be her own personal jet by the time she’s ten. Maybe eleven.”




Shar gushed, “Wow! This is cooler than firebending! Even if some of the firebenders can fly too.”




Then Riley and the lieutenant drove them out to the first test area, which was outside. It looked like two fifty-foot towers over a hundred feet apart. Each tower was like two fifty-foot poles fifty feet apart so the walkway across the top made it into a square, with lots of bracing inside it and behind it. There were thick cords going from the ground, up over the tops of the towers, and then down to a harness on the ground halfway in between the towers. And next to the harness was… a snowboard?




The lieutenant walked them over to the snowboard-thing. Close up, it really looked like a metallic-painted snowboard set on a row of big #5 tin cans. Alex wondered out loud, “A snowboard on tomato cans?”




He said, “A metal and ablative plastic snowboard analogue, on top of six rockets. Each one of them will eventually hold a very special type of solid rocket fuel that isn’t useful for most rockets, because it won’t provide thrust unless there’s a continuous heat source. But that makes it perfect for Pyre. Today, we just want Pyre to try firing it, and we’ll only have fuel in the outer two rockets. If she manages to get it to launch, we’ve got her on these cords, so she’ll be safe. But we’ll be able to see where it fails on launch capability, and where it lacks stability, and then we’ll see what we need to fix. If things go really well, we’ll try some wind tunnel tests tomorrow, and if not, we’ll fly you home and work out the bugs so we can try again in a few months. But safety first.” He looked down at Shar and smiled, “Is that okay with you?”




Shar nervously asked, “Can A- I mean, Terawatt fly alongside me and grab me if things go bad?”




He nodded. “Sure, but she won’t need to. We’ll have you on these leaders, so you’ll be extra-safe. Okay?”




“It’ll be okay. I’ll be right with you during the tests,” Alex said as reassuringly as she could.




He explained, “And we have a special suit for Pyre to wear. She’ll be like a test pilot in it. Or a superheroine.”




Shar piped up, “I already have a superheroine costume! I made it myself!”




But the suit they had for Pyre was a lot better than a leotard and some tights. It was a silvery, fireproof coverall and a matching motorcycle helmet in the right size, and both had a ton of sensors on the inside and outside so they could monitor Shar and also the stresses on the suit. Alex was really hoping there weren’t going to be any ‘stresses’ on the suit.




They strapped the harness on Shar over her silver suit. It was like the harnesses acrobats wore while they practiced trapeze acts. In fact, the whole thing including the towers reminded Alex of a thing for practicing trapeze acts, not counting the cameras and monitors they had all over the place, including underneath the clear plastic ‘floor’ the snowboard was on.




Shar stepped on the snowboard and stuck her feet in the shoeclamps, which snapped closed when she stomped her heels down. Alex was already in her Terawatt uniform, and she was hovering in front of Shar. Airmen were at the corners of the two towers, ready to pull on the cords to keep Shar from being able to fall more than a few yards.




Then Lieutenant Marshall stood behind a clear plastic wall and said, “Okay Pyre, this is test number one. Try to just light the rocket fuel in the two outside cans at the same time. Start small, and slowly increase the amount of heat energy you’re applying to the rockets, until they start lifting you up. Keep your legs stiff as it lifts. If it gets wobbly, just stop applying heat. The fuel will go out right away, and we’ll catch you. So if it gets wobbly, just stop. If it feels like you’re too high, just stop. If you think anything’s going wrong, just stop. If you get scared, just stop. Okay?”




Shar insisted, “I won’t get scared!” Then she glanced over at Alex and whispered, “You’ll be right here with me, right?”




“Right.”




Shar made two little fists and stuck her arms straight up in the air. Then she yelled, “You stay! I go! No following!”




The two outer cans under the snowboard were suddenly on fire. Flame was pouring out from around their bases. Then more fire.




The whole snowboard slowly lifted into the air, with jets of flame firing down to the ground. First it was only moving a few inches a second. Then it moved about half a foot a second. Then it lifted upward about two feet a second.




Alex kept flying alongside Shar, but as long as Shar was completely still and in her Iron Giant pose, everything was working. The four guys off to the sides were taking in the slack on the harness cords, and Shar was doing great.




Alex finally said, “Shar, ease off a little bit, you’re almost out of room.” Because Shar was a little higher than the tops of the towers by then. Alex was ready to grab Shar in a tk grip as soon as anything went wrong, but it would be way better if Shar didn’t need any help.




Shar backed off a little, and the snowboard slowly sank down until it was about forty feet up.




Alex said, “Okay, you’re doing amazing. Can you get it so you’re just hovering?”




“I… dunno. I’ll try.”




Shar gave it a little more heat, and it rose. She backed off, and it sank. It took her about half a dozen tries before she was just hovering in mid-air. Like a real superheroine. Alex wanted to just fly over and hug her to pieces.




Alex grinned, “Okay, you’re doing totally great, now just ease off a little, and let it drift down to the ground.”




“I can do that. I think.”




And the snowboard sank, about half a foot every second, until it thunked onto the plastic flooring again. Everyone burst into cheers and applause.




Shar looked around excitedly and whooped. Alex used her tk to snap open the snowboard’s shoeclamps, and Shar jumped off. Alex had to use her tk to hold the snowboard in place, because it wanted to scoot out from under Shar’s jump, and Shar would have done a faceplant instead.




Shar ran over and gave Alex’s mom a huge hug, and then when Alex flew over, Shar gave her a huge hug, and then Shar even gave Riley a huge hug.




Lieutenant Marshall said, “This is excellent! We weren’t anticipating being at this stage until probably the PyreJet 3.4 or 3.5. Why don’t you change Pyre out of that test outfit, and we’ll go back to the lab to look at some film footage and test results. Okay?”




Shar jumped up and down, “I flew! I really flew! I flew like Terawatt! And I wasn’t scared even a teensy bit!”




Okay, Alex had watched Shar’s face the whole time, so she knew that last part was a huge fib. But she wasn’t going to say so.




After Shar changed back to normal clothes, Riley drove them back to the building. Alex’s mom frowned, “It still looked really dangerous. And how’s anyone supposed to steer something like that?”




Riley explained, “Well ma’am, Pyre has a big advantage over the rest of us. She can just heat up the rockets however she wants. When they’ve got all six cans loaded, she can fire the center four for full acceleration, and then just tweak the outer two to provide right-and-left steering Then she can control tilting forward or backward just by leaning her body forward or backward a little bit. But it’ll take some getting used to, and she’ll probably come up with her own techniques as she gets used to the rig.”




Alex’s mom worried, “How fast is it supposed to go, anyway?”




Riley said, “I don’t know that, ma’am. I think that’s going to depend on a number of factors, including the fuel they end up with, the nozzle system, the aerodynamics of the board and the flightsuit and the helmet, and most of all, the pilot. But it definitely should be able to go fast enough to keep up with Terawatt, even if it’s unlikely to be anywhere near as maneuverable as a pure telekinetic flight package.”




“We may also try adaptations where Pyre has hand units that will provide steering,” Lieutenant Marshall said. “We have a lot of ideas, and we have plenty of time, but we have only one pilot. And she’s only eight.”




“Eight and three quarters!” Shar insisted.




Alex asked, “Is it going to be like those Flyboards I saw that shoot water out of a snowboard thing so you can fly around over the ocean?”




Lieutenant Marshall said, “I think that’s where Bill got the idea. I think he took his kids flyboarding for vacation, and he figured out a rocket fuel that would work for Pyre. But don’t tell anyone. He likes having everyone think he’s the serious, stuffy guy.”




Alex snarked, “I figured he couldn’t be too stuffy if he decided to go to work for Jack.”




Riley snorted with amusement, and Lieutenant Marshall tried hard not to laugh out loud.




Alex’s mom said, “If you were really stuffy, I would think working for Jack would be a real headache.”




Alex agreed, “As bad as if you were really casual, and you had to work for some guy who was stiff as a board and really cranky.”




Jack and Graham and Jo were waiting for them when they got to the ‘office’ building. So all of them including Shar crowded around the monitors while Lieutenant Marshall and his head researcher Dr. Ledbetter showed them the camera views and the monitoring results. Jack picked Shar up so she could see better, even though Alex was going to.




When they showed the part where Shar put her arms up and did the Iron Giant thing, Jack laughed really, really hard.




Afterward, they arranged to do some wind tunnel testing for the next day, and depending on how that went, maybe some jump tower testing at the paratrooper site a couple hours away.




Then Alex changed back to normal clothes, and Graham had them over to his house for drinks and dinner. Alex had diet coke. Shar had a 7-Up and then chocolate milk. Alex’s mom had mineral water. Alex was watching to see what the SRI people drank. Jo and Jack and Graham each had a beer. Riley had a Dr. Pepper. Alex didn’t think that sounded like a tough Army Ranger. She figured he got a lot of teasing for that.




Then Graham grilled steaks and burgers on his grill, and they had some potato salad and a green salad and a fruit salad. And some blue jello, because Graham said it was a Colonel O’Neill requirement for a proper picnic. Alex had a steak, and then two big burgers after Graham said he got extras just for her.




Jack and Shar ate at least half of the jello, just between the two of them.




Over dessert, which was lots of ice cream, Jack said, “I don’t care how fast Dr. Lead-bottom—”




“Ledbetter, sir,” corrected Graham.




“—like I said, Leadbelly thinks he can move the training. My niece is not going higher than a jump tower without Terawatt hanging onto her the whole time, or else a basejumping chute that she knows how to operate. And that means a lot of chute training first, because you know what they say about skydiving.”




Riley supplied, “Anybody can skydive. The trick is being able to do it a second time.”




Ouch. Alex watched as her mom winced a little.




Jack went on, “And when we’re doing the horizontal movement tests, I want Terawatt on patrol too, and I want ultra-low-altitude tests we can do over a pond, so if she falls, she just gets wet, not pancaked.”




Alex’s mom just frowned and nodded.




Just before Riley drove Alex and her family back to their hotel room for the night, Jack took Alex aside in Graham’s back yard. He also had Riley and Graham, so Alex figured it was SRI stuff.




Jack said, “Alex, it looks like it may be a really good thing your mom came along, because she may need to babysit Pyre while you go on an op. We may have a Terawatt Code Red going on right this second, even if no one wants to say so. A guy I know in USPACOM…” He looked at the blank expression on Alex’s face and explained, “… the U.S. Pacific Command got wind of this and flagged me. They don’t know what’s going on. The Russians are pretending there’s nothing going on, and someone’s stonewalling Gates right now. I have no idea why, since this looks like it could be an SRI tasking, and they know how good we are at this. Anyway, I’m trying to get satellite imagery, or ground reports, or something. But it looks like there could be a problem that just happened on the west side of the Bering Sea with the Russian ports of Provideniya and Anadyr.”




Riley asked, “And has anything happened along the northern coast? Because we’ve been looking for signs of a Collective attack using that stolen sub. This could be it.”




Graham said, “If we didn’t know about The Collective, we would be completely screwed on intelligence evaluation.”




Jack nodded. “And as long as we play dumb, we’ve got intel they have no idea we know how to use.” He looked over at Alex and smiled, “Playing dumb is one of my best talents.”





130. Christmas Surprise



Alex stewed about whatever the new thing was. She really hoped it wasn’t some deadly missile thing fired out of that submarine. Even if Willow had said the submarine only had torpedo tubes, so you couldn’t fire a missile out of it.




So… what did The Collective want with that sub, and what were they doing? Or was this even a Collective thing, and not something nasty because of stupid Russian guys dumping radioactive waste and biochemical waste in stupid places? She still hadn’t heard what they were going to do about that creepy radioactive lake with the creepy radioactive lake-monsters.




The hotel room had two nice beds, and Alex volunteered to share the bed with Shar. Shar wanted the one closer to the potty, but Alex didn’t care.




Alex’s mom hugged them both and said, “Alex, I’m sorry I didn’t trust you to take care of Shar. And I’m sorry I didn’t trust Jack enough. But I worry about Shar. I worry about both of you. I love both of you so much, and you’re both so brave, but it hurts me when I watch you go off and I don’t know if you’ll come back safe and sound.”




Alex knew her mom really meant ‘I don’t know if you’ll come back at all.’ She said, “I love you too, mom, but sometimes the way I can love you the most is to go off and do stuff to protect you.”




Shar snuggled against both of them and confessed, “I wasn’t brave today. I was really scared. If Alex hadn’t been there with me, I don’t think I would’ve done it.”




Alex gave her an extra squeeze. “Going off and doing stuff and not being scared at all isn’t brave. Going off and doing stuff that really scares you? That takes bravery. You were really brave today, and I’m really proud of you.”




Shar got sniffly, and then Alex’s mom got teary, and so they all ended up crying together. Alex was glad Jack didn’t see her crying. Or Jo.




And Shar was willing to take a quick bath if she got to watch “The Iron Giant” afterward, so they all sat on the beds and watched Shar’s copy of the movie and quoted their favorite lines, because by then they all pretty much knew the entire movie by heart.







Alex woke up with a little snugglebug clinging to her. She wondered if maybe Shar was more worried about flying on that PyreJet than she was letting on.




Graham drove over and picked them all up and took them to the mess hall, where Shar had a bowl of Sugar Frosted Flakes and Alex had a dozen flapjacks. They looked and tasted the same as pancakes as far as she could tell.




They had to drive for an hour to get to this mega-cool Air Force testing lab that had a wind tunnel big enough to put a Winnebago in. It was big enough to put two Winnebagos side by side, and then two more behind them, and two more behind that. Alex wondered if they stuck entire jets in there for wind tunnel testing.




In the middle of the wind tunnel, Dr. Ledbetter and two of his co-workers were setting up this harness system on these slings that were hanging from what looked like a track with rollers.




He came out of the wind tunnel and met them. “Great! You’re here. Today, we want to put Pyre in here and just let her see how fast she wants to go. When she goes faster, she’ll pull the harness system forward on the tracks, and we’ll increase the airspeed to compensate so she’ll be moved back to the middle. Then, when she slows down, the pull on the harness system will lessen and she’ll slide backward on the tracks, and we’ll reduce the airspeed. So we’ll just keep her in the middle of the wind tunnel the entire time. And periodically, we’ll do a little smoke test so we can see how the aerodynamics look. Okay? Any questions?”




Shar put up her hand like she was in class. “Is your name really Doctor Lead Bottom?”




Several people tried really hard not to snicker as he turned red and said, “Umm, Ledbetter. My name is Dr. Thomas Ledbetter.”




“Okay,” Shar said cheerfully.




Alex got Shar suited up in her silver coverall and the helmet. This helmet had a sort of short fin along the center like a plastic mohawk. Alex thought it looked sort of aerodynamic, and it made her think of the movie “The Rocketeer”. It made Shar think of Ariel’s little fish friend Flounder who wasn’t a flounder. And they had a PyreJet with all six rockets loaded, so Shar could go as fast as she wanted.




So they got Shar in the harness and pointing with her head toward the front of the wind tunnel, then they clipped the PyreJet onto her shoes.




“Ready, Pyre?” checked Dr. Ledbetter.




“Yeah! All I have to do is shoot it and let the wind push on me?”




“That’s it.”




Alex said, “And I’m right over here.”




And it was really safe. And simpler than it sounded. The wind tunnel started up, and Shar fired her rockets. Then she got up to maybe fifty miles an hour, although the wind was blowing at the same speed, so she stayed still in the slings. Dr. Ledbetter’s people did some ‘smoke tests’ which sounded icky but weren’t. They were just a little tube on a wire that put out a tiny stream of white smoke. They moved it around in front of Shar so they could see where the wind went over her smoothly, and where it swirled around and broke up the stream of smoke, which Lieutenant Marshall said was an easy way to tell where the smooth aerodynamic flow got broken up.




Alex’s mom asked, “Why do you want to know about that?”




Lieutenant Marshall explained, “The more aerodynamic she is, the farther she can travel at a set speed with the same amount of fuel. And the more aerodynamic she is, the faster she can go if she really wants to.”




Her mom frowned, “I don’t want her going too fast.”




He said, “I think it’ll be a long time before we get to that point. We’re still keeping her in a harness and keeping her on lines. We’re not going to try anything like that for quite a while.”




Alex tried to make her mom feel calmer. “You heard the colonel yesterday. He’s gonna want Shar going through all kinds of training on using it right and on using a parachute if she needs to, and all that stuff. I have a feeling he’s gonna be training her for a long time before he lets her do anything the least bit risky.”




“Well, I certainly hope so,” her mom said cautiously.




But Alex could tell Shar was having a great time. The whole contraption looked really safe, and she wasn’t shooting around uncontrolled, because the more she blasted the PyreJet, the more they upped the windspeed, so she just kept staying in one place with wind whipping past her. She even did like Dr. Ledbetter wanted, changing her speed slowly, and holding it steady while they did each little smoke test, and then cutting it back gradually until she and the wind both stopped.




After that went really well, they did another half a dozen trials in the harness. Each time they tried a different helmet, and a slightly different ‘uniform’ and a different-shaped snowboard. They stopped in the middle for lunch and a nap for Shar, and then by the time they wrapped up it was time to drive back and have dinner at Jo’s apartment. Dr. Ledbetter even let Shar pick her favorite snowboard-shape and carry it around with her, although she had to promise not to lose it before the test tomorrow where they’d let her blast off under a paratroop jump tower so she could go up to a hundred fifty feet up and move around a bit, while still safe and secure because her harness was going to be hooked up to bungee cords that guys on the tower would be taking in and letting out.




Alex could tell Shar was scared, but really wanting it to work. Shar clung to her side, “You’ll be with me, right?”




Alex nodded, “Sure!”




Shar thought it over for a few seconds. “Okay, because it would be awesome if I could fly around with you when we fight badguys and save the day.”




Alex insisted, “Shar, you’re not going to get to do that until you’re a lot older.”







That evening they were just having take-out pizza at Jo’s place, when Jack showed up looking grim. Even though she was in Alex clothes, he said, “Tera, we need to talk.”




Uh-oh. Alex knew what that meant. Okay, everyone in the room knew what that meant. Even Shar.




Jack took Alex into Jo’s little living room, which was only a few feet from her ‘dining room’ which was just a small table outside the kitchen area. He sat down on the couch and pointed at the spot next to him. Alex sat.




Jack pulled a file out of his briefcase and set it on Jo’s coffee table. “We finally got satellite imagery of Anadyr.” He opened the folder and showed Alex a high-altitude photo. It looked like something that might have been a pretty little seacoast village with tons of pretty snow. Except…




Except for the path of destruction from the water’s edge, through the port area, through the town, and to a spot that looked like a small nuke had gone off. Then there was another path of destruction back to the water.




Jack pointed at the nuked area. “The sat imagery guys think that used to be where they had their warehouse district and the oil-burning power plant for Anadyr and the whole surrounding area. It’s now a big burned spot. Maybe even a crater, although we can’t tell that from this satellite image. So somebody who was sick and tired of me yelling about stuff got a sat image for Provideniya too.”




He flipped the picture over to another satellite image of a town. And it looked frighteningly similar, except the town was smaller. A snow-covered seaport, with a huge path of destruction through it, going straight, then hitting a big circle of destruction, then going back to the water.




Jack said, “We already had measurements on some of these streets and buildings, so we know that path of destruction is maybe two hundred feet wide. Even wider where one of these taller buildings got knocked over.”




Alex stared in horror as she thought about entire areas being totaled like this in the middle of a brutal Russian winter. “Is this… that North Korea thing?”




Jack shook his head slowly. “I’ve been bugging guys for more sat imagery for days, so here’s four Russian towns along the Arctic Ocean, between the Bering Sea and Novaya Zemlya.”




He pulled out four more pictures which looked almost exactly the same as Anadyr and Provideniya, except these all had the docks and ocean to the north of the town. Three of them looked just the same. One of them looked worse. Way worse. It looked like the inbound path of destruction was maybe five or six times as wide.




She asked, “Is this magnified more than the others?”




Jack grimaced, “Unfortunately, no. Same scale. But Gates tells me this is where a Russian heavy weapons battalion was stationed. Operative word: was. If there’s any bit of that battalion left, they’re without comms, because Gates can’t get through to them. He knew half a dozen guys there, and he said they had tanks, armored fighting vehicles, mechanized infantry combat vehicles, armored personnel carriers, you name it. Whatever this is, it had no trouble crushing everything the Russians threw at it.”




He pulled out a map of Russia that had six red dots. Four along the northern coast east of Novaya Zemlya, and two on the Bering Sea. Alex looked, and Jack had written dates and times beside each dot.




He pointed at the map. “These are the CIA’s best estimates on when these towns got blasted off the face of the earth, based partly on someone’s extremely smart analysis of fluctuations in the Russian power distribution grids. Whoever that guy is, he deserves a cookie.”




Jack pointed at the dots, but Alex could see that whatever it was, it was moving east along Russia’s Arctic Ocean coast, and then south through the Bering Sea into the Pacific Ocean. He said, “Whatever this is, it’s moving right now at roughly 45 miles an hour.”




Alex remembered what Willow had said. “Which is the underwater speed of that stolen sub.”




Jack gave her a big smile. “I don’t know why you think you’re not smart.” He pointed at the area south of Anadyr. “We might have given the Russians and USPACOM a few hints, and they put some ships in the area. Two Russian subs have gone silent, and may be destroyed. And we just lost the USS Cole. That’s an Arleigh Burke class guided missile destroyer.”




Alex admitted, “I don’t know what that means.”




Jack said, “These suckers are designed to be multi-role destroyers. They’ve got anti-aircraft warfare gear. They’ve got anti-surface gear. They’ve got anti-sub gear. They’ve even got anti-stuff-on-land gear. There shouldn’t be anything one of these DDGs can’t take. Something took it down before it had a chance to alert anyone.”




He pulled out his phone and played a little sound file. It was a radio operator reporting what the USS Cole had found. There wasn’t anything on the surface, but they had two big sonar hits and two distinct sound detects. They pegged one as an old Alfa-class Russian sub running hot. The other one was probably just a whale or something. When the sub fired a torpedo at them, they turned to avoid it and launched an ASROC that took out the sub.




Then the radio operator suddenly yelped, “Oh holy fu—” and the sound file went to static.




Jack said, “USPACOM is sure the Cole got that sub, and that it wasn’t hit by a torpedo. They don’t know what happened to it. But helicopter-dropped sound arrays say there’s something big moving underwater, and now it’s moving faster. A lot faster. Maybe that sub was controlling it, or leading it, or somehow slowing it down. At the rate it’s moving now, it’ll be down near Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski in less than three hours. I’d like you to take the Blackbird and go take a look. You in the Blackbird are the only chance we have to get something there in time, and be confident that what we send can handle the crisis.”




“Jack, I can’t even pronounce ‘Petro-whatever-isky’.”




He told her, “You don’t have to speak Russian. I just need you there to see what’s going on, and stop it if you can. I’ll send you in with a sat phone, so you can give us updates when it’s convenient. Plus some decent cold-weather gear and some food. And it’s not like the people in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski won’t speak English if you need something. We’re the country that’s due east. And USPACOM is moving some ships that way right now, because they’re not happy about losing the Cole.”




She asked, “How do I get home once I fly in and take a look?”




He said, “We’ll have USPACOM put a chopper into the town. You can hitch a ride in it, and then we’ll fly you home out of Japan. It’s only a couple hours north of Japan at your speed, so a fast chopper can get you to an airport we can use for the Blackbird pretty quickly.”




She wrinkled her forehead as she thought it over. “Okay. But I wish I knew more about what it is.”




Jack frowned, “Me too. I just don’t see a pet whale doing damage like this. And with the sub gone, the whole ‘stomp the town to pieces’ routine may be out. So we have no idea what’s going to happen.”




She said, “Give me time to say bye, and then you can show me the heavy weather gear.”




Shar hugged her and whimpered, “I don’t want you to go!”




Her mom hugged her and said, “Me neither, but I know you’re going to. Just be careful.”




She hugged both of them. “Maybe I’ll be back before morning.”




Jack made sure she got half a dozen more pieces of pizza on a paper plate, and a bunch of napkins. Then he led her outside to a Humvee being driven by Sergeant Scott. There was a Terawatt gymbag in the back seat, so after she wolfed down most of the pizza, she flew into the gymbag and changed. She just left off the gloves so she could keep eating pizza. They drove over to the tarmac, where a Blackbird was already on the longest runway and being refueled. They stopped next to a big hangar with a row of offices on the side, and Jack pointed out one office that Lieutenant Bailey was standing in front of.




Alex wiped her hands off really carefully, flew over, and said, “Lieutenant. It’s good to see you again.”




He smiled, “It’s always a pleasure. We’ve got something special for you. Acid Burn came up with the design and the 3-D wireframe model we used for the pattern. It’s like a snowsuit to go over your uniform, but it’s much thinner, because there’s a heating system in between two thin insulating layers.”




She followed him into the office, and there was what looked like a one-piece Terawatt bodysuit. It felt about as thick as a pair of thermal socks. It went from a tight mock turtleneck down to gloves which were missing the tips of her first two fingers for each hand. It looked like a white leotard and black tights and white kneeboots, but the boot part was a cloth boot-cover like spats. She went silvery, pulled it into her morph, and went back to normal inside the suit. It didn’t feel bulky at all.




Lieutenant Bailey instructed, “Slide your right hand into the slit pocket at your right hip.”




She did. She could feel two small, cup-shaped metal contacts to slip her first two fingers into.




He said, “When you get cold, just run a current between your two right fingers. That’ll power the heating element throughout your suit. You should be able to stay nice and toasty-warm regardless of the outside temp.”




She asked, “What about my head?”




He smiled, “A helmet. Your face is going to freeze otherwise, if you’re flying at a hundred miles an hour through arctic temperatures.” He held up what looked like a white motorcycle helmet. “It’s heavily insulated except under the faceplate, which seals around the edges. It’ll fit tightly to your suit’s neck. You should be as warm as a man in arctic gear. It also has room for your earjack, and you can open the faceplate to eat whenever you want to.” She used her tk to pull her wig up into a loose bun, and she pulled the helmet on before snugging the collar part closed.




Jack said, “Check your pockets on your outer thighs.”




She had stretchy pockets on the outside of both thighs. Jack pulled out a whole box of energy bars and showed her how to slide half a dozen into each pocket without it looking hugely bulky.




“And your new sat phone,” Jack told her. Alex looked around. He said, “You’re already wearing it. We’re going with a system Acid Burn rigged up that interfaces your tPhone and earjack with a system in the helmet that utilizes LEO satellite tech. It’s encrypted through your tPhone, since it’s not a milsat system. But you may have to charge it yourself if it runs low.” He turned her so she could see herself in a big mirror. “The two silver dents over your right cheekbone are the contacts so you can charge it up anytime you need to. That way, you don’t need a pound of batteries in your helmet.”




Alex said, “This is pretty awesome. Anything else?”




Jack smiled, “Well, yeah.” He handed her a utility belt to go over her cold-weather suit. On the back of the belt hung two bulging plastic bags. “Two one-liter bags of water, each with a sippy-straw. I suggested diet coke, but the lieutenant shot me down.”




She smiled and swallowed the lump in her throat. “Thanks, Jack.”




He frowned, “You can thank me by not getting in trouble and not getting hurt and wrapping this up ASAP.”




She flew off to the Blackbird. It was all fueled up and ready to take off down the runway, and the pilot was just sitting there waiting on her. She puddled in through the little port in the canopy, and sat in her seat.




“Flight plan already filed, ma’am.”




She just told him, “Great. I’m ready.” And she went silvery as he zoomed down the runway and took off.




It took over two hours to get to the other side of the Pacific. The whole way there, she stewed about what could be going on. She was just assuming it was Maggie Walsh and more creepy DNA badness, but what if it was something else? After all, The Collective had other mad scientists. There were all the other scientists in that Downingtown lab who had ended up being Purina Blob Chow. She was figuring there were other scientists who were maybe behind whatever happened to Lanzhou and Beirut. And maybe they had even more scientists doing even more badness that she hadn’t even imagined yet.




She wondered if this could be some sort of huge machine with a ton of people operating it, like a sub. But that didn’t make any sense to her, because then they wouldn’t need that stolen Russian sub tagging along.




There was always the possibility that the USS Cole really had pinged a nearby whale, and whatever this problem was didn’t show up on sonar, so they had no intel at all on it.




She thought about a giant whale-sized blob, but that would freeze solid in arctic weather. And the blob had pretty much flowed between buildings, not crushed everything in its path.




When the Blackbird started descending and slowing down, Alex knew she needed to get ready. She could see the Russian coast down below and dead ahead of her.




When the pilot gave her the go-ahead, she popped open the port, puddled out onto the outer canopy, closed the port behind her, and bailed. She flew downward at a pretty high speed, aiming for the tiny town she could see below.




She went normal and used her tk to dial. It did a weird thing that she figured was related to the sat phone system, and then it dialed Acid Burn. “Acid Burn here.”




“Hey Burn, it’s Tera. Your connection thing seems to be working great, but remember: we’re encrypted but not private. Someone could be tapping us and trying to decrypt everything.”




“Oh, I know, I got all that worked out, I thought about using a different sat phone system, but this one has better coverage, especially up near the Arctic Circle, and anyway I’m really worried about this thing, because we’re talking six towns, the USS Cole, and nobody knows how many Russian subs and ships because they won’t admit it to anybody, and George said some really naughty things about their officers and politicians who don’t have enough sense to figure out they need to talk to us about this stuff.” She giggled naughtily, “He said they don’t have enough sense to pour piss out of a boot if the instructions were printed on the heel. And he said it in that Texas accent, so it was even funnier. And then he told me not to tell Pinkie Pie he said it.”




Alex zoomed in toward the town of Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski. Okay, she’d had to look at Jack’s map like ten times to memorize the name. Why couldn’t they have simple names like Pavlovtown or Oceanville? Maybe Townsville. She thought about the Powerpuff Girls cartoon and smiled to herself.




As she got down low enough to make out boats and cars and things, she realized there was a small army sitting near the docks. Tanks and weapon carriers and trucks and probably tons of soldiers with all kinds of weapons. And there were two big, heavily-armed cruisers in the middle of the bay. It looked like one cruiser was flipping depth charges or something into the water. And there were a dozen helicopters flying her way. Uh-oh.




“Burn, can you get a message like right now to the Russians that I’m one of the good guys and they don’t need to start shooting at me?”




“Uh-oh, I’m on it right now, and Pinkie Pie and his boss say they already sent the Russians a heads-up that you were coming to help, and I’m trying to find a way to tap into their comms, but they’re on a private sys—”




“Burn? Burn? Burn!” But there was nothing but static.




She wondered what else could go wrong next.




And that was when both of the cruisers in the harbor exploded in huge fireballs, one right after the other.




Something was under the wreckage of the closer cruiser and moving right at the shore. It was big enough that there was a wave from the thing. The water was bulging up maybe fifteen feet above the ocean level, and was maybe forty feet across. Plus, it was moving at the shore at maybe sixty or seventy miles an hour.




The helicopters swooped down toward the bulge in the water. She moved in at high speed to help.




It broke the surface. From her position behind and off to the side, it looked like a massive, round thing. Well, round-ish. It looked about thirty feet across and thirty feet high. It was uneven and ugly and bumpy and a gross gray color.




She pulled even with it, and then moved ahead of it.




It rose further out of the water, and its eyes opened, and she suddenly had the urge to scream.




Oh holy crud! She was looking at a head. This was just its head! There was more of it! And it was coming up out of the water fast.




The helicopters opened fire on it. High-caliber ammo ricocheted off its face and missiles exploded on its skin.




It roared with a noise that shook the helicopters, and the water boiled behind it. It opened its mouth, and a blast that looked like a giant CO2 fire extinguisher shot out in a big cone.




Only it wasn’t like a CO2 fire extinguisher. It was like a blast of blue-white energy. It just melted the closer helicopters, and blasted most of the others out of the sky. The two remaining helicopters desperately tried to wheel out of the way.




It was farther out of the water now, and Alex could see that it had a jagged kind of dorsal fin all down its upper back and further into the water, and the fin was glowing fiercely. She was totally sorry she’d thought about the Powerpuff Girls, given what they regularly fought.




She flew in a strafing run behind its head and hit it with three massive bursts of lightning, hoping she could distract it for long enough that the last helicopters could get away.




The lightning hit it in the side and back of its massive head, and it didn’t like that. But she didn’t stop it. Okay, taking a dozen missiles in the face hadn’t stopped it, so she hadn’t expected her lightning would do the job either.




It still turned its massive head to try and find her, even as it kept moving forward. Its eyes were glowing a fiery orange, and its mouth was open. Holy crud, it had teeth bigger than she was!




She tried calling for help, but she couldn’t get a signal. The most she could get was a ferocious static in her earjack whenever its dorsal fin lit up. No wonder no one had been able to call for help before it was too late. It was its own signal jammer.




It rose even further out of the water. It had forearms that were vaguely human. Ish. No, they were more like something off a Tyrannosaurus, only this thing was much, much larger than a T. rex could ever be. And the arms were proportionately longer than the arms of a T. rex.




She suddenly remembered a conversation with Willow about the Downingtown secret lab, and the DNA samples that hadn’t been eaten by the second blob. They’d had dinosaur DNA.




Maggie Walsh had been given access to dinosaur DNA for heaven only knew how long. Alex just knew this was the result. Maggie Walsh had made this thing.




Maggie Walsh had made this thing at some kind of secret Arctic base for The Collective, who had swiped that Russian sub for something connected with it. Maybe the sub was like one of those dog whistles so they could lead it around to attack wherever they wanted. And with that sub gone, the thing was completely out of control.




Crud!




The missiles from the helicopters had done a tiny bit of damage to its thick, bumpy skin, but as the thing’s fin glowed even more, the skin seemed to heal up. That wasn’t good.




It rose further out of the water. The glowing fin that went all the way down its back was jagged and spiky and huge. The thing was now charging forward and the water was only up to its hips. And it was mega-big. Impossibly big.




The Russian tanks and weapons carriers let loose. But the thing was so cranked up that there was some kind of energy barrier around it, and the missiles and bombs were exploding before they got to its skin. It unleashed another cone of bluish-white breath that set fire to everything it touched. The docks. The boats at the docks. The warehouses at the docks. The tanks and trucks. The soldiers that were still firing RPGs and stuff at it.




She made another pass behind its head and blasted it as hard as she could with lightning, hoping she could distract it enough to save at least some of the soldiers.




It kept moving forward, but it stopped blasting the soldiers. Good! It turned its massive head and tried to track her. Not good. She totally did not want to find out what would happen if it blasted her with that super-breath thing it did.




It whipped a massive tail up out of the water and thrashed it at her. She had to go straight up at her top speed to avoid getting swatted like a gnat. It had a giant tail too? That was just not fair!




It came up out of the water and stomped its way through the burning docks and warehouses. Its lower body wasn’t like any Tyrannosaurus she’d ever seen. No, its legs were more like… Oh, what the heck were those things Ray liked so much when he was back in his dinosaur phase?




An Iguanodon. It had back legs like an Iguanodon, or at least like the little plastic Iguanodons Ray had liked. Plus a big, thick, long tail. It was a giant dinosaur-like monstrosity designed by a mad scientist to destroy towns.




Okay, if that stolen sub was gone, why was it still seeking out towns? There wouldn’t be any way it could even tell where cities were when it was miles away underwater. So what was she not seeing?




It ignored what little was left of the battalion of soldiers, and it made its way straight inland, smashing anything in its way. It even went right through a high-voltage power line. It definitely didn’t like hitting the thing, because it made that ear-pounding roar, but it ripped through the power line and kept going.




Another three squads of tanks opened fire on it, and Alex tried blasting it in the eyes with lightning bolts to keep it from targeting the tank corps. She made sure she was up over its head so she was out of reach of those massive arms and she wasn’t going to get melted by its fire-breath attack.




It roared angrily and swatted at her with its arms, and then with its tail, and then with both arms and its tail. Its tail was way more flexible and dangerous. It pretty much ignored the tanks for a minute while it tried to smack her out of the sky, but its skin was so thick the tank rounds weren’t doing much to it.




Then it turned back and blasted everything with a long burst of bluish heat breath that turned all three groups of tanks into melted metal on huge swaths of charred ground.




It looked like there was nothing left except scattered soldiers who didn’t have anything like the firepower to take it down. And it was still heading inland.




Alex figured it was all up to her. A 5’7” girl against a giant, unstoppable dinosaur-thing that had to be over two hundred fifty feet high.




She went silvery. She swooped in behind its head and landed just behind its left ear, doing her best to hang on with nothing but the clinging capabilities of her morph. Then she reached out with all of her tk and tried to clamp its carotid arteries closed.




She could feel the arteries, deep inside its neck. But they were massive, and unbelievably stiff, and the force of the blood pumping through them felt like a hundred firehoses. She tried until her head felt like it was going to burst, but she couldn’t generate enough force to clamp one of them even halfway closed.




She was concentrating so hard she didn’t see the massive hand that clawed at its head and flicked her off. It felt like she was smacked by a train.




She went flying through the air and crashed into a building. It felt like it broke every bone in her body, except she was still a silvery puddle. She would have screamed at the agony, but it felt like the wind was knocked out of her too. That didn’t make any sense, since she was still a puddle.




She realized she had crashed through a wall, through an interior wall, and had ended up embedded in yet another interior wall. And she was still alive, even if she hurt all over so bad she wanted to scream.




Then she realized the building was moving, and she did scream, just as that enormous tail came flying through the air again, and the whole building was knocked over. A huge slab of ceiling swung down and hammered her back against the wall before she could even try to fly to safety, and thousands of tons of building collapsed on top of her.





131. Christmas Baby Please Come Home



Barb sighed. It had taken over an hour to get Shar to sleep once they got back to the motel. And the room really seemed a lot emptier without Alex there with them.




Maybe she could read a little, and then get some sleep too. She wasn’t sure Shar would be ready to try the next tests if Alex wasn’t back by morning.




And Barb was worried. She tried not to tell Alex how much she worried every time Alex flew off to save the world, or at least chunks of it. But every time there was news coverage of Terawatt, Barb was slapped in the face with the knowledge that her baby girl was doing the most dangerous job on Earth, and there was nothing Barb could do to help. Except be supportive when Alex was home. And now Shar wanted to rush off and fight supervillains and monsters too. At least Alex was eighteen now, and a lot more responsible and thoughtful than most eighteen year olds, at that. But Shar wasn’t even nine! There was no way she was letting Shar rush off and fight supervillains. Working with scientists on a jet-snowboard contraption with a safety harness was about as far as she was willing to go.




Barb had called home and talked with George and Annie. They went out to dinner, instead of fixing something themselves. Naturally. She rolled her eyes again.




All right, Annie had to fly back to school tomorrow morning, so hopefully George was working with Annie on laundry and packing. And whatever chemistry experiments they were doing in the garage with her not home to glare at George about.




She missed Annie, and she missed not being able to see Annie off at the airport. Her children were growing up too fast. Annie was already only coming home for holidays. Alex was jetting around the world doing things Barb couldn’t imagine having the courage to do.




Barb was suddenly seized with an urge to go over and cuddle Shar’s sleeping form.




“Alex!” Shar was awake, and screaming in terror. “Alex!”




Barb rushed over and held Shar. “Honey, you’re just having a nightmare.”




Shar hollered, “No! I’m not! Alex is hurt! And she needs our help! Right now! I felt it!”




Barb was about to dismiss it all as a nightmare, but she remembered too much. Shar’s parents, who supposedly had telepathy between each other. Shar knowing when the ‘nice bake sale lady’ was lying to Barb about the proceeds. Shar knowing when Alex was on her way home. Shar knowing who Barb was about to call on the phone. Alex using Shar as a psychic lie detector when Marsha came over. Shar knowing what George bought her for Christmas.




Oh God, what if Shar was right?




She hung onto Shar and grabbed the sheet of phone numbers Captain Miller had given her. She dialed Jack’s cell phone first.




“O’Neill here.”




“Jack, it’s Barb. Shar just woke up certain that Alex is hurt and needs help.”




She was expecting him to brush her off. But he was a lot sharper than he pretended. He carefully asked, “Was this a nightmare, or a real psychic impression?”




She admitted, “I… don’t know. I want to say ‘nightmare,’ but Shar’s been demonstrating real psychic abilities, and she does seem to have a connection with Alex…”




Shar was clinging to her, so Shar heard everything. “It was real! There was a monster, a really really big monster, and Alex got hurt, and I think a… a building fell on her, and we have to save her!”




Jack said, “Hang on one sec, okay?” The line went dead.




It wasn’t one second. It was over a minute. And when Jack came back on, he sounded upset. “Acid Burn just lost contact with Terawatt. The Russians had part of their Pacific Fleet in the Petropavlovsk harbor, and armed forces on the ground, and a chopper squadron in the air, and they’ve lost contact with all of them. I think it’s pretty unlikely Shar chose this very second just to have a nightmare. I’ve heard from Burn and Terawatt both about Shar, and somebody who could guess what the fortune in her fortune cookie said before she opened it could very well have picked up something just now.”




Shar insisted, “You need to take me with you!”




Jack said, “Barb, put it on speakerphone.” Once she did, he insisted, “Charlene, there is no way I’m taking an almost-nine-year-old into what’s going to look like a warzone. Even if it’s all over by the time we get there, there’s going to be fires and destruction and dead bodies and stuff that’ll probably make the Shop HQ op look like a square dance.”




Shar begged, “Uncle Jack, I know it’ll be bad. Really bad. But no one’s ever gonna find Alex if you don’t take me!”




Barb wished she hadn’t seen any of those satellite images that Jack had brought to Jo Lupo’s apartment. But she had. And if there were hundreds of crushed buildings in that town, it might take months to dig through all the wreckage to find Alex. And if it took that long, Alex wouldn’t survive.




She couldn’t stop the tears streaming down her face. Was she risking one child to try and save another? Did Alex stand a chance if Shar didn’t go? Would Shar be safe if Jack took her there?




She tried not to cry out loud as she asked, “Jack, if you took Shar, would there be any fighting when you got there?”




Jack said, “It’s probably all over already. If we take one of the Cessnas, we’d need hours to get there. We’d end up landing at the start of the rescue effort. Even assuming any runways there are still usable.”




Shar pleaded, “Uncle Jack, I can find her! I know I can!”




Jack carefully explained, “Shar, being able to find her is completely different from being able to get to her. This is the kind of problem rescue operations have all the time after earthquakes, and you have no idea how awful it is, knowing there’s someone down there and knowing you cannot get to them.”




Shar sobbed, “Alex isn’t a regular person. She can squeeze through cracks nobody else can. We can save her. I know it!”




Jack thought it over for long seconds. “Barb, if Shar can get us to the right building, we’ve got a chance. And… Oh, hang on.”




Barb waited impatiently. She had a horrible feeling she was about to have to make a choice that might either save one of her children or doom another one.




Jack came back on. “Elements of the Russian Pacific Fleet outside of Petropavlovsk are on the move right this second, hauling south at their top speed. USPACOM — that’s our Pacific Command — thinks they may be chasing something, but the Russians won’t admit to anything. They just keep telling our guys to ask someone higher up who isn’t under sealed orders. And the higher-ups aren’t talking. Yet.”




Barb asked, “So… the threat’s gone?”




“As far as we know,” Jack said. “I’m not going to lie. There may be after-effects, or smaller threats still in the battlezone, or consequences no one’s even thought about.”




Barb thought about those giant clam monsters down in Santa Monica. Who could possibly handle something like them? Except her younger daughter Alex… and the little girl she was holding in her arms. She decided.




“Jack, if you need Shar along, she can go. But you need to take me too.”




“Not a chance,” Jack insisted. “I let you come down here because it’s safe, and the snowboard project is a partly-civilian operation you have the clearance to see.”




“I… have clearance?” Barb wondered.




“Barb, you’re part of Team Terawatt. You routinely assist Terawatt and Acid Burn on matters of national defense. Of course I made sure you’re down as having clearance for this kind of stuff. George too. But you are not cleared to go on any kind of op, no matter what. Pyre has that clearance, even if I’m not going to let her tangle with anything until she’s a hell of a lot older. Action Girl and Terawatt and Klar are already giving me gray hair. More gray hair. You can say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ on this for Pyre, but no matter what you say, you are not going!”




She felt like a private who had just been chewed out by a commanding officer. She thought about it while Shar whined, and finally said, “Yes. Shar — Pyre — can go. But she’ll need some winter clothes that fit.”




“Already on it,” Jack told her. “Sergeant Scott will be there to pick her up in ten minutes. Just in case, toss two changes of clothes into a bag. This is not going to be pristine.”




Shar hugged her and asked, “Can I wait outside? Please?”




Barb sighed, “Oh all right. But don’t leave until I have your go-bag ready. And do everything Uncle Jack says, no matter what, or there are going to be big, big punishments in store for you when you get home.”




Shar hugged her and smiled, “We’ll save Alex and everything will be great! You’ll see!”




Barb started pulling clothes out of the dresser, and she heard the door slam behind her.







Shar stood in front of the ‘apartment’ where Sergeant Scott would be pulling up in a couple minutes. She didn’t like what she was about to do, but she was going to do it anyway. And if it didn’t work, she was going to be in so much trouble.




If it did work, she would be in even more trouble, but that would be a lot later.




The Humvee pulled up, and she gave the sergeant her cutest smile. “Hi! Uncle Jack said this stuff has to go in the hold of the jet, and Aunt Barb’s gonna be down any second now with a bag for me. Are you gonna go too? I really like the clothes you bought me, I wear ’em all the time!”







Jack was on a Cessna on his way into what had been a battlefield only hours earlier, and he was taking an eight year old along. An eight year old who all by herself was a WMD, but still an eight year old. An eight year old who was worried enough that she was curled up in his lap because she couldn’t sleep in her own seat.




Shar was asleep in his arms, and he was pretending to ignore the sly looks from Finn and the sergeants. But he was having second thoughts about the whole ‘no more children’ position he’d taken with Willow. A little Willow-shaped toddler, maybe with bright red hair and more brains than any kid had a right to have, would be the cutest thing this side of My Little Pony.




Assuming Willow ever talked to him again if Shar got even a papercut on this op. And he had a pretty good idea how mad at him Alex was going to be, even if Pyre did rescue Terawatt. He knew just how furious he would be in Alex’s position.




Finn quietly said, “Sir, your friend Police Captain Kolokoltsev apparently made a couple phone calls on your behalf, and we have a surviving police officer on the horn.”




Jack whispered, “You take it.”




Finn nodded and then slipped into pretty fluent Russian. Jack knew from Finn’s files that he spoke pretty good Russian and German from his years growing up in an Iowa farming area that had a huge number of people who were descended from Russian and German immigrants. Finn had picked up Arabic and Farsi while at West Point. He also claimed his wife Samantha spoke Spanish, Portuguese, and more than half a dozen African languages thanks to years in the Peace Corps and Doctors Without Borders. Jack had a feeling that when the Finns had kids, they’d be smart enough to put Bill Lee out of business.




After a few minutes, Finn hung up and reported. “Colonel they’ve got major problems on the ground. The airport’s intact but has no power, so we’ll have to land at night on a runway lit by oil drum fires. The whole town’s powerless, since whatever it was took out the electrical plant along with everything else. They’ve got oil and gas heating for refugees, but the attack was so fast that not many people in the path got out of their homes to anyplace safe. There are a dozen places where they’ve got massive radiation counts. Whatever it was, it used an attack that was powerful enough that it literally melted tanks and irradiated the surrounding areas. Their docks are one big inferno, and they lost most of their police force and fire department in the attack. The sergeant says that surviving witnesses are making vastly different claims, but it seems to have been some kind of giant monster, maybe hundreds of feet tall, but no one agrees on height, shape, color, any of that.”




Jack just nodded and held onto a sleeping child. A child that only a complete asshole would take into a situation like that. He had no doubt that he was going to hell for this one, but if he could keep Shar safe, and find a way to rescue Terawatt, it would be worth it. The needs of the many outweighed the needs of the Jack O’Neills.







It was eight in the morning Roswell time when they soared down over the harbor. Jack looked out the window and refused to wince. It was 0200 local time, and the destruction was pretty obvious from all the fires. There was a steep ‘A’ of damage showing where whatever-it-was had come out of the harbor, wiped out everything the Russians could throw at it, then gone straight to that big burned area, and then retreated back to the water.




He really wanted to know what the hell was going on, because every single target city looked like this. If there was some sort of beacon that The Collective planted that attracted the thing inland, then that would explain the damage paths and the level of control they seemed to have over the damn thing. It swims along, senses the beacon that maybe they’ve trained it to hate, it goes right for it, destroys it utterly, and then goes back into the water until it senses the next beacon.




If that was it, then Jack needed to alert every coastal town within a thousand miles, and they needed to find whatever frequency these beacons emitted. But the beacon would have to be phenomenally powerful to attract something maybe hundreds of miles away and underwater. How were people not noticing something like that? Wouldn’t it be hammering everyone’s radios or televisions or shortwave radios?




And something told him Maggie Walsh was behind this mess too. So far, her monster count made Victor Frankenstein look like a pansy.




Shar stirred in his arms and wiggled. “I gotta go potty!” He helped her into the tiny jet bathroom and waited outside in case she needed help with anything.




She came out a minute later and asked, “Are we there yet?”




He said, “Yeah. We’re about to land. How about sitting in your seat and strapping in tight, because I really have no idea if the runway is clear.”




She hopped to it like a good little soldier. He was such a bastard for bringing her along.




She asked, “Do I need to change into my superheroine uniform, because I brought it along.”




He couldn’t help smiling. “No, I think we’ll be traveling incognito today.”




“In what-neato?”




He told her, “It means we won’t wear our awesomely cool uniforms because we’re being subtle. And we have to make sure we don’t say that out loud, because the locals won’t like it.”




“Okay!”




He smiled to himself. How did Barb and George manage not to just give in every time Shar asked for something? She certainly had Auntie Willow wrapped around her finger.




Finn reported, “Sir, they have a small chopper they’re going to put at our disposal, as long as we don’t need it for too long. They’re limited in what they can do with it until dawn. And they have an old jeep for us too.”




Jack nodded and said, “Good work, major.” He looked at his tiny psychic and asked, “What do we need to do to find Alex?”




She thought hard and said, “I think we gotta go from the ocean in, where Alex was doing the fighting. If we can ride in that helicopter it oughta be okay.”




Jack had his own thoughts on the matter. If Terawatt was the last thing standing between this thing and its target, then the last area where he could see signs of battle was probably the place to look for Alex.




For Alex’s body. He didn’t like thinking that way, but it was possible that Alex hadn’t survived. Terawatt was tough, but dropping a building on her? Even Terawatt might not be able to survive that. He had his fingers crossed, but he’d had to sign too many death notifications to have any illusions about this. Still, if there was the slightest chance, he was going for it.




Despite his concerns, the jet landed with no trouble. The runway had been bracketed with fires in oil drums, so the pilots were able to land pretty easily. The damage across the town was all at least three miles from the airport. And they weren’t the first jet in. There were two Russian jets already on the tarmac. One was obviously military, so someone was investigating things or else covering up what they had discovered. The other was obviously aid, given the food and supplies being off-loaded.




Jack and Riley Finn stepped off the jet and found a stiff-looking Russian Army officer with a large adjutant who obviously had plenty of concealed weaponry that wasn’t all that concealed. Jack whispered, “Finn, you’re up.”




Finn stepped off the jet and had a nice little chat with a guy who turned out to be named Colonel Kalenkov. Jack just sort of eavesdropped from right outside the jet, which wasn’t hard when the colonel was a little loud. The only hard part was that Jack’s Russian was not good enough to follow absolutely everything they were saying. A wadded-up paper cup hit him in the back. There was no way Scott or Walters would do that. He stepped back to the jet and leaned backward in the open doorway. Shar tugged on Jack’s sleeve and whispered, “He’s really scared. He’s hoping we know what’s going on and we’ll tell him.”




Well, that was handy to know. “Thank you, Shar. You’re a really big help.”




Jack stepped away from the jet and walked over to the colonel and his musclebound adjutant. “Colonel, I’m Colonel O’Neill. I’m hoping your English is better than my Russian.”




“Yes, my English is very well.”




Oh. Well, his English was still probably better than Jack’s Russian. Jack said, “We need to perform a rescue mission. We have reason to believe Terawatt flew in to fight… whatever the hell this was, and she is buried in the rubble of one of the buildings. So we brought a tracker to find Terawatt, and hopefully we can help her free herself without a whole ton of trouble. If we can do that, then she can give us a situation report and we can finally know just what the hell we’re up against.”




“We, colonel?”




Jack gave it his best ‘Minnesota boy’ shrug. “Yeah. We. This is an international crisis, and the U.S. has already lost the USS Cole. We’re in this with you. We’re gonna find out what the hell this thing is, and how to stop it, and we’re gonna do whatever we can to help you out. And if the politicians don’t like that, they can go screw themselves.”




Kalenkov obviously didn’t know whether to take Jack at face value, so Jack said, “We need to take a helicopter up and find our superheroine, and then we need to figure out what it’s going to take to get her out, and then I’m going to want you in on the debriefing when she tells us what came out of the water here. And in six other Russian seacoast towns.”




Kalenkov reacted to that. But Jack had already thought about it, and he figured his best option was to make it clear he knew more than what the Russians wanted known.




Jack told Sergeant Scott, “Get Pyre’s uniform out of the hold and make sure she’s wearing it before she gets off the plane. We’re going to have a witness.” It looked like it was going to be a good thing the little stinker brought her super-suit along. He wondered if she’d had a premonition she’d need it.




While Scott hopped to it, Jack lied, “We have a 54-year-old dwarf who has superpowers too. She’ll be disguised in a uniform so you can come with us. Okay?”




Kalenkov had a grumpy discussion with his minion, and finally Jack said, “How about your sergeant and my two sergeants take the jeep and follow us around?”




The colonel had another argument with his adjutant, and finally the bulky minion sagged and reluctantly gave in. And really, was it necessary that the sergeant looked like an oversized hitman for a Bond villain? What was the Russian equivalent of ‘Grant’? Jack was pretty sure he knew the Russian word for ‘Jaws’.




Jack climbed into the chopper with Pyre, Finn, and the colonel. Finn got up in the co-pilot’s seat to interact better with the pilot. Then they took off for the harbor.




Finn directed the pilot along the inbound path the thing took, while Kalenkov failed to deal with someone who looked like a little kid. “Are you really fifty-four years old?”




Jack gave Shar a wink, so she played along. In a pretty good imitation of a cranky old lady, she complained, “Fifty-five. The colonel missed my last birthday.” Jack bit the inside of his mouth to keep from grinning.




Shar stared out her window as they flew low over the devastation. Jack really didn’t want to run into whatever could turn a heavy tank squad into molten slag like that. Not that he had much of a chance of avoiding it, when he was actively hunting the damn thing.




“There! That’s the building!” Shar pointed frantically.




Jack looked. It was just past the last of the wide areas of devastation, and after that point, the path of destruction went back to about a hundred fifty feet wide and made straight for the spot where the circle of ruin was. It had been a five or six story building, and now it was a tipped-over pile of rubble. He said, “Finn, have the pilot put us down as close to here as we can manage.” He thought about the devastated areas and added, “And check for radioactivity before landing.”




It turned out that his basic suspicious nature was standing him in good stead, because there were some large areas that were radioactive enough to fry unprotected people. Still, with all the areas that were utterly flattened, the pilot was able to put them down only half a block away, in an area that looked like it had been trampled by some size eight gazillion extra-extra wide feet. Scott came roaring up in his jeep, and the big minion jumped out to check that Jack hadn’t shot Colonel Kalenkov or stabbed him with a poisoned umbrella tip or anything.




They walked through the rubble to where the ex-building was. Jack checked, “Pyre, you’re sure?”




“Sure I’m sure. She’s in there. We gotta get her out.”




Crap. Jack could tell that this was going to be a massive project that the town couldn’t afford to tackle any time soon. That left him with two alternatives, and he didn’t like either. He asked, “Can you do it by yourself?”




She stared hard at the building and finally said, “Yeah. But I’ll need everyone else to stay way back here.”




“Unh-uh,” Jack said. “No way. If you’re going in there, I’m going too.”




Finn asked, “Pyre, what’s your tactical plan?”




Shar looked puzzled for a second at his words, and then she got it. She said, “I need to get up on top of that stuff and slice off the end facing us. I think she’ll be able to get out if I do that.”




Kalenkov looked more than a little shocked. “She can just… slice off… the side of a building?”




Jack grimaced, “Yeah. And you really do not want to see what she can do when she’s pissed off at you.”




Finn looked down at Shar and said, “Fine.” He turned his head, “Colonel, I’m going to get some climbing rope and a couple harnesses out of the gear we tossed into the jeep. Then I’ll take Pyre up there and make sure she’s safe when she does the cutting.”




Jack frowned, but said, “Good plan, major.” He didn’t say what he was thinking, namely, ‘what are you going to do to make sure you’re safe when she does the cutting?’







Riley put on his climbing harness, then adjusted the heck out of a second one so it would fit Pyre well enough. He walked her over to a section of the building that was a rough incline, instead of a messy vertical rock climb. Instead of seventy vertical feet of building, it was about eighty feet of forty degree slope. And it was relatively close to the end she wanted to work on. Then he explained, “Okay. I’ll climb till I’m halfway up, and then I’ll help you climb up by pulling on the rope while you walk up the slope. Then you stay put while I do the same thing again.” He gave her a big smile.




“Okay.”




He just knew it was fundamentally wrong to let an eight year old do this. Even if she could do this, when no one else on Earth could.




It was also crazy that an eight year old had this kind of power. Maggie Walsh was an incredibly evil woman, and he was thankful that the colonel had been sharp enough to turn her down for a job with the SRI, or else they would probably be trapped following Walsh’s directives right this second.




He clambered up easily, found a spot to tie off the rope, and gave Pyre a wave. She hiked right up, hanging onto the rope while he reeled it in. Once he got her situated, she grinned, “That was fun!”




He was just hoping nothing went wrong, and everything stayed ‘fun’.




He repeated the whole thing, and got Pyre up to the top of what was left of the building. Whatever had done this was massively powerful. Knocking over and smashing hundreds of buildings was way out of his weight class. This was more ‘force of nature’ instead of ‘mutated whatever.’ He’d seen a hurricane that did less damage than this.




He took the rope that was hooked to her harness and drove a piton into the concrete. He hooked a carabiner to the piton and ran the rope through it. Then he let her walk forward toward the edge. He said, “If something gives way, I’ve got you. Okay? You may fall a foot or two, but that’ll be all, because I’ve got you hooked up to this right back here.”




“Okay.” But she sounded a little less certain.




Smart girl. When he’d taken that course in military mountaineering, the instructor had said, “There are old climbers, and there are bold climbers, but there are no old, bold climbers.” Unlike some of the other soldiers taking that course, Riley could take a hint.




She looked at him and said, “You stay. I go. No following.” After the other day, he recognized the quote. He wasn’t laughing. Then she walked until she was about four feet from a really unstable edge.




She took a deep breath, and suddenly the cold temperatures went away. It was warm up there. Uncomfortably warm. Her hair blew in a breeze that wasn’t natural, and there was a light around her hands that made it look like her whole body was glowing. The heat increased until there was a shimmer in the air around her.




He suddenly knew what the very last sight ever had been for a bunch of Shop security men. It didn’t reassure him.




She took another deep breath, and pointed downward with her hands. Jets of fire poured from her palms and sliced into the concrete.




Riley wondered if Lupo had any idea what firebending was going to look like. If she did, she was even braver than he thought.




The fire jetted from Pyre’s palms in two-inch-wide columns that punched into the concrete like throwing spikes into styrofoam. The phrase ‘a hot knife through butter’ had never seemed more appropriate.




Pyre took a couple steps to one side, and he fed her a little rope so she wouldn’t come up short. The section she had been cutting simply fell away like she had sliced it until it had nothing holding it to the wall. She slowly moved her hands along the concrete until that section fell away also.




“O’Neill to Finn. It looks like she just hacked off a ten foot high slab of wall. Make that two slabs.”




He answered, “Finn to O’Neill. That’s what it looks like from up here.”




“O’Neill to Finn. I can see some cracks and crevices in the under-surface now. Maybe this is gonna work.”




He replied, “Finn to O’Neill. I don’t know what else to try if this doesn’t, sir. We don’t have all that much C-4 in the Cessna.”




“O’Neill. We can get more C-4 if we have to. USPACOM can chopper some in, with some of their SEAL teams, and we can blow the endcap off. I just don’t think the building would appreciate it.”




Pyre sliced off another ten feet, and then another. By then, she had cut a ten foot deep channel through about forty horizontal feet of reinforced concrete. He wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen it. But that level of control was astonishing. Combined with that level of power, it was pretty frightening.




She started back the way she came, slowly cutting into the concrete that was now ten feet below the edge. The fire was like a two-inch-wide laser beam, so maybe it didn’t matter how far down she needed to cut.




He heard a section of wall collapse, and then another. He just hoped the section of building they were standing on didn’t get undermined by losing that lateral support she was cutting away.




In a few more minutes, she had another complete ten-foot-high swath cut away. He asked, “How are you holding up?”




She groaned, “I’m pretty tired, and it’s real hard to keep it under control. But the next chunk ought to do it.”




She slowly scooted along the edge, slicing back the way she had just come. He could hear a slab fall. Then another. And another.




She sighed, “That oughta do it. Now I just need to make sure she can see there’s a way out.” She casually tossed a fireball down onto the wreckage below.




She walked back over to him, and she looked fairly unsteady. He said, “How about we sit down for a minute and rest? What do you say?”




She sagged, and he grabbed her just in case she was about to fall over. “I could use a nap. Don’t tell Aunt Barb.”




Riley suddenly heard the colonel whoop with excitement. “Yes!”




And a silvery form flew up from where Pyre had been cutting. Riley felt an immense sensation of relief.




Brave superheroine Pyre became eight year old Shar and burst into tears. “Alex! I was so scared I couldn’t save you, and you were all trapped in a dark creepy crack, and… I was really scared!”




The silvery form turned into normal Terawatt, who flew over and hugged Shar fiercely. Alex stroked Shar’s hair and said, “But you did it. You were a real superheroine, and you saved me, and everything.” She looked up at Riley. “And you too. Thanks.”




“Thank the colonel. He was the one who believed she had a real psychic event, and not a nightmare, and he was the one who talked your mom into letting him bring her, and he was the one who got us here.”




Alex hugged the little girl and asked, “So why did Pinkie Pie let you wear your uniform?”




Shar sobbed, “The Russian colonel who’s trying to find out what’s going on and he’s trying to be really cranky but really he’s scared.”




Riley clarified, “We have a couple observers, and the colonel wanted her ID to remain secret, but he needs the Russians to at least cooperate a little bit.”




Alex asked, “Where did it go?”




“Part of the Russian Pacific Fleet headed due south, so we think they’re chasing it,” he told her.




Alex winced. “But isn’t due south… Japan?”




Riley nodded unhappily. “If we can’t stop this thing, it’s likely to be swimming into some major Japanese harbors. If it comes down the east coast of Japan, it’s likely to hit Sendai first. Then Tokyo. Then maybe Nagoya, or even Osaka.”




Alex unhappily said, “I’m not sure we can stop this thing without an Option Failsafe.”




Riley suddenly felt an ice cold shiver run down his spine, How bad did this have to be if sweet, gentle Alex was talking about unleashing a nuclear bomb?





132. Christmas at Ground Zero



Jack felt sick. Not that he was going to show it, or admit it. Terawatt was alive and on her feet, but… well, she looked like crap. He wasn’t going to say that out loud, but she did not look like Alex. Normally, Terawatt looked indestructible. You threw her at the canopy of a Blackbird, you let her eject at five hundred miles an hour, and her hair wasn’t even out of place.




Alex looked like she’d been thrown through a concrete wall, then had a building dropped on her head. Without the helmet on, she looked battered and bruised, and underneath her uniform there was probably more of the same.




A lot more. She looked worse than after the explosion in the spider cave. He was a complete and utter bastard, doing this to an eighteen year old girl, and then dragging Shar in to do the rescue. Even worse, he knew he’d do it again, simply because he didn’t have any other choices. He was up against an international organization that had to have more money than most entire countries could cough up, and apparently had no qualms about wiping out maybe 99.99% of the world’s population. The Collective wasn’t the IRA or al-Qaeda. They were far worse. They were more like one of those stupid sci-fi alien invasion movies where the bad aliens wanted the entire planet, just without those pesky homo sapiens running around dirtying it up.




He introduced Terawatt to the Russian colonel, and she started explaining. Only it sounded crazy. Well, it would have sounded crazy a few years ago, before he found out there were chemicals that could turn animals into mutant things, and then he found out there were chemicals that could turn people into supervillains, and then he found out there was actually one superheroine out there, and then he found out you could create a giant spider the size of a basketball gym, and then…




So they had another Maggie Walsh Special: a freaking super-dinosaur that was a thousand times the mass of a real dinosaur, and was amphibious, and had a nuclear blast for halitosis, and couldn’t be stopped by conventional weaponry.




And naturally, Colonel Kalenkov didn’t want to believe her.




Finn stepped in. “Sir, we don’t have time to convince Colonel Kalenkov. We need to get moving to Japan. Depending on whether it takes the east or west side of the country, we need to defend Sapporo or Sendai first, and then maybe even Tokyo.”




Jack snorted. “Tokyo. Great. I’ll bet that Watanabe guy can’t wait to see us again.”




Kalenkov asked, “Why would he wait to see you again?”




Jack explained, “It was one of my teams, plus Terawatt, that fought the silicates that nearly broke loose and wiped out Tokyo this past summer.”




Terawatt muttered, “Those things were a headache.”




Jack refrained from pointing out that for everyone else on Earth, they were terrifying, unstoppable nightmares. For Terawatt, they had just been a ‘headache’.




He said, “Come on, Terawatt. Let’s get you to the nice, warm jet, and get some food into you, and get you patched up. Maybe there’s some good news from my IT people.”







Alex was glad there were some blankets in the jeep, because her extremely awesome insulated suit was shot. It was ripped and busted and just generally hammered. Pretty much like her. She felt bruised all over, and it hurt to sit down, and she had a knot on the back of her head, and her ribs felt sore, and her knees and ankles hurt when she walked.




On the other hand, she’d probably gotten hurt almost as bad when she was eleven and she crashed her bike. She was just being a wimp. Jack had gotten hurt worse in New York, and then had Willow wanting him to make with the humpty dance 24x7 as soon as he got home. Jo had gotten hurt way worse in that cave in Arizona. And Hanna had gotten hurt way, way worse, and just not let it stop her in the least.




At least it was warm inside the jet, once they got the door closed. And there were energy bars in her pockets that were squished but still edible, so Alex ate most of them. However, Shar wanted to be right in Alex’s lap, even if Shar’s weight made Alex’s hips and butt hurt even more. Sergeant Scott fixed MREs for everyone, and even found one Shar liked. Alex had three, along with the energy bars. They were pretty tasty when you were starving after being stuck in silvery form for maybe ten hours.




Jack gave her a grin, “We’ve got a gymbag along, so we have a replacement suit, and even a replacement thermal suit to go over it. But I’d kinda like you to let Ol’ Doc Finn here look you over and make sure you’re still in one piece.”




She rolled her eyes. At least that didn’t hurt. “Jack, you know I’m in one piece.”




He teased, “Are you sure? Your leg’s not gonna fall off if you take your suit off?” Then he got serious. “You got hammered by something the size of a mountain and slammed through a concrete wall, then got an entire building dropped on you. I’d feel a lot better if I knew you weren’t having internal bleeding or something just as serious.”




Riley said, “If you just morph out of the thermal suit and take off the boots, I can check you over. I’d rather have you looked at by a real doctor, but I don’t think we have that option right here.”




The sat phone went off, and Jack answered it. “O’Neill.”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice came through loud and clear. “Is Tera okay? Please tell me she’s okay, I don’t know what I’m gonna do if she’s not okay, and I know she keeps going off to do these things and sometimes she gets hurt, but I’m really worried, and I hardly got any sleep after you told me she might be out there buried under a building or something—”




Captainmal cut in, “And we’re pretty worried too.”




“She’s right here,” Jack said. “Pyre found her and pretty much burned a building in half to get her out.”




Alex raised her voice a little so Willow would hear her. “I’m right here. And Pyre saved me. She’s a real superheroine, even if she’s too young to get brought here.” She gave Jack a glare.




Shar bounced excitedly, which really hurt Alex, especially right across the thighs and through the hips. “Aunt Barb said I could go.”




Oh crud. Alex gasped, “We’ve got to call and tell her I’m okay!”




Acid Burn said, “It’s okay. I’m already texting all of Team Terawatt.”




Alex insisted, “I still need to call her and let her know I’m fine and tell her Sh- Pyre’s great and a real hero.”




Jack nodded, “We’ll do that.” He turned back to the sat phone. “What else you got?”




Captainmal said, “The Russians couldn’t follow the threat, because it was going faster underwater than their fastest surface ships, so they launched a couple nuclear anti-sub warfare weapons at it.”




Jack groaned, “They launched underwater nukes in a fishing area? Crap!” He glanced over at Shar and said, “I said ‘carp’ okay? If Aunt Barb asks, I said ‘carp’.”




Captainmal said, “The nukes didn’t stop it. USPACOM has some helo-dropped sonar buoys operative across the zone, and they say it’s making about ninety knots and heading due south. That’s going to put it on the east coast of Japan any minute now.”




“Ninety not what?” asked Shar.




Alex hugged her and said, “A knot — which is spelled like the kind of knot you tie in a piece of string — is a special navy word. It’s like a mile an hour.”




Jack explained, “It’s one nautical mile an hour, which is more than a regular mile an hour, so our rampaging super-dinosaur is making a little over a hundred miles an hour underwater.”




“Wow,” murmured Shar.




Alex winced a little. “You didn’t see how huge that tail is. If it can move that tail like an alligator under the water, it ought to be able to go really fast.”




Riley frowned in thought. “I’d like to know what that stolen sub was doing that was controlling the speed and direction for our kaiju.”




“What’s that?” Alex asked at almost the same time Shar did.




Riley explained, “It’s Japanese. It means, well, ‘weird creature.’ That’s the best Japanese or Russian word I know for this thing. Youkai isn’t really right, because they’re really more like spirits or mythological beasts. Chudovische is Russian, but it doesn’t really describe this thing.”




Alex had no idea how Riley knew so many languages. Well, he was first in his class at West Point, and she wasn’t even going to be valedictorian of her high school. She wished she was as smart as he was.




“Big dino,” said Jack. He glanced over at Alex and said, “Mega-dino.”




Shar whispered pretty loudly, “Is he teasing you?”




Alex nodded, because she had another mouthful of food. Some of these MREs, like the ham slice and the beef ravioli, were pretty okay, and they were hot, which was extra great. Maybe even mega-great, given she’d been a near-freezing silver puddle for hours and hours. She thought the mac and cheese one was kind of blah, but Shar was wolfing it down like it was Aunt Barb’s special homemade macaroni and cheese.




Jack insisted, “We need to talk to Colonel Kalenkov and the local police, because we’ve got a chance to find out something about Mega-dino’s attack methods, and we’re running out of time.”




Riley worried, “If it’s moving at ninety knots and it’s reached the east coast of Japan, it ought to be getting near Sendai pretty soon.”




Captainmal said over the sat phone, “USPACOM is already tracking it, and they’ve alerted the Japanese Self-Defense Forces and the entire eastern Japanese coast.”




Jack asked, “Did they put in anything about it only being interested in coastal towns big enough to have something worth rampaging through?”




“Umm, not exactly,” replied jackryanrules. “But we’ll send that by Sergeant Harriman so he can put it in a form the Japanese will accept.”




Acid Burn said, “Well, it can’t strictly be population-based, because the last census had Provideniya at under 2,000 and one of the towns on the Arctic Ocean that got skipped is slightly larger than that.”




Jack muttered, “Well, it’s got to be something.” He told Riley, “Check Alex. Thoroughly. I’m gonna go have a little chit-chat with Colonel Kalenkov.”




Alex asked, “Can I call home while you give me a check-up?”




Jack stepped off the jet, saying, “Yeah, you definitely need to call the Teramom.” He shut the door before Alex could complain.




Riley let Sergeant Scott use the sat phone and Willow’s phone magic to dial Alex’s mom’s cellphone. Alex puddled out of her thermal suit and boots, and sat back down in her seat. Then Riley started checking her abdomen and her lower ribs.




“Hello?” Alex winced when she heard the fear in her mom’s voice.




Alex called out, “Mom! It’s me! And Shar! We’re fine.”




Shar announced, “I saved Terawatt with my superpowers!”




Riley explained, “Mrs. Mack, Pyre found the building for us, and then she cut off one entire end of the building so Terawatt could escape where she was trapped.”




Alex said, “She did great. And I’m fine. Just some bruises and stuff. And I ruined the brand-new winter Terawatt suit they made for me.”




“Oh thank God,” her mom sobbed. “And you’re sure Shar’s all right?”




“We took good care of her,” Riley said.




Shar fussed, “Major Riley made me wear a harness and all these ropes when he helped me get up the side of the building. But I felt a lot safer having those things on me when I was standing at the edge cutting stuff so Alex could get out.”




“Thank you, major,” Alex’s mom sniffed.




“My pleasure, ma’am. We don’t want either one of your girls to get hurt.”




Alex told on him, “When I finally got out, he was standing way too close to Pyre considering she was cutting chunks of building up with mega-hot fire.”




They talked for several more minutes, with her mom worrying a ton about whatever was loose on their side of the Pacific.




Then Jack came storming in and slammed the jet’s door hard. He looked like he wanted to punch somebody. He growled, “Barb, I’m sorry, but we need to make some phone calls ASAP. Your girls can call you back when we’re all done. Okay?”




“Sure Jack,” her mom said.




Jack had Sergeant Scott dial Acid Burn and the SRI computer guys on a conference call. As soon as everyone was on, he fumed, “Power plants. It’s goddamn power plants. Those big blasted areas our Mega-dino goes to, then goes back to the water? They’re all power plants. That town Mega-dino skipped? It was having a power outage because the thing already took down the power plant the town depended on when it hit the previous city. We’re looking at a couple oil-burning power plants and a couple coal-burning power plants, but every one of these towns had a power plant.”




Alex suddenly felt like a lightbulb went off in her head. “Sure! It didn’t like my lightning, but it tracked me every time I used a lightning blast. And it didn’t like the high-voltage power line it hit, but it kept going in a straight line anyway.”




Riley thought out loud, “Every power plant is going to put out a massive wide-bandwidth electromagnetic signal because of the structure of the electrical generators. Maybe the signal makes it feel upset or uncomfortable or even hurt. It hunts down the signal, destroys it, then feels relieved and retreats to the water. That stolen sub could have been carrying a massive signal generator to get the thing to chase it down.” He stopped and thought for a second. “And we have a big problem, sir. The power plant in Sendai? If I’m not mistaken, it’s nuclear.”




Jack just said, “Well, crap.”




Then he looked over at Shar and whispered, “Don’t tell Aunt Barb I said a bad word.”




“Again!” Shar grinned.







Colonel Watanabe was still standing at attention before his commanding general. The U.S. military had just notified his commander about some sort of giant monstrosity that was even now heading down their eastern coastal waters.




His pager went off. He carefully said, “I will wait until you have finished briefing us, general.”




General Abe frowned at him. “Under these circumstances, you had better check it at once.”




He checked his pager and winced. “It is the American SRI, sir. If they are involved…”




The general glared, “Perhaps you had better answer them at once. While you are still here.”




He did so. He pulled out his cellphone, checked the number, and saw that it was the phone number Captain Miller had given him back in the summer. He dialed and switched to English. “Captain Miller, I believe you were trying to reach me?”




Captain Miller’s voice came through clearly. “Colonel! Good. My people came up with some new intelligence on your problem, and I thought you had better hear it at once. They let me make the call.”




“Thank you. What new information do you have?” He quickly flipped the phone to speakerphone.




“This isn’t like those silicates. This is one extremely large monster. The description we have is that it’s over two hundred feet high, it walks upright, it’s built like a Tyrannosaurus on top and an Iguanodon from the hips down, has a long tail that can knock down a skyscraper, and it can’t be hurt by conventional weaponry. We’re not sure it can be hurt period. Terawatt saw it shrug off fire from several tank formations and heavy weapons brigades. Then it breathed on them. It has some sort of energy blast that can melt a heavy tank, and it apparently irradiated everything it breathed on. Terawatt wasn’t able to do much more than distract it. The Russians hit it with a couple nuclear anti-sub missiles, and it’s still going. And it’s probably going to be attacking Sendai, any minute now. The SRI has a theory that it’s seeking out power plants and destroying them, probably because it can sense the power plant and something like the electromagnetic field irritates it. Your best bet is to shut down every power plant in Sendai until it is a couple hundred miles away.”




Colonel Watanabe protested, “We cannot just shut off power to all of Miyagi Prefecture! It is hovering around freezing there today. We can’t subject over a million people to that kind of weather with no heat!”




Captain Miller insisted, “The alternative is to try and stop it, which will cause more damage, and when it destroys your atomic power plant, there may be a nuclear explosion. That will be a lot more than making a lot of people really cold for several hours.”




“Only a couple hours?”




Captain Miller said, “Right. This thing swims at maybe a hundred five miles an hour underwater. Give it two hours once it’s passing Sendai, and you should be able to bring the power plant back up.”




Colonel Watanabe made himself be polite. “Thank you very much, captain. You have helped us tremendously.” He waited until Captain Miller hung up before closing his phone.




General Abe asked, “And these are the people who flew in to deal with those silicates?”




He nodded, “Yes sir. They are very reliable, even if they have the classic American ‘cowboy’ attitude.”




The general frowned, “What is the American saying? ‘No brag, just fact.’ I think the SRI is worth listening to. I am from Sendai, and I would hate to have it destroyed. But I am more concerned about what will happen after this ‘monster dinosaur’ swims south past Sendai. Tokyo is only three hundred kilometers south of Sendai, and if this thing swims at one hundred miles an hour, then it would be nearing Tokyo only two hours after it passes Sendai.” He turned to another colonel and asked, “What are the TEPCO power plants in and around Tokyo?”




Colonel Sasaki said, “If I remember correctly, TEPCO has three nuclear power stations, all of which have at least four units. There are thirteen fossil fuel burning stations and two geothermal stations. There are five solar powered stations and a number of small wind-powered stations. And there are seven very large hydroelectric stations, plus over a hundred small contributing hydroelectric stations. As far as I know, we can shut down the nuclear stations in seconds and the fossil fuel stations in minutes, but we cannot shut down most of the hydroelectric stations.”




Colonel Watanabe grimaced, “If this thing goes from power station to power station, destroying everything in its path, there will be nothing left of Tokyo by the time it’s done.”




The general frowned, “Do you have any alternative?”




He stopped and thought. “If we shut down everything we can, and we put the biggest power generation system we can find onto a ship, perhaps we can lure it away from the city.”




The general nodded sharply, “Very well. Colonel Sasaki, you will shut down every plant in Sendai and Tokyo that you can, and keep my adjutant informed about your progress. Colonel Watanabe, you will implement your plan in any way you see fit.”







Alex was glad Riley was done. It wasn’t that Riley was doing anything wrong. No, he was trying really hard not to put his hands anyplace he shouldn’t. But she hurt all over, and now she was more sore than when he’d started. He’d checked that she had full range of motion everywhere, so now her sore ankles and knees and shoulders and hips were achier than they were fifteen minutes ago. And he’d palpated her abdomen to check for ickiness like ruptured organs, she guessed. And he’d checked the big ouchies on the back of her head and on her back and on her butt, from where she got slammed through a concrete wall so hard she was almost surprised she hadn’t gone in one side of the building and out the other.




Okay, if she’d gotten lucky and hit a window instead of that concrete outer wall, she might have gone right through the building, and then out the other side, and maybe not gotten trapped inside it when it fell over. Or things might have been worse, and the entire building might have smashed her into the street and killed her.




Either way, trying to fight that thing was bad. And calling it Mega-dino was just too weird. Especially when he named it that just to tease her. She didn’t know what to do to stop it, even if it turned out that Jack was right about the power plant thing.







“Come on, Yuki!”




Sato Yuki refused to get upset. She didn’t like getting angry, and it was not proper. She turned to face him and coldly said, “We are colleagues. The lab directors have made it clear that colleagues should not date. I will not go out with you.”




He smirked at her. “I swear, Sato. It’s no wonder you’re named yuki.”




She counted to ten and then calmly said, “I have heard that joke before. About a hundred thousand times.” It was not her fault that her name sounded like yuki, the word for snow. She said, “There must be someone else somewhere in Sendai that you can take to dinner.”




He said, “But how many of them are interested in chemistry? No girl wants to listen to me talk about the stuff I’m interested in.”




She flatly told him, “Maybe if you read manga that wasn’t so pervy, you could find girls who liked it too.” She had seen the kind of thing he read on the train to work, when he accidentally knocked over his briefcase one day.




He started to say something, but he stopped. He ran to one of the laboratory windows that overlooked the harbor. And he screamed.




She turned and looked, and she suddenly felt like she might faint. It couldn’t be real. It couldn’t be…




It was coming out of the harbor, and it was immense. They were on the fifth floor of a ten story building, and the thing was only half out of the water, and its head was already far higher than the window.




He panicked and ran screaming from the room. The power suddenly went out, and she heard him crashing into things in the dark hallway.




She didn’t know what to do. It couldn’t be real, and yet it was out there. Stalking out of the harbor. Crushing the docks between it and her city. Walking right at her. She watched as it walked right through the three story building to the east of her. It was walking right at her. It was going to crush her building just like it crushed those dockside warehouses.




And it just… stopped. She tiptoed to the window, even though it was absurd to think it could hear the sound of her footsteps. It was unbelievably massive. And it looked… confused? It turned to walk back into the water…




And its massive tail came tearing through the air. She turned and ran for cover, but there was nowhere to go. She ducked into the lab storeroom.




The mammoth tail hit her building. The impact was worse than the biggest earthquake she had ever felt. She saw the outer wall come apart right in front of her. She saw the liquid oxygen tanks in the lab room being ripped free from their moorings and go flying across the lab, and she dove for cover.




The tanks exploded in the lab room, just on the other side of the wall. The storeroom shelves ejected their contents everywhere, including all over her. She felt herself flying across the room, and then there was blackness.







Jack looked over when the sat phone buzzed. They were halfway to the Japanese coast, and he was worried they were already too late. “O’Neill here.”




“Acid Burn here! Great news. They got the nuclear power plant in Sendai shut off as soon as Mega-dino started coming out of the harbor and someone realized the national self-defense forces weren’t playing an April Fools prank on them. They still lost maybe twenty boats, a hundred yards of docks, and five or ten blocks of buildings before it went back in the water.”




Jack asked, “And where’s it headed now? East?”




“No such luck, they think it’s headed south. Due south. Right at Tokyo.”




He asked her, “Any chance they can get the whole electrical grid for the Tokyo region totally shut down before Mega-dino decides to destroy everything that’s bugging it?”




Burn stalled, “Umm, well, maybe that would be a ‘no.’ They can shut down the nuclear plants and the oil and coal plants, but they can’t fully shut down all the hydroelectric stations, because they can’t stop the water from flowing, and they have hundreds of ’em in all sizes, and the geothermal plant’s gonna keep bubbling up from below, and the wind generators have wind. Well, that wasn’t what I meant to say, but you know.”




Shar giggled, as Jack winked at her and smiled, “We know.”




Burn tried not to be all embarrassed. “So anyway, Colonel Watanabe is trying to get an uninstalled nuclear power plant unit loaded on a big cargo ship and operational and cranking out enough power to pull Mega-dino off of all of Tokyo, which I kinda think isn’t gonna work, because even if he gets it running, that ship’s only gonna go… what, twenty or thirty knots tops? And our creepy giant friend swims at up to ninety knots or so? It’ll catch up with the ship and eat it in under an hour, and then he’ll go right back at Tokyo.”




Alex said, “Unless I’m on that ship, and when it gets close, they shut down the generator, and I crank up my lightning, and I lead it away from Tokyo for a couple hours.”




Jack objected, “That just puts it out in the Pacific where it might decide to go anywhere. What we need is two ships like that. We get them a hundred miles apart in the middle of the Pacific and take turns lighting up the generators until Mega-dino gets close, and then shut ’em down. It’s a giant game of keep-away.”




Burn hesitated, “I’ll call Colonel Watanabe and tell him, but I kinda doubt they have time to get even one generator on a ship and operational.”




Alex winced, “So it’s up to me, again.”




“If you can distract it,” Jack pointed out. “Once it gets close to Tokyo, there’s going to be, well, terawatts of power running through their power grid, and even you can’t counterbalance that much wattage.”




Burn said, “Their combined wattage from all their plants together can crank out something like nine or ten terawatts. That’s got to be the biggest draw for thousands of miles.”




He looked over, and Alex looked… hopeless. Resigned. That was definitely not good. Or of the good, as a sexy someone liked to say.







Yuki opened her eyes. Her head hurt. Her chest hurt where she landed on the floor. And she was covered in… ice crystals?




And she was freezing. She was so cold it was all she could do not to shiver.




Where did the ice come from? Why was it so cold? Had the whole building been torn open to the outside air? She was just coated in ice crystals. Had that idiot come back in here and played some kind of prank on her?




She got to her feet, and she realized the ice crystals were all down her front as well. And the floor under her was a sheet of ice. This was getting really disturbing. She steadied herself by putting her hand on a lab table full of broken bottles, being careful not to put her hand on any glass shards.




Ice crystallized under her hand and spread out across the table. Every bottle of liquid turned to ice. A couple bottles grew so cold that the contents cracked the bottles.




“This is… impossible!” she shrieked. She smacked the surface of the lab table.




The table shattered under her hand, as if she had dipped it first in liquid nitrogen.




She stepped back in shock. “This… this can’t be happening!” It occurred to her that her colleagues would have taunted her and said she was ‘losing her cool.’ Right now, she was almost ready to have hysterics. Her first thought was to wash this off and stop whatever was happening to her. She walked over to the emergency shower and the eyewash station. She pulled the handle for the emergency shower, and the water sprayed down.




It didn’t hit her. All the water froze into icicles before it got more than five or six inches from the shower head. Ice suddenly rimed the showerhead, then the pipe to the showerhead.




She put her hand down on the ceramic of the eyewash station, and suddenly it too was covered in rime. The pipe underneath it burst from the cold, but the water that gushed out froze before it could hit the floor.




She wanted to panic. She wanted to scream for help. She wanted…




She wanted to know how she was supposed to live if she couldn’t pick up a glass of water without it turning to ice in her hand. If she was freezing cold, and everything around her was getting cold when she got near it, then… Then she was a living heat sink, in a coastal town that always had moist air, on a day when the temperature was hardly above freezing to start with. How had she not already died of hypothermia?




She was going to walk outside and become covered in ice crystals until she was trapped in a solid block of ice. She was already covered in ice crystals, and it was only going to get worse. She was freezing to death already. She was never going to survive being inside a block of ice.




She was a dead woman who was still walking about. It was the fault of that monster. It was some sort of cosmic joke. Yuki, the ‘snow’ girl, the woman called the ‘ice queen’ by her colleagues… had been turned into some kind of Yuki-onna. If she hadn’t been so scared, she might have laughed. Or cried.




As it was, she was scared enough to pee herself. She didn’t think she could do that anymore, given what she did to liquids anywhere near her. Given what she was doing to her surroundings, she was surprised her blood and other fluids hadn’t frozen solid inside her body.




She walked out of the supply room and found herself looking out at the harbor. The east face of the building was just… gone. She stepped over to the hall door and took a look. The hallway had collapsed. She had no way out, unless someone was willing to bring a fire truck with an extremely long ladder over here, and then let her get on the ladder. She thought about what she had done to the lab table, and she realized a fireman’s ladder probably wouldn’t survive her touch.




She hadn’t wanted to date any of the men in the company, and now she was never going to be able to touch anyone ever again. Many men would say this was her punishment. That she deserved this.




She looked at her hands, which were coated in white ice. She walked over to a metal desktop and stared at her reflection. She was coated in white ice crystals. Her hair was white, as if she had been out in a blizzard for hours. There were icicles hanging off her labcoat. And she was so cold it hurt! Whoever thought that controlling cold was a superpower worth having?




She didn’t know what to do. She walked to the edge of the floor and looked down at the five-story drop. What she needed was an ice walkway. Or an ice slide.




She looked at the ice forming at her feet, and she wondered if it was possible. Maybe if she tried to make ice, she could do more than just freeze everything she touched. Maybe, if she was a heat sink, she could pull in more heat and warm herself up and simultaneously make the ice sculpture she needed. She concentrated, and a shape like a children’s slide formed from the concrete edge outward, in a curve that would take her back to the floor below.




Now all she had to do was trust that the ice would hold, and she wouldn’t fall five floors to her death. Not that death sounded so bad right now, given what her life was going to be like for the few days until she died of thirst or hunger, or ice formed over her face while she slept and she suffocated, or this insane power froze the blood in her veins, or…




There were a lot of ways this would probably kill her in short order, and most of them were far worse than falling to her death.




She stepped onto the ice. Her feet didn’t slip, as she was expecting. The ice adhered to her shoes like she was walking on a sticky sidewalk. Her ‘slide’ didn’t crack or break loose. She sort of pushed with her mind, and the ice extended in a smooth curve, carrying her down to the ground.




She really could control ice with her ability! She made an ice column appear to grow out of the ground. Then she made it grow branches, and she made the branches grow ‘leaves.’ She made a four foot disk of ice form under her feet, and she found that she could make it skate across the ground.




And then she suddenly knew what she was going to do with the last hours of her life before she died from this bizarre condition. She made her ice disk lift her a few feet into the air, and she formed an ice ‘slide’ just above the ground. She used her new slide and rushed down to the shambles that had once been lovely docks.




She found a policeman and did what she would never have had the nerve to do before. She interrupted him. “Which way did it go?”




The policeman stared at her in shock. Everyone around her was staring at her in shock. She knew that no one would ever look at her the same way again. The policeman managed to point, “Out of the harbor, and then south. The national self-defense forces fear that it will attack Tokyo next.”




She nodded, and pushed her ice off the docks and onto the surface of the ocean. The salt water froze just as quickly as the moisture in the air. She pushed again, and her ice disk jetted forward along the waves, leaving a trail of ice behind her as she raced toward Tokyo on her own personal jet-powered ice floe.




She knew she was going to die. But she was going to find that thing that did this to her, and she was going to take it with her.





133. Monsters’ Holiday



Alex looked out the window of the Cessna. She felt better. She was in a new uniform, and in a new thermal uniform, and she had gotten plenty to eat, and she was warm again. And Shar was just so happy to see her.




And Riley had given her four ibuprofens so she didn’t hurt so much. She was totally glad that stuff like ibuprofen and aspirin still worked for her, and didn’t do something weird to her biochemistry like make her turn purple or swell up like a balloon.




The Cessna had just passed Sendai, which looked like there had been some kind of explosion or something down near the docks, and nothing else. Maybe seven blocks of buildings were wrecked, and a small chunk of the docks, but most of the city looked great.




She sighed miserably. It could have been so much worse. And she couldn’t stop Mega-dino. She couldn’t come close to stopping it. She couldn’t even come up with a better name. And ‘Lennie’ was not a good name for it, even if Jack made Riley laugh with his impression, saying, “Tell me about the rabbits, George.”




She had liked the first half of the book “Of Mice and Men,” and she’d really felt sorry for Lennie, and she’d really wanted George to get to buy his rabbit farm, but then she really didn’t like what happened later in the book, and she’d cried a ton when she read the ending.




They were flying off the coast, because Jack was hoping he might spot ‘Lennie’ and be able to give Colonel Watanabe a heads-up. It seemed like the poor guy was in the hot seat again. Maybe he was just the most competent person for the really horrible job, so he got stuck doing the next horrible job too, pretty much like Jack.




Jack pointed down at the water and asked, “What the hell is that?” Then he looked over at Shar and pretend-whispered, “Tell Barb I said ‘heck,’ okay?”




Shar piped up, “Sure! Sometimes I say bad stuff too. Does Alex say she’s gonna tell Aunt Barb on you too?”




But Alex was looking at what Jack had seen. It looked like there was a thin line of white ice, maybe miles long and only about five feet wide, and you could tell which way it was going, because the older ice was breaking up in the waves and the newer ice to the south was more solid.




Riley muttered, “Hmm, that’s… new.”




Jack flipped on the sat phone and got his IT guys. “Hey Moe, any news about ice with the Sendai situation?”




Jackryanrules hesitated, “Let me look, colonel… No… nothing… Oh, wait, we have a report that a Yuki-onna appeared, demanded to know where the monster went, and then ran across the harbor, making an ice floe as she went. Since the Yuki-onna is a mythological faerie-spirit figure, that report didn’t exactly get high priority.”




Jack frowned, “Well, we’re seeing a line of ice heading due south, so maybe they really saw… something.”




“What’s a yucky-onna?” asked Shar, which Alex appreciated, so she didn’t have to ask.




Riley patiently explained, “The ‘yuki-onna’ means ‘snow-woman.’ It’s from Japanese myth — kind of like fairy tales — where a snow-woman up in the mountains isn’t really a woman, she’s a kind of magical creature who maybe helps guys who are lost in the snow, or in some stories makes them get lost in the snow so she can steal the heat from their bodies, or… things like that.”




Shar asked, “So she’s got superpowers too?”




The pilot said from his seat, “We’ve got your ice-person dead ahead.” He swung the jet a little to one side, so everyone could look out the passenger windows and see.




Alex took a peek. It looked like an icy, white statue of a woman standing on a chunk of ice maybe six or eight feet across, but it had to be freezing the water as it went, because it was moving really fast, and there was a line of ice trailing out behind it.




Jack asked, “Estimated speed?”




“Maybe eighty knots. It’s hard to judge, since we’re overtaking it pretty fast.”




Jack checked, “Tera? Think you’re up for another excursion into the weird? After all, we are the weirdoid conclusions.”




She remembered where he got that line, and she smiled. She hadn’t felt like smiling for a while, even if Jack had been trying pretty hard to cheer her up. She said, “Yes sir. Can someone crack the exit door for me?”




Jack looked over at Shar. “We buckle our seat belts really tightly for this bit, because it doesn’t meet FAA regulations. Okay?”




“Okay! I’m all buckled in. Is it gonna suck all the paper and stuff down the aisle like in the movies?”




Jack smiled, “Nope, but there’s a lot of stuff in the movies that’s not real.”




Alex went silvery. Riley stepped over and cracked the door a couple inches. The wind roared past, and she used the movement of the air to slide out easier. Then she dropped down toward the ice woman. Or whatever it really was.




She flew a lot faster than the ice was going, thanks to the speed she had from the Cessna. So she had no trouble catching up with the woman standing on the speeding slab of ice. She moved right alongside the ice and slowed down to maybe eighty-five miles an hour if she had to guess.




She tapped her earjack with her tk so she had a phone connection with Jack, and she went with her Terawatt voice. “Do you need any help?”




The ice woman turned her head to look at Alex. “You… You’re the American heroine Terawatt.”




Alex noticed right away that the woman had a strong Japanese accent when she spoke English, and she pronounced ‘Terawatt’ like it was ‘terra-wattu.’ She tried, “Yes, and I’m tracking down something very large and very dangerous.”




The woman slowly said, “Yes. I saw it. It… did this to me.”




Oh crud. “How did it do this? We have scientists with experience in biochemical alterations. We might be able to help.”




The woman stiffly insisted, “There is no help for me. A wall full of chemicals exploded all over me. There is no way to tell what reactants formed, or in what amounts. Even if you could invent an antidote, I could not take it. Liquids freeze when they get near me, even if I do not want them to freeze.”




Alex insisted, “That doesn’t mean we can’t work out something. I’m Tera. And you are?”




“Yuki.”




“Wait a minute, your name is ‘snow’? Is that your code name?”




“No.” The woman looked at Alex like she was stupid. “My name is Sato Yuki. You would say Yuki Sato. My name is — was — Yuki. It sounds like the word for ‘snow,’ but it is written differently.”




Alex figured she was batting pretty close to zero, but she tried anyway. “And I guess you’re chasing after Mega-dino because…”




“Because it… killed me. I cannot eat or drink like this, and if I fall asleep I may become covered in ice and suffocate. If I fall into the water I may become buried in an ice block. I cannot live for long like this. So I will track it down and do my best to kill it, or injure it so badly that others may kill it.”




Alex pointed out, “You do know you’ll probably get killed if you try that.”




The ice woman finally nodded. “Yes. But there is nothing else for me.”




Alex insisted, “You’re wrong about that. I’m sure my contacts can help you.”




Jack’s voice cut in on her earjack. “Sato Yuki. One of the possible missing people in Sendai. Chemist in a research lab overlooking the harbor.”




Riley’s voice came in. “We’re going to be running low on fuel soon, so we need to land in Tokyo and fill up before… ‘Mega-dino’ arrives. The way I see it, Tokyo may have a chance. If this thing is no longer being led, it’s going to come out of the water as close to the energy of the Tokyo electrical grid as it can. But there’s a big peninsula east of Tokyo. Boso Peninsula’s western side forms the eastern edge of Tokyo Harbor, but its eastern side is low-population. If our target comes out of the water there, it’s got most of a peninsula to cross before it gets to an industrial district or some of the hydroelectric stations. If it’s not that graceful on land, we might be able to stop it there.”




Jack said, “I’ll call Colonel Watanabe and see what he thinks.”




Riley added, “We’re going to land at Narita International Airport, which is a lot closer to you than Tokyo’s main airport, and it’s probably closer to Mega-dino’s landfall.”




Alex answered, “Roger that.”




Yuki asked, “Who are you talking to?”




Alex told her, “The people in that jet that passed overhead a couple minutes ago. They’re tracking Mega-dino too, and they’re working with your national defense forces.”




“Mega-dino is not a good name.”




Alex nodded, “I agree with you totally. But ‘oversized amphibious Tyrannosaurus-Iguanodon thing with a ginormous alligator tail’ doesn’t exactly have that snap.”




Yuki stiffly said, “It swims like a whale and it walks like an ape. I will call it… Gojira.”




“Ohhh-kay,” Alex carefully said. “Whatever you want.”




Riley’s voice came in through her earjack. “That’s pretty good. It’s a portmanteau of the Japanese words for gorilla and whale.”




Alex still thought Yuki was kind of stuck-up. She would have said Yuki was kind of ‘frosty’ but that seemed like a cheap crack, considering.




Jack said over the earjack, “We’re in a landing pattern, and we’ll be down soon. There’s a mountain range between us, so as soon as we land, we’ll lose line of sight. Did you take your helmet so you can switch to sat phone?”




Alex winced inwardly. “Umm… no.”




“Tera, Tera, Tera… What are we going to do with you? How far out from the shore are you now?”




She said, “Maybe two hundred yards.”




Jack said, “Well, with any luck, you’ll still have cellphone reception here and there.”




She pointed out, “As soon as we get near Mega-dino—”




“Gojira,” Yuki insisted.




Alex glanced at Yuki and gave in. “Okay, Gojira, we’ll lose any reception anyway. I did before. It’s probably a great big radioactive signal jammer.”




Jack said, “Cheer up. Maybe it’ll stop and go look for some giant squid for breakfast, and give us plenty of time to get ready for it. Anything else? We’re descending and about to lose line of sight with you.”




“Nope. Over and out,” she finished. She pulled out her tPhone and made sure it was switching to regular cellphone coverage, even if she didn’t have a whole lot of hope if they were far away from any cell towers.




Alex had thought Japan was all over-built cities, but it looked like that was just the movies and anime she’d seen. The coast they were zooming past was beautiful and more like a big park.




And her cell coverage just winked out. Maybe it was a lack of cell towers. Maybe it wasn’t. She carefully announced, “Yuki, be on the lookout for a big bulge of water coming up toward the beach.”







Jack was on the horn again with Colonel Watanabe. “Yeah, we’re guessing it’s going to come up on the east side of the Boso Peninsula, if I’m pronouncing that right.”




“Your pronunciation is fairly good, colonel. And your information has been extraordinarily helpful so far. We are making sure that two squadrons of F-15s are going to be ready at Iruma, as soon as we have a location for the threat.”




Jack said, “I liked Mega-dino, but someone else named it Gojira.”




“Given the pictures we have received from Sendai, that seems… appropriate.”




Jack told him, “Give all the credit to Sato Yuki. It looks like she got splashed with mutagenic chemicals when Gojira hit Sendai, and she’s pretty angry about it.”




“Are you… Are you saying that Gojira just created Japan’s first superheroine?”




Jack grimaced, “Maybe. It looks like she has ice powers. From what she told Terawatt, she can’t drink anything because it freezes first, so she’s expecting she’s going to die pretty soon anyway. Unless one of your people can talk her out of it, she’s likely to make a suicide run at Gojira.”




Shar asked, “Can I go outside, Uncle Jack?”




He covered the speaker with his hand. “Yes, but only if you stay near Major Finn. If anything goes wrong, I want you back in here and buckled in your seat as fast as you can. Got it?”




“Uh-huh.”




He went back to the colonel. “We don’t know what this thing might be vulnerable to, so let your F-15s carry as wide a range of weapons as you can.”







Shar walked forward in the jet and smiled at the nice co-pilot. “Hi! Colonel Jack said you were s’posed to pop open the cargo bay for some stuff for Major Finn?”




“Sure thing, button.”




She gave him a big smile and got out of the jet before Major Finn noticed the cargo bay was even open. This was the thing she wasn’t supposed to get the nice sergeant to put in the cargo hold, not her uniform.




And she was scared. Really, really scared. Things had gone super good so far, but this thing wasn’t supposed to be ready. And she could die trying to make it work. But she just knew Alex and the lady needed her help. She could feel it.




She skipped over to Major Riley and smiled, “Uncle Jack said he needed you inside to help with something I wasn’t supposed to hear? And I was s’posed to stay right here and wait for you to come back?”




Major Riley gave her a big smile and said, “Okay, but you stay right where Sergeant Scott can see you. Okay?”




“Okay!”




As soon as Riley stepped into the jet, she yanked the snowboard-jet and the helmet out of the hold, slipped on her earjack, tugged on her helmet, hopped onto the board, got her shoes in the clamps, and crossed her fingers.




She started with the two outer rockets first, and as soon as she was lifting off, she set fire to all six rockets. The pressure almost made her knees buckle, and she shot up into the air.




In seconds, her earjack buzzed. She knew who it was, but she answered anyway.




“Charlene Victoria Mack! You get your little butt back here right this second, or I am gonna tell Aunt Barb and Uncle George! You are gonna be in so much trouble you can’t imagine!”




She went ahead and answered. “I’m really sorry Uncle Jack, but I gotta. I just know it, the same way I knew Alex was in trouble. I can feel it. The big thing’s coming this way, and I gotta try!”




“Shar! That is not doing what I said! You don’t know how to fly that thing, or how to steer it, or how to land it! You could get really hurt! You could DIE! I need you to get back here and let me talk you through a landing!”




She whimpered a little, but she said, “I gotta go. I love you and I love Auntie Willow, but I gotta help Alex. I gotta!”




By then she was so far away she couldn’t make out the jet, much less Uncle Jack. She leaned forward a little too much and quickly put her hands out in front of her to blast off a bunch of fireballs from her hands. That scooted her back up where she wanted. Then she put her left hand off to the side and fired off a couple more fireballs, which tilted her enough to her right. She fired all the rockets and jetted toward the mountains that were hiding Alex.




And the monster.







Alex gulped. The bulge of water looked like it did before, although this time the bulge looked even larger. Maybe it was because this was daylight. Maybe it was because those nuclear anti-sub missiles fed it more radiation and made it get even bigger.




She was really, really hoping it wasn’t the second thing.




Yuki was heading right for the bulge. Alex went too. They were coming up behind it, and Alex thought maybe their best bet was catching Gojira while his head was only halfway out of the water and all the rest of him was underwater.




Yuki leaned forward on her ice floe, and touched the water in front of her. The ice just shot ahead of her, like she was freezing thousands of gallons at once. The ice reached the bulge, and the bulge froze solid too.




Then Gojira kept going forward, out from under the frozen bulge, and the bulge flipped into the air like a plastic bowl. Alex realized that a couple thousand pounds of solid ice were going to land right on top of Yuki and squish her.




Alex dove onto the ice floe, going silvery as she went. She tackled Yuki and pulled her into the silvery morph as she went. Then she pulled Yuki back away from the incoming ice, even though Yuki was too heavy for Alex to fly her out of danger.




Holding Yuki in her morph was like sticking her face into a pile of dry ice. She’d never felt anything so agonizingly ice-cold in her life. It felt like Yuki was sucking the life out of her. It felt like the cold was turning her into a frozen block of silver. She screamed in agony and let go.




The incoming ice hit just ahead of them and shattered as it flipped the ice floe over. Alex found herself getting thrown into the air. Yuki was flying upward too. Alex grabbed Yuki with her tk and heaved upward for all she was worth.




Yuki and the ice on her clothes together were too much to hold up while keeping herself in the air.




But not by a lot. Instead of plunging down into the cold water, Alex stayed in the air and Yuki drifted downward. Yuki stared at the water, and it froze into a new ice floe before she touched down.




Gojira was now out of the water up to its shoulders. It turned its massive, reptilian head toward Yuki and opened its mouth to blast Yuki to pieces.




Alex darted forward across Gojira’s face and hit it in the eyes with a massive blast of lightning. It really didn’t like that. It roared so loud Alex thought she might go deaf. But Alex kept going across to its other side, so it wouldn’t attack Yuki. As she flew, she set off more big lightning arcs, trying to get it to follow her. It turned its head toward her, but it was still moving up out of the water and toward the beach.




Yuki darted in on her ice floe and reached out as Gojira’s torso rose up out of the water. She was so close Alex was afraid she’d be crushed. Yuki didn’t seem to care. She touched the water pouring off the monster, and it froze instantly. Thousands of gallons of water froze on contact, solidifying all over the monster’s side and arm. But Yuki kept working. As Gojira rose higher and higher out of the water, Yuki froze more and more water along its side, until there was a massive wall of ice going from its armpit down to its hip, pinning its left arm to its side.




Alex flashed another spray of lightning to distract the thing from what Yuki was doing, and Yuki jetted alongside the monster. Alex wondered if they could cripple it by freezing water all over its side. Maybe they could make it so it couldn’t climb over the mountains of the peninsula to get to Tokyo. Maybe…




Gojira let loose with a monstrous blast of what Jack was still calling ‘nuclear halitosis.’ Alex darted behind its head to avoid being incinerated.




At the same time, it lashed out on its left with its enormous tail. Yuki and her ice floe were hurled through the air. Alex darted around behind the monster, avoiding its angrily glowing dorsal spines, and dove for where Yuki was going to hit the beach.




She wasn’t going to get there soon enough.




She couldn’t reach Yuki fast enough, but she could slow the ice-caster down. Alex used all her spare tk to grab Yuki and pull upward. Alex already knew it wouldn’t be enough, but she knew she could slow Yuki’s fall enough that she might have a chance to get to her before Yuki hit the sandy shore.




Yuki realized what was happening and stretched out her arms and legs. A wide, flat area of ice formed in mid-air like a thin coin that Yuki was embossed on, and Yuki started floating downward. It wasn’t much of a parachute, but as long as Alex could take a hundred pounds of weight off the thing, it was falling more like a parachute and less like a boulder.




Gojira roared again and writhed as it tried to break the ice off its left side. Alex pulled Yuki’s ice ‘parachute’ off to the side so it wouldn’t be smashed by Gojira’s flailing tail, and she wondered how they could get it back in the water so Yuki could freeze more of it.




When Alex heard the sounds of jets, her first reaction was excitement, as she assumed the jets were coming to her rescue. Her second reaction was wincing, as she realized what was probably going to happen.




She used her tk and she pulled Yuki and her ice-parachute as far off to the side as she could. Jets opened fire on Gojira, and rockets tore forward to explode against its immensely thick hide. Bullets tore through the air, the tracers telling Alex where the lethal rounds were going. Bombs exploded around its feet.




The ice on its side shattered and fell to the shallows where Gojira was standing. Gojira launched a long burst of its energy breath at the jets, but they were all out of range. Fortunately. Alex didn’t think a jet could survive flying through that stuff.




The jets wheeled about and came in for another pass. Gojira’s dorsal spine glowed white-hot, and suddenly Alex could see a fierce shimmer around the monster. Was it…




Oh crud. Gojira’s wounds were slowly healing, and now it had that forcefield around it again. The bullets sparked where they hit. The missiles and bombs exploded without getting to Gojira’s thick hide. The remaining ice melted off.




The jets had just managed to make things worse. Way worse.




She watched as the jets zoomed way out to sea and made a ragged bunch of turns. It looked like they weren’t communicating with each other anymore. Alex figured it was Gojira’s signal jamming deal. She just couldn’t figure out how it was cranking out so much energy without dying of hunger.




Or maybe it was dying of hunger. Maybe it didn’t have anything it could recognize as food, and it would die of starvation. In a month or two. Unfortunately, in two months it could probably destroy most of the big coastal cities on the planet.




Gojira turned to face the ocean, and its dorsal spines glowed ferociously. It looked up at the jets and it let out a long blast of its energy breath. The jets zoomed in and opened fire once again, even though most of the jets were out of missiles by then.




Whatever that breath was, it wasn’t safe to fly through. Three jets were a little too low, and when they went through the tail end of the breath stuff, their engines burst into flame. Alex watched as the jets went burning past her and the pilots ejected way over the land, so they could parachute down in relative safety.




Alex watched as the remaining jets soared back toward wherever they came from. She wondered what else the Japanese could try, because she was pretty sure they wouldn’t use a nuclear bomb, and she didn’t know if one would even work on something that hadn’t been stopped by Russian nuclear underwater bombs.




Yuki shrugged her way out of her ice parachute and summoned more ice under her feet. Then she zoomed over toward Alex on her ice-slide thing that really looked a lot like Yuki had been taking lessons from X-Men comics.




Yuki yelled, “We must attack while it is still in the water!”




Alex pretty much thought the same thing, even if it was only in water up to its ankles. She called out, “I’ll distract it and try to lead it out further!”




Yuki didn’t nod or say ‘okay’ or even ‘thank you,’ which was not like Alex thought Japanese people were, but Yuki was kind of… obsessed. With the jets gone, Alex flew up at Gojira’s face, while Yuki zoomed across the water at the thing’s ankles.




Unfortunately, the monster pretty much ignored Yuki and focused all its attention on Alex. She flew around so she was between it and the ocean, and she hit it in the head with everything she had. It turned to face her, and took a swing at her with one immense arm. Its claws were bigger than she was, so that was a major problem. She darted back away from its arm and threw another lightning bolt at its head.




It opened its mouth to blast her to smithereens. She jetted straight up, and just missed being incinerated. But it just tilted its head back and tried to blast her out of the air. She swooped around behind its head, even if she really didn’t want it to turn around and go back onto the land.




But it was ignoring Yuki, so it had two arms, a nuclear blast mouth thing, and a tail to use on her. She overlooked the tail.




It nearly hit her dead on. At the last second she spotted it out of the corner of her eye. She darted downward and went silvery, but it still clipped her. And getting clipped by something the size and speed of a runaway train was not a good thing.




The brutally painful impact nearly knocked her out. She went flying downward and smashed into the sand so hard she made a crater. Yuki wasn’t helping, either. Yuki was totally focused on making an immense ice cuff around its ankle.




Alex looked up to see Gojira leaning forward and opening its mouth to incinerate her and everything around her.







Shar was flying so fast she didn’t think she’d be able to breathe without her helmet on. But she’d been able to ‘feel’ where Alex was, so she was heading in the right direction. And there it was.




Oh my God that thing was huge! It looked like it was too big to be real!




Shar zoomed in and saw Alex get splatted out of the air like a fly. And that stupid ice lady was just ignoring Alex and putting ice all over the monster’s ankle, which was just dumb.




And the monster was gonna roast Alex! Shar had to stop it! She zoomed straight at it and fired off as many fireballs as she could before she crashed into it. It thrashed that huge tail at Alex too, so Shar aimed a bunch of fireballs that way, too.




The monster stopped aiming at Alex and opened its mouth at Shar. And that was when Shar figured out there were a couple problems.




She didn’t know how to stop.




And one of her biggest fireballs hit that tail and got bounced off to the side. Right on top of the ice lady.




Shar watched as the fireball exploded right on that cake of ice and destroyed it.




And she was heading straight for the monster’s stomach at over a hundred miles an hour. That was going to hurt. A lot.





134. Slay Ride



Alex saw the string of fireballs shoot across the sky over her head, right at Gojira. Her brain instantly jumped to a crazy conclusion. Shar came to rescue me again.




But that was goofy. Jack would never let an eight year old…




Oh crud! It was Shar! On that stupid PyreJet that Shar didn’t know how to steer or anything! She was going to really yell at Shar a lot for this one. Then she was going to really yell at Jack a ton.




Assuming anyone survived the next few minutes.




Gojira took the first fireball in the face and really didn’t like it. So it aimed its mouth at Shar instead. Then it got hit with enough fireballs to turn a small town into an inferno. And it only managed to swat two of them away, one with a hand and one with its tail.




Alex really hurt a ton from that last whack by its tail, but she pulled herself up out of the crater her silvery form had made, and leapt into the air.




Oh crud, oh crud, oh crud! Gojira was roaring in pain from those fireballs, but Shar was going to crash head-first into it and kill herself! And one of the fireballs just blew Yuki and her ice floe to pieces! This was the worst thing ever!







Yuki spotted the huge fireball only a split second before it hit her. She never had a chance to react, or to try and protect herself.




The fireball had to be ten feet across when it landed on top of her.




Her first thought was, “Fire destroys the cold. I will finally die.”




Her second thought was, “This nightmare will finally be over.”




Her third thought was, “Why do I finally feel warm?”




She went flying through the air as her ice floe shattered, and she still didn’t feel any pain. Just warmth. Real warmth, for the first time since she woke up to the nightmare of being turned into some sort of Yuki-onna.




She saw the ocean rushing upward toward her, and she stretched out one hand. A big disc of ice formed across the surface of the waters… and she crashed onto it with an impact that knocked the wind out of her.




“I could have done that more gracefully,” she told herself. That had hurt more than she thought it would. She rubbed her forehead where it had smacked against the rock-hard ice.




Her labcoat was still afire, even if she felt fine. The icicles that had coated it had melted. The sleeves of her labcoat were even wet. She focused on the heat of the fireball, and found she was pulling all that energy into herself. The water on her sleeves instantly froze solid again.




Of course. She wasn’t some silly mythical ice monster that melted in front of a fireplace. She was a biochemical heat sink. The heat might even be good for her. Maybe she could find a place like a furnace room and not feel painfully cold all the time. Maybe if she found a place that was hot enough, she could have water that was liquid, and food that wasn’t frozen.




Maybe she could live, but she would still have to live as an inhuman freak.




And she still had to stop this monster that refused to be hurt.







Shar looked at the mountain-sized thing looming right in front of her, and tried to stop. But cutting off all the rockets didn’t stop her. It just sent her in a downward curve that was going to smash into the monster maybe a hundred feet lower, because she was still flying forward too.




She didn’t know what to do! She wished she hadn’t done what she did, except she’d saved Alex, and that was the thing that mattered the most. She did the only thing she could think of. She screamed.




“Alex!”







Alex saw Shar’s rockets stop, either from running out of fuel or from Shar stopping the fire to run the rockets. Alex was guessing it was the second thing, because all the rockets went out at once. But Shar was still going to crash right into Gojira’s stomach because the monster was facing the beach now. And that would be like crashing into a mountain of rock at a hundred miles an hour.




Alex knew she couldn’t lift herself and Shar and Shar’s snowboard-rocket both, but maybe she didn’t have to. She jetted toward Gojira’s thighs.




And she used her tk to pull Shar downward.




She could hear Shar squealing as soon as she got close enough. She went silvery and kept pulling Shar downward, until Shar crashed into her. She pulled Shar into her morph and tried to flatten out like a kite. With the extra weight, she was going downward, but not nearly as fast as she was going forward.




She darted between Gojira’s legs and veered off toward her left, away from where that huge tail was writhing around, trying to smack Yuki. Shar’s weight, along with the snowboard-jet, was still pulling her downward some, but she was trying to get a sort of tilted airplane wing shape so her forward motion would give her some extra lift. It wasn’t working that well. She really needed a lot of practice to get something like this to work. Lots of planning and then lots of practice. She totally stunk as a smart superhero. Other-Sam and other-Willow and other-Hermione would be looking at her right now like she was a moron.




And it wasn’t like she could make her silvery morph take on any shape she thought of, like some Marvel Comics shapeshifter. Airplane wings needed to be non-blobby, and she wasn’t good at that.




She got clear of the area behind Gojira where she might still be in reach of that tail, and she went normal with Shar in her tk grip. They started going downward a lot faster, so she figured her wing-shape must have been working more than she’d realized. She made sure she was holding Shar vertically with the rockets pointing straight down, and she yelled, “Fire the rockets!”




For a second, she thought Shar was going to panic, or not be able to get the rockets going. But Shar put her arms down and out to the sides, and the rockets fired.




Alex darted backward and went silvery again to avoid getting roasted. Shar was firing the outer two rockets and lifting slowly, while she was using fireballs from her hands to stabilize herself. Wow! How’d she figure that out?




And Alex realized she finally had what she needed. Assuming she could be horrible enough to let Shar keep attacking something the size of a mountain that could kill you in any of half a dozen ways.




Alex could distract Gojira and stun it, but she couldn’t damage it. Yuki could confine it but couldn’t hurt it. Shar could damage it, but needed someone to keep Gojira from focusing on her. It all fit together like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.




She yelled, “Fly around it and keep burning it! Start with those spines on its back! Every time it tries to get onto land or out to sea, burn it on that side so we can keep it in shallow water. And watch out for the arms and the tail and the mouth!”




Shar gave her a nod and jetted straight up toward the spines.




Alex jetted around the massive legs to where Yuki was still stubbornly putting a massive coating of ice on both its ankles. Okay, that was easier to do when the thing was in water up to its ankles so Yuki was mostly just freezing water where she could see it. Alex yelled, “Keep it up but I can’t protect you from the tail!”




Then Alex jetted straight up along the massive body until she was passing its head. She hit it in the eyes again with as big a lightning bolt as she could, and she jetted off to its right, making lightning arcs the whole time to distract it.




Shar hit the glowing dorsal spines with a whole string of fireballs, and the spines exploded outward like defective rockets. Gojira roared in pain and staggered forward.




Alex hit Gojira in the face again with more lightning, and it stumbled toward her and took a couple awkward steps. But it wasn’t walking onto the beach or out to deep water. It was walking parallel to the shore, in about thirty or forty feet of water, trying to follow the energy she was giving off. Alex figured that was as good as they were going to get.




Shar hurled a fireball the size of a house. She went flying backward from the force of it and tipped over backward, her PyreJet pushing her so she was jetting sideways away from the monster while she tried to regain control.




The fireball hit Gojira smack in the chest and then exploded. Gojira roared in pain, and when the fire cleared, Alex could see the monster was really damaged. Not just hurt, but seriously injured, like even those missiles hadn’t done. A huge chunk of its skin was burned off, and layers of hideous grayish muscle underneath were horribly burnt.




It opened its mouth to unleash another burst of its deadly breath, and Alex jetted straight up to avoid getting hit. But its back sparked and burned without the dorsal spines there to do whatever they did. It roared, and — instead of a cone of bluish energy — it unleashed reddish flames that died out before they got three hundred feet from its mouth.




Alex swung back into range and blasted it right in the face again. It staggered back slightly, and Yuki swooped in between its feet. Alex realized that Yuki had two mammoth ice cuffs on its ankles, and its legs were now nearly touching. Yuki put her arms out to both sides, and ice flowed from both cuffs to crash in between its legs.




Yuki had just shackled Gojira by its ankles.




The ice was even strong enough and thick enough that it held. Well no kidding, those cuffs had to be twenty or thirty feet thick. Alex was kind of surprised Gojira could even lift its legs up anymore, with all that weight on its ankles.




Gojira stumbled and fell face-first into the water. Waves splashed a hundred feet into the air.




Shar came flying back, but looked soaking wet. Alex guessed that she had ‘splashed down’ before she got her PyreJet under control, but maybe she just got soaked from the huge waves when Gojira did a faceplant in the ocean. Shar hit Gojira along its back and the back of its head with more fireballs.




Yuki skated along Gojira’s left leg, building a massive wall of ice all along its leg, from the ‘ankle cuff’ up toward its hip. Alex suddenly realized that if Yuki had time to get ice all over it, it would be too buoyant to dive down into the deeps. Not that Alex intended to let it get away if she could stop it.




Alex looked down Gojira’s back at the burned craters. If this wasn’t a giant, destructive monster, she would have felt really bad for it, because Shar had given it a ton of third degree burns. Maybe even some fourth degree burns.




As it pushed with its arms and tried to lift itself up, Alex looked at Shar and pointed a couple times at the back of its neck. Then Alex flew around its head to attack its face. An immense fireball came in and exploded right at the base of its skull, and two frantic dino-arms came out of the water to slap at the fire. The tail flailed madly all over the place, batting around its legs and its back.




Uh-oh. They had to make sure Gojira didn’t bust those ice shackles on its ankles, or it would be able to get away.




Alex zoomed down the ruined back and attacked the tail at its base. She hit it with four straight blasts of lightning, until the tail spazzed out and started slapping the water off to the side like a crazed beaver.




She looked back, and Shar was hammering at the thing’s neck like a martial artist punching at a training dummy: left, right, left, right, left, right… Only Shar wasn’t touching Gojira. Every punch launched another vicious fireball right into the back of its neck, until finally a fireball punched all the way through and created a burst of steam that poured up from the water on either side of its neck. Alex couldn’t decide whether she was horrified or relieved.




But the thing still wasn’t still. Alex had read about primitive creatures that could still move after their brain stopped working. And she remembered years ago, Ray going on about how cool it was that a stegosaurus had to have extra nerve tissue between its hips that acted like a brain for the back half of the creature. She figured that was what she was seeing now. The arms writhed, and the tail was still thrashing. But that was about all it was managing, and Alex was really hoping that there wasn’t going to be any running or swimming or attacking now.




Yuki insisted on coating the entire left half with ice, then going around its head, then going all the way down its right side.




Shar flew down and hovered near Alex on her PyreJet. “Wow, she just doesn’t quit, does she?”




Alex said, “She may not be able to. She thinks her new powers are gonna kill her pretty soon, so maybe she doesn’t think she has anything else to live for.” She glanced over and added, “And once we’re sure this thing is really, truly dead and not gonna regenerate, you are in so much trouble I don’t even want to talk about it until we get home, and mom and dad can hear what you did.”




Shar whimpered, “I’m really sorry, but I had to. I just could see what was happening, and I couldn’t let you get killed!” She started crying really hard.




Alex wanted to be really mad at Shar, and she wanted to yell or something about how scared she’d been that Shar would get hurt, but she also wanted to go over and just cuddle Shar until she stopped crying.




Alex figured she was going to turn out to be one of those really awful moms who let their children get away with everything until they turn out spoiled worse than Libby.




She ordered, “You hover over the damage you did, and if anything looks like it’s regenerating, blast it. If the tail starts doing dangerous stuff again, try to burn it off at the base. I’m gonna fly inland and see if I can get enough cellphone coverage to give Jack a heads-up. And I’m gonna tell him what you did and yell at him a lot.”




Shar winced, “Okay. He already yelled at me a bunch when I snuck off.”




It was Alex’s turn to wince. She pointed at the still-twitching monster, and Shar flew off to do her job. Then Alex shot over the beach and upward, hoping to get a cellphone signal pretty fast.




It took her about a minute, which really wasn’t too bad considering Gojira had knocked out all communications for miles just a few minutes ago. She called Acid Burn, who connected her to Jack’s sat phone.




“Tera! Tera, are you okay? Is Pyre okay? Is Mega-dino coming this way?” It sounded like he was in a helicopter.




She figured he might not be alone. “Colonel, this is Terawatt. Pyre is fine. Gojira is dead… ish. We don’t yet know if it can regenerate from what we did. Yuki is busy locking up the body in solid ice. We can use any assistance the national self-defense forces can round up, because I think it’s going to take a couple months to carve up the body and dispose of it properly. We need to find a way to help Yuki. And then, once we go home, Pyre is going to be grounded until she’s a hundred.”




Jack fumed, “I am not happy with that particular little… superheroine.”




Alex complained, “Why did you let her fly around on that jet-thing?” She didn’t yell at him. Much.




Jack growled, “She conned Scott into putting it in his Humvee and sticking it in the cargo hold. Then she conned our co-pilot into popping open the hold while I was inside the jet on the sat phone. She conned me into letting her step outside and stay in Finn’s sight. She conned Finn into going onboard to see what important thing I needed to tell him. Then she yanked out the PyreJet and her helmet and took off. She was probably half a mile away by the time I found out and a mile away by the time I got her on comms so I could yell at her, and she was completely gone before Finn could get to a chopper and even start trying to talk them into tracking her down.”




Alex muttered, “I should’ve known.”




Jack fussed, “You should’ve known? I should’ve known! It’s my job to know!” He sighed, “I think she might be using telepathy to know when she’s getting away with something and when it isn’t going to work. She’s gonna be a handful in another eight years.”




Alex winced, “I am totally not looking forward to telling someone what happened today, when we get back to base.”




Jack insisted, “You’re not getting that tasking. I’m jumping on that grenade. It’s my fault for bringing her along, and it’s my fault for letting her outsmart me and my whole team. So… Tell me how you stopped an unkillable mountain-sized mega-dino.”




By the time Alex finished telling what happened, a fleet of a dozen helicopters was coming toward her. Half of them were heavily armed, like Vipers, and the other half looked like transports, like a Super Huey. And ‘Super Huey’ was just a way better name for those things than ‘Venom’ which made them sound like vicious attack choppers which they really weren’t, even if you stuck a rocket pod on them.




She set off a huge flash of lightning so they had a beacon to aim for, but then she realized that was dumb when there was something the size of a cargo ship in the shallows behind her.




She flew back to Shar and asked, “Anything?”




Shar said, “Nope. No growing back. Yuki’s still trying to ice up that tail, but it won’t hold still for her.”




She ordered, “Go over to the beach, and land, and take off that PyreJet. And hand it to Jack when he lands. And you’d better hope he doesn’t put you over his knee and spank you right in front of everybody.” Shar looked horrified at the idea.




Then Alex flew over to Yuki, who was still obsessing about icing up everything she could get to. “Yuki! Yuki! We’re done. It’s dead.”




Yuki just said, “It is still moving.”




Alex explained, “Nerve tissue. It’s dead as a doornail. It’s just twitching.”




Yuki insisted, “It could still regenerate. We do not know.”




Alex admitted, “Yeah, I’m still kind of worried about that one. But Pyre pretty much decapitated it, or at least put a hole right through its spinal cord. Or notochord. Or whatever it uses instead. And you’ve got it locked up for now, and the good guys are here to deal with the rest of the tasks.”




Yuki looked over at Pyre and said, “Maybe she could provide some more fireballs for me. It would be nice to feel warm again.”




Alex didn’t say anything, but she was kind of surprised. She’d thought fire would hurt a person with cold powers. It hadn’t occurred to her that Yuki might want the heat. Or that Yuki might need the heat. Okay, it made sense if you thought about the thermodynamics stuff she’d learned in chem class. In fact, the more she thought about thermodynamics, the more it seemed like someone with Yuki’s powers probably couldn’t be any other way. Wow, that was mega-cruddy.




Two of the helicopters landed near the beach, while four of the heavily armed ones flew over to Gojira. Jack and his team hopped out of the first landing chopper, while a group of armed Japanese soldiers jumped out of the second one.




Jack and Riley and the sergeants came sprinting their way, so Alex jetted over to where Pyre was standing and looking really nervous.




Jack loomed over Pyre and said, “I am under orders to turn all punishments over to someone else. So you are off the hook… until you see your Aunt Barb, who is not at all happy with you!”




Shar whined, “But I had to! I really had to!” She dug her toe in the sand and stared at her feet. “I’m sorry I fibbed to you. And Major Riley. And the nice sergeant who bought me those great overalls and those really cute shirts.”




Jack frowned, “Well, you know what happens when people can’t trust you to do what you’re supposed to.”




Shar looked tragic. “They send me away from Alex and I can’t live with her anymore?” Big tears started running down her face.




Jack sternly said, “I don’t know what Barb and George are gonna decide to do, but I know what I’m gonna decide to do. You are no longer cleared to assist the SRI. That means that if something even worse comes up in the future, you’ll be stuck at home worrying, because you won’t be allowed to be on the jet, much less anywhere near the op. Also, all research work on the PyreJet is ceasing, and you’re not gonna be allowed to fly one of these until you’re sixteen. Maybe a lot older.”




Shar fussed, “But what if I hadn’t come this time?”




Jack said, “I could figure out on my own which building was probably trapping Terawatt. It had to be the last wrecked building before Mega-dino stopped the battle damage and went back to straightlining its way to its target. And we could have used C-4 to blast the endcap off that structure, even if that would have been riskier for Tera. But Team One has three people with demolitions training, including me. And we could have used FAEs and a dozen Mark 77s on Mega-dino. It wouldn’t have been pretty, but we can get the job done without you.”




“But I just saved Alex!”




Jack sternly said, “Maybe. I’m guessing Tera would’ve gotten out of whatever jam she was in, because she’s really good at that.”




Shar looked heartbroken. “I didn’t save Alex?”




Alex really wanted to run over and scoop Shar up in her arms and tell her how great she was and how she saved Terawatt and all that. But Jack obviously didn’t want her to.




Jack pointed at the helicopter he had jumped out of. “Go wait in the chopper, and don’t fib to anybody onboard.”




Shar trudged off, her little shoulders drooping and her head down. Alex opened her mouth to complain about Jack being mean, and he signaled for her to freeze. He pointed at Shar, and then pointed at his own ear.




Oh. Right. Shar might be able to telepathically tell what Alex was saying. Well, in that case, maybe Shar could tell what Jack was really thinking, so maybe this not-talking deal wouldn’t do any good. But Alex didn’t know. And she didn’t know any way to find out, especially if Shar was doing a lot of fibbing. Alex was pretty worried about that, especially if Shar was only doing the fibbing when her powers were telling her she could get away with it.




Alex lifted off into the air. She led Jack and the Japanese soldiers over to where Yuki was finally coming in to the shore.




She figured it wouldn’t hurt to make a big production out of things, so she flew over beside Yuki and said, “I am honored to present to you Japan’s first superhero! Sato Yuki. I don’t know if she wants to use Yuki as her codename too.”




Yuki glanced Alex’s way, and then looked down at her own clothes, which were so covered in icicles and rime that you couldn’t even see where Shar’s fireball had burned stuff. Yuki said to Alex, “I think that I would like to use the codename Tsurara.”




The Japanese soldiers liked that. They escorted her off toward the second helicopter.




Alex and Jack met up with Riley, and they all headed back toward their chopper. Jack casually asked, “So, major, do you know the Japanese word ‘tsurara’ by any chance?”




Riley wrinkled his forehead in thought. “Sir, I think that’s ‘icicle.’ Did that come up in conversation with our ice-caster?”




Jack said, “She just picked it as her codename.”




Riley shrugged, “Makes sense, sir. If she doesn’t want to use yuki as her codename…”




Jack said to Alex, “I think we can call this op closed. I had a call with USPACOM about monitoring for anything else that Wacky Maggie might have let loose in the ocean, and I already had a charming chat with Colonel Watanabe about dissecting Mega-dino here to make sure it isn’t capable of laying eggs. Or hatchlings. Or whatever. Because I do not want to be fighting an army of these things. Oddly enough, neither does he. He wants to set up two cigarette boats with big ol’ electrical generators, just to have on hand in case this ever comes up again. I think that’s a really good idea, but I’m gonna recommend to General Hammond that we experiment with electrical wavelength generators we can slap into a Pave Hawk or two. Or three. We don’t need to generate a hundred megawatts of electricity. We just need something that puts off the same signal as a big generator. If the badguys could cram something like that in an Alfa-class sub, which has about as much spare room as Shar’s toychest, we ought to be able to get one in a Pave Hawk.”




Alex smiled to herself, because Jack was way smarter than he pretended.







On the flight back to Roswell, Jack didn’t yell at Shar. But he made her write out an apology to every person she’d lied to. Then he made her write out a situation report, although he didn’t call it that. He called it ‘the story of how Shar realized Terawatt was in trouble, went to the rescue, and nearly got herself really hurt or maybe killed.’




Since they had a gymbag for Alex, she had a computer tablet to work on, and it had all of Willow’s software. So Alex had most of each personnel form done before they flew out of the airport, and she had the whole, huge report done before they were even an hour east of Boso Peninsula. She figured she’d spend the rest of the trip reading about installing and maintaining a linux system on a regular PC-type computer with an Intel CPU. That, and sometimes encouraging Shar to keep working and get all her stuff done so she could take a nap. Alex was pretty exhausted too, but she was eating a bunch more energy bars and drinking more diet coke, and that was keeping her awake. For a little while.




When the words on the tablet started to swim all over the place, she put her head down on her tray table. She told herself it would just be for a few minutes.







A hand on her shoulder was gently shaking her. “Come on, Alex, wakey-wakey. Time to go see if the Teramom is done chewing out the Tera-sidekick.”




“Huh? We’re down already?” Alex had to blink a few times and look out the window, but they had landed while she was sleeping. Landed? They flew across the whole Pacific and then landed while she was sleeping!




Jack grinned, “Yep, about fifteen minutes ago. You needed the sleep, so I let you stay in the Tera-coma.”




She must have been really groggy, because it took her a minute to realize Jack had been saying a bunch of Tera-whatever things to her, just because he knew she was too sleepy to notice. Maybe it was because, with the eight hour flight, and the time change, it was the next morning already.




Tera-coma? She was so going to tell Willow on him.




He gave her a big smirk. “Willow told me you had the cutest snore in the world, but I didn’t believe her. It’s really more like a purr.”




“I don’t snore!” she complained.




“It’s the Tera-snore,” he teased.




“Jack!”




Apparently, her mom was done reading Shar the riot act, because her mom was holding Shar in her arms while Shar bawled like a baby. Which was kind of weird, because Shar had just fought and killed the fourth-scariest thing Alex had ever seen in her life, but Shar was crying because Aunt Barb was upset with her.




And yeah, Gojira was scary, but not as scary as D’Lazza or Dark Willow, and Alex was putting Gojira just a notch below the cave full of giant baby spiders. There was something wrong with her life that the giant tarantula was now down to number five, and the Downingtown blob was even below the giant underground clam monsters and that dragon she fought in D’Lazza’s hell dimension. At the rate she was going lately, that blob was going to get shoved out of the top ten before her high school graduation.







By the time Sergeant Scott drove them to their quarters and they packed up their stuff — and Alex took four more pain relievers because she was really achy all over — there was a Cessna waiting to fly the three of them home, and the other Cessna was refueled and checked over and ready to fly Jack’s team back to West Virginia.




Jack smiled at Alex, “Let’s not do this again. I think you scared me out of ten years’ growth this time.” Alex hugged him, even if it hurt.




He said to Alex’s mom, “Turns out I’m not trustworthy with your kids, after all. Sorry.” Her mom hugged him too.




Then Jack knelt down and sternly said to Shar, “And I’m going to tell Auntie Willow everything you did, the good stuff and the bad stuff, so expect a call from her before long.” Alex thought Shar was going to burst into tears again.




On the flight home, after Shar fell asleep in Alex’s arms, Alex quietly asked her mom, “What did you tell Shar?”




Her mom sighed, “Well, I might have gotten a little carried away and lost my temper and yelled. But I told her how scared I was. And I went through everything I could think of that she shouldn’t have done. And then I hugged her for saving you. And honey, you look like you got beaten up by a hundred football players. You’re bruised all over!” Her mom got up and gently hugged her where Shar wasn’t snuggled in, and Alex pretended it didn‘t hurt.




When they got home, Annie had already taken her flight back to school, and Alex’s dad had the garage all cleaned up and aired out, so there must have been a lot of chemistry going on out there. And footage of Gojira was all over the networks. It looked like some photographers with really nice telephoto lenses had gotten pictures of Gojira appearing in Sendai, and then their battle with Gojira on the east side of Boso Peninsula.




Alex made a mental note to spend time studying some geography and political science, because what Riley knew about Japan had turned out to be crucial. It would have been mega-grim if Gojira had made a nuclear power plant go kaboom, or even if he had just blasted nuclear materials over miles and miles of heavily-populated land.




Also, Japan was really pretty. She was going to go back there someday and just take photos. Maybe she’d learn a bunch of Japanese first, and find some really interesting stuff to photograph.




The family sat around the kitchen table and had a long talk about Shar. And Alex ate an entire turkey breast, plus a whole bowl of mashed potatoes. Shar was pretty worried, so she was willing to take pretty much any punishment they came up with, as long as they didn’t send her away to another home. So they came up with a list of punishments, including being grounded for two months, along with dreaming up a story about what she supposedly did to get grounded for so long, so she had a cover story to tell her friends.




Then Alex called Ray and chatted, then Willow, then Nicole and Robyn and Marsha, then Louis, then Annie, then Hanna and Cindy and Grover. By the time she was done talking and Skyping and texting and IM’ing with everyone, it was time for bed, and Shar was already asleep.




Alex had a dream that night where she talked with everyone all at the same time on a huge conference call where everyone had their own picture screen so they could talk and gesture and stuff, only Jack wouldn’t stop being naughty the whole time, and he kept calling Ray the Teradate, and calling everyone else the Terafriends, and he called Shar the Terastinkbug.




135. Interlude XXI



Maggie Walsh calmly listened to Klaus as he gave his report. Klaus was an excellent example of the genetic diversity in her father’s program. Tall, broad-shouldered, muscular, handsome, strong, but not overly intelligent or too highly motivated or overly aggressive. It was no wonder Klaus found himself tasked with the more menial jobs around here, like giving the reports no one else wanted to give, or dealing directly with Danielle Atron. Maggie wasn’t naïve enough to overlook what the direct dealings with Atron would entail, because the woman was remarkably self-absorbed, and Klaus was strikingly attractive.




Klaus finished up, “And our estimates of the costs to the Japanese government suggest that they can sweep this into the usual rebuilding costs they allocate for annual earthquake damage. Of the seven city blocks destroyed in Sendai, four of those blocks were warehousing, and the other three were light industrial. The project has to be counted as a failure.”




Maggie let her father dismiss Klaus. Then she let him think about things for a minute.




He sighed, “It’s a shame the plan failed, but we expected they would be able to stop Project 29 eventually. I just wish we hadn’t lost the sub and our Arctic Ocean underwater research lab. That was 32 people on the sub and 47 more people in the undersea base.”




Maggie pointed out, “And when we lost the undersea lab, we lost all our backup samples and computer files for the project, so it’s going to take us probably three years to build a new undersea lab and start all over on the project, and we wouldn’t have a usable creature for at least fifteen months after that point. Assuming we even bother. It really wasn’t cost effective. We didn’t even manage to destroy Sendai or Tokyo.”




He frowned, “Or Seoul, or Shanghai, or Taipei, or Manila. And we never got close to moving to the eastern side of the Pacific. And it’s pretty clear from the results that we wouldn’t be able to get the U.S. to nuke Japan.” He shrugged, “Oh well, it’s only money… If only the idiots in the India bloc and the America bloc could be handled so easily.”




Maggie rolled her eyes. “About that… It looks like I was right about the India bloc and Project Argus.”




He snorted, “Don’t those fools realize the probabilities on the possible outcomes?”




She pointed out, “India One always has been too aggressive and too arrogant. He certainly wouldn’t have launched his own splinter bloc if he weren’t. He overestimates his own capabilities, and underestimates those of others. Did you know he thinks Terawatt is not a threat? And he thinks Jack O’Neill is just some average bird colonel who should be easy to handle?”




He said, “Don’t worry. I already have plans under way so that his Project Argus will lead Terawatt and the SRI to him.”




Maggie smiled wickedly, “That should be fun to watch. I don’t suppose we can co-opt his security camera system so we can enjoy the show?”




He laughed and said, “I’ll ask my little mole what he thinks.”




136. Covering up



Alex mainly goofed off around the house for the last couple days of the winter break. Her bruises and owwies slowly faded. The worst were the goose egg on the back of her head, her hip pointer, and her sore ribs. Even if her left knee and ankle and shoulder weren’t a whole barrel of fun.




Still, if you were all beaten up, tk was a great power. She could lie on the couch, watch tv, and use her tk to grab a diet coke or an energy bar or a pint of Ben & Jerry’s. Or two pints of Ben & Jerry’s. And she did the cleaning in her room and in the living room with tk, so she was still doing her chores, just not with her hands and arms.




And since she was all battered and bruised, her mom didn’t fuss when Alex ate all her mom’s Ben & Jerry’s Cherry Garcia, and also Alex didn’t have to drive to the grocery store to buy new pints.




And Ray came by just to be a great boyfriend, and Nicole and Robyn both came by to be great friends, and Gloria brought over two dozen really great donuts, and Marsha and Louis dropped by to bring her treats and tell her how Marsha’s ‘coming out’ went.




It turned out Marsha’s parents were pretty good about their daughter having a superpower. Her dad apologized to Louis when he found out it was his own daughter who’d been accidentally causing everything. And her mom believed it was accidental, because no one covers herself in silver enamel paint or does a header into wet concrete on purpose. And her brother thought it was hilarious that Marsha was probably responsible for their dad getting that birthday cake on his head. And she told her family she was definitely not going to be a superhero. Or a supervillain. And she was going to try to pretend she didn’t even have any powers. And it looked like her brother didn’t figure out she was maybe the reason he ended up with paint all over him when he was painting his room, or that she was winning a lot more than half the coin tosses for dishwashing because she was cheating. So it looked like the only problem Marsha was going to have was her brother was bugging her to use her powers to do mean stuff to this family down the street that he didn’t like.




Shar was not enjoying being grounded and having no tv or computer privileges except under special circumstances, but she just spent more time taking care of Alex and playing with dolls and reading. A lot of the ‘playing with dolls’ was either episodes of ‘Terawatt and Pyre fight the bad guys’ which was usually either Petey Johnson or a giant monster or a giant Petey Johnson monster, or else acting out “The Iron Giant” with Shar as the robot and her Skipper doll as Hogarth. Shar pretty much had the entire movie memorized, anyway.




Okay, when Shar played ‘Terawatt and Pyre fight the bad guys’ and she used the cherry jello mold out of the fridge as a giant blob monster, things kind of turned into a huge mess, so it was a good thing Shar did it on the kitchen floor. By the time Alex caught her, the jello was all over the floor and the wall and the lower cabinets, and Shar looked like she had rolled in it. Alex knew it would have been mega-yucky to get that much cherry jello out of the living room rug, because even with a steam cleaner the stains might not have ever come out. And Alex’s mom was totally not happy with finding what was supposed to be for dinner being all over the kitchen.




Shar’s extra reading was kind of freaky. Some ‘young adult’ book publisher had a string of brand new books out: ‘The Adventures of Kari Strong.’ Shar had every single one that was out already, and it looked like a new one was coming out monthly. Kari Strong was a ten year old girl who had just accidentally gotten superpowers and was trying to keep everyone from discovering her secret, while also trying to stop Baron von Kreep from unleashing his mutated monsters so he could take over the world. It was pretty obvious that someone was capitalizing on the Terawatt craze in a way that they didn’t have to pay any royalties to anyone. Alex was reading all the books after Shar finished them, because she was really hoping there was nothing in any of the books that was too close to the truth about Terawatt. Shar was already on book three: “Kari Strong and the Extra-Slimy Slime Monster.”




“Ooh! Ooh! Alex, Alex, Alex! Listen to this!” Shar came jumping down the stairs and leapt onto the couch. Alex caught her with some tk so Shar didn’t land right on Alex’s sore ribs.




“Shar, I was watching tv,” Alex patiently told her. Okay, she’d been watching a mostly-boring news show with newspeople talking about Gojira. This one weird biologist guy with a little bit of a speech problem kept calling it ‘Godzirra’ instead, which just sounded stupid.




“Yeah, but you have to listen to this!” Shar insisted. She started reading aloud. “Kari turned on the radio and cringed. It was Terrible Tony T, the shock jock. And he was claiming he had evidence that ‘Superhero Girl’ was a fraud. Ooh, he made her so mad!”




Alex just had to grin as Shar kept reading. Someone had been listening to Glenn Howard, because some of Terrible Tony T’s statements sounded way too much like stuff Glenn Howard and some other people had really said, just exaggerated to make the statements sound extra stupid. Shar did a little dramatic reading as poor Kari got so frustrated listening to Terrible Tony T that her powers started going haywire and she ruined her homework she’d spent an hour doing.




Alex decided not to mention that she’d had the same kinds of problems more than once.




And once Shar was done doing her one-woman stage performance, she raced back upstairs so she could find out how Kari was going to stop the extra-slimy slime monster and get even with Terrible Tony T. At least, since this was a Young Adult book, the monster wasn’t eating dozens of people in horrible ways. It was just ruining buildings and sliming anyone who tried to stop it. And troublesome Mayor Morris M. Milktoast already got covered in extra-slimy slime while trying to cut the ribbon at the opening of a new building, when Kari flew in and fought the monster, so he was blaming Kari for getting slimed instead of thanking her for not being eaten by a slime monster. Mayor Milktoast was always causing problems for Kari in every book, and he had the whole city’s police force trying to track down Superhero Girl, which was even more of a problem because Mayor Milktoast lived across the street from Kari and her family, and Mayor Milktoast’s daughter Marjorie Mae Milktoast was stuck-up and snobby to Kari, and Kari’s annoying big brother Karl had a huge crush on Marjorie so he was no help at all.




Alex idly wondered if the publishers wanted some new ideas for Kari’s adventures. And she wondered how many chapters it would be before Terrible Tony T got slimed, because he was always a loudmouthed jerk in every book, and he always had something like that happen to him by the next to last chapter. The books were really predictable. Formulaic, even. She smiled and whispered, “SAT words for the win!”




She wondered how hard it would be for Willow to put together an artificial language program that cranked out new Kari Strong books, just using the words and phrases from the books that Shar already had, and the plot that seemed to be the same storyline for every book. It would be pretty fun to ‘write’ new Kari Strong books just for Shar when Shar ran out of official ones to read, and Alex could come up with twenty or thirty plots just from some of the stories she had heard in Hermione’s dimension. Alex could come up with more than that if she wanted to write stories based on stuff that had really happened to her when she was younger, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to admit to some of those stories yet. Maybe she’d tell Shar those stories when Shar was older, like maybe sixteen. Or fifty.




Late that afternoon, Jack set up a conference call on her tPhone with her and him and Colonel Watanabe and Colonel Watanabe’s boss, some general whose name Alex didn’t quite get, even if she couldn’t say so on the call because she didn’t want to look stupid, because there was no way his name was ‘General eBay.’ But the Japanese had Gojira’s body moved up onto the shore, which had been a giant problem to make happen because it was so huge, and they had a giant airplane hangar set up over the carcass, and they were trying to figure out how to cut it apart and feed the pieces into a special sealed furnace to deal with the radiation problems. They figured there were maybe five or ten tons of radioactive compounds in the entire thing, but getting those ten tons separated from the thousands of tons of monster was going to be a huge engineering headache.




And Colonel Watanabe said they had Yuki all taken care of! Alex gushed, “That’s great!”




He said, “Yes, she needs a great deal of heat energy constantly, but we have nuclear power stations where we have constant waste heat problems. So she has a full-time job, going from unit to unit, absorbing the extra waste heat until the coolant is a slush and the pipes are covered in ice. That takes care of each nuclear power unit for several days. And we have set up several ‘apartments’ for her in the hottest areas of some of the plants, so she can sleep in comfort and enjoy a nice, non-frozen beverage and hot food.”




The general said, “Our engineers are working on a special radiation-protective suit that would not freeze solid if she wore it, so that in case of a nuclear accident, she can go in and absorb enough heat that our engineers could follow her in and solve the technical problems.”




Alex was really happy that Yuki had a job and a place to live, and she could eat and drink stuff again. And she wasn’t dying of cold somewhere mega-yucky. Plus, Colonel Watanabe was getting her a superheroine uniform she could wear and a helicopter with a really big heater in the passenger compartment, so they could rush her to the rescue for emergencies. If some silicates or something like that showed up again, Yuki was going to turn those things into popsicles. And she was probably going to be awesome for floods or tsunamis, because she could do instant ice dams. Colonel Watanabe said there were already several winter festivals that wanted her to come out and make ice or snow and be a sort of special guest.







Also, Willow drove down to visit. She was all worried about Alex’s bruises, and all concerned about Shar running into danger on her PyreJet. So Shar got hugs for rescuing Alex, and a stern talking-to for scaring the living daylights out of Willow when she listened in on Jack’s comms. But Willow spent the day with them, and taught Shar how to make real Italian zucchini-tomato casserole, which Shar even tried because it was from Auntie Willow. And naturally, Alex’s mom and dad insisted Willow eat dinner with them, and they all talked Willow into staying overnight, even though Willow hadn’t brought any stuff. But Alex loaned her some peejays, which were just a little on the big side because Alex was about three inches taller, and they had stuff in the bathroom cabinet like unopened toothbrushes from the dentist’s office, so Willow was pretty much set for the night. Shar slept in a sleeping bag on the floor, so Willow could sleep in Shar’s bed, even though Willow could have slept in the guest bedroom. And Willow, like always, was just so pleased someone would want her to stay with them.




Some day, Alex was going to meet Cordelia Chase, and she was going to tell Cordelia what a ginormous jerkhead she was. And what was wrong with Willow’s parents, who were supposed to know tons of stuff about psychology, that they let Willow get so beaten down that she didn’t have any self-esteem except about what she could do with her brain? Someday Alex was going to tell Willow’s parents that they were ginormous jerkheads too. Well, maybe she’d just say that they were really bad at taking care of a child.




Since she looked all bruised, and she felt all bruised, she wasn’t up for going out on a date with Ray, even though she really wanted to go out with him. And she wasn’t up for going to see Ray’s basketball game on Friday night. But her family and her friends were the best in the world.




So after the basketball game, Ray and Louis and Marsha came over, and they showed her the video footage Louis took of the game. Alex just sat sideways in Ray’s lap and cuddled against him and watched the video. Louis wasn’t a great videographer, but he wasn’t nearly as bad as, say, Alex’s dad. And frankly, KPVC had a photographer on staff who was pretty darn lousy unless he was operating a big steadicam system or a full-sized television camera on a large tripod.




Louis muttered, “I know I’m not the greatest cameraman in the world, so don’t make fun of the jiggling and stuff.”




Alex fussed, “I wouldn’t do that. I might give you some advice here and there, like… Right there. See how you had to make a jerky movement back the other way right there? When you’re filming like this, try and plan ahead. See how the ref’s already moving that way? He knows the ball might be moving back the other way pretty fast as soon as that happened, and he’s already adjusting. If the refs are moving, then you can be ready to move the camera in that direction.”




“Oh. Okay. That’s a good point. And… Oh crap.” Louis winced as the camera suddenly went weird and jumped off to the side of the court where no one was. He said, “Marsha brought me a hot dog from the concession guy, and she kind of loaded it up with too much mustard and relish, which is just the way I like it, and that’s where it ended up all down my shirt.”




Alex thought it was so weird that Louis still had these goofy things happening to him, even with Marsha trying to keep her powers under control. Maybe Marsha’s powers weren’t totally under control yet, and she was worrying more about Louis than most things.




Alex said, “That’s okay. It’s not like I never missed something because I tripped or somebody walked into my shot or whatever. Just watch out, and think about what might happen next, and then be ready for it.”




So they watched as Ray led their offense and passed the ball around and got the ball to Tony for an easy lay-up.




Alex told Louis, “See? You did great there. You knew people were gonna be passing the ball around—”




“Even Jackson,” Louis kidded.




“—and you knew the passes were going to be pretty fast, and you kept up with everything.”




Ray smirked, “Jackson’s been a lot better since someone made him think UCLA thinks he’s a hotdogging loser, and he finally realized the whole team was P.O.’ed at him. He’ll still take the shot even if a guy’s right in his face, but he’ll pass the ball off as soon as the defense pulls other guys over to guard him too. His scoring average per 48 minutes is down, but his shooting percentage is up, and his assists are way up.”




Louis snarked, “Well, anything’s up when you start from zero.”




Alex pretty much thought Louis was right, even if he was being kind of mean about it.




Ray pointed out how their coach had a gameplan they were following, and they were trying to put a lot of pressure on the other team’s superstar forward, and they managed to get two defensive fouls and two offensive fouls on the guy well before halftime, and the opposing coach had to bench the guy. So then they opened up a big lead, and when the other team put their big superstar back in, Tony and Heyward managed to get the guy to foul out in a few minutes, so their team won by a lot. Alex remembered that last year the guy had scored over forty points against them and just slaughtered them, but that was also because Jackson had tried to score just as many points and had missed way too many times, so the guy had also gotten a ginormous number of defensive rebounds and that made everything worse.




And then, on Saturday night, Ray took Alex on a date that didn’t go out of the house. He came over and ate with Alex and her family, and then Alex’s mom and dad took Shar out to see the new Pixar film, so Ray and Alex had the living room to themselves, and they watched a horror movie on DVD, and Alex sat in Ray’s lap the whole time. And when they weren’t necking, they made fun of the movie and the characters in the movie and the plot of the movie and the way that the people you were supposed to like kept doing really, really dumb stuff, and some of them were just mega-annoying.




“No, don’t go up into the attic all by yourself!”




“And he’s leaving his knife with the girl who’s never gonna use it. These guys are so retarded.”




“Okay, that’s the stupidest plan to catch a monster I ever heard, and I saw years of Scooby-Doo cartoons.”




“Man, even Scrappy-Doo wasn’t this annoying. Are we supposed to root for the monster to eat this guy?”




Then, after the movie was over and they had ice cream sundaes in the kitchen, they made fun of the movie some more.




Alex admitted, “That would’ve been brutal to sit through if you couldn’t say anything out loud.”




Ray grinned, “Oh, you’ve got to go see a horror movie some time with my Great-aunt Edith. She yells at the screen. I was so embarrassed when I was a kid. Now it’s just hilarious.” And then he did an imitation of his great-aunt yelling at the movie in the middle of the movie theater. “Don’t you open that door, child! I’m warnin’ you, don’t you dare open that door! Oh! Ohh! I tol’ you not to open that door!” Alex laughed so hard her ribs were killing her.




And Ray was so funny Alex had to fly down the hall to the bathroom so she didn’t pee herself at the kitchen table. When her folks got home with Shar, she and Ray were still sitting at the kitchen table and saying funny stuff and laughing like crazy. Alex was laughing so hard she couldn’t even explain why she was laughing really hard, and Ray was no help at all, because he just kept saying stuff that made her laugh harder, and every time he did more imitations of his great-aunt, she just about peed herself.




And crud, did her sore ribs hurt afterward from all that really hard laughing.




The last day of winter break was Sunday, and Alex had to skip church. She didn’t like missing church, but there was no way she could wear one of her good church dresses when she’d be showing way too many bruises on her legs and arms and face and around her collarbone. She’d need like a paint can full of foundation.




So she stayed home from church and worked on the homework she hadn’t gotten done yet. Mainly that was reading ahead in calculus and chem. She had a term paper due in a little over a week, but she’d already written the whole thing, and she’d gone back over it once to check all her quotes and her references. Well, that, and making sure she had lots of stuff on symbolism, because Ms. Walters was sort of fixated on that. All Alex needed to do was the final editing pass, and then printing it off, because Ms. Walters was asking everyone to use a computer to write the paper and print it so they’d be used to doing it like that when they went off to college.




And since Alex was still pretty sore, Shar helped Uncle George in the yard. Alex sat on her bed and worked at getting linux running on her laptop. Unix stuff was just so weird. It was like someone said, “Oh, that’s way too long to type, just throw away every single vowel and any consonants that you don’t need so you can get the whole thing down to four letters or less, you won’t have any trouble remembering that, right?” So they had all these mega-weird words for commands and things. And really, who in the world thought ‘fsck’ was a good name for a command? It just looked dirty every time she typed it.




Willow loved unix and linux and a dozen other weird unix-ish unices, but she was a super-genius who could remember anything. Alex really thought it needed to be easier for normal people to use.




Alex was sore enough that she even had to take it easy when Jo came out to give everyone the weekly kung fu lesson. So Alex concentrated on moving really slowly and getting the moves down just right for some new stuff, while Jo ran everyone else through their paces. Alex was pretty happy about her mom and dad getting in better shape and doing better in ‘class,’ and Shar was doing great for an eight year old. Alex could tell when Shar was making herself not yell ‘kapow’ and ‘blam’ when she punched and kicked, which was just so cute.







When school started up on Monday, Alex had to pretend there was nothing wrong. That meant taking lots of pain relievers before school, walking like her hip and legs weren’t sore, and wearing enough coverstick under her foundation that her bruises on her face didn’t show. And she was wearing a cute knit hat that covered up the goose egg that still hadn’t completely gone away on the back of her head.




Stupid super-strong monster. She was just glad she was the one who got hit by that giant tail, because it would have killed Shar or Yuki instantly.




At least, since she wasn’t a guy, other guys didn’t walk up and slap her on the back or punch her on the arm or smack her on the back of the head. Guys were really kind of weird. If her friend had a terrible sunburn, would she go over and slap her friend on the sunburn? No! But guys did stuff like that to their friends all the time.




No, girls attacked other girls in ways that were a lot more subtle and a lot less physical, even if they could be just as painful.




Kelly and her posse walked up to Alex. Kelly looked her over and asked, “Face breaking out again? That’s a lot of foundation.” A couple of her posse smiled cruelly.




Six years ago, little Alex would have folded like a wet paper plate. Three years ago, Alex would have thought about pushing back, and done something sneaky with her powers. But Alex wasn’t the same person she had been six years ago, or three years ago, or even ten months ago. She’d seen way worse things than a high school girl trying to be mean just because she was really insecure.




Not that Alex still wasn’t tempted to push back. She was even thinking about lots of ways that she could jab Kelly right where it would hurt the most. She could make a mean remark about Kelly’s hair, or her shoes, or even make a cheap shot about how Kelly just barely made it onto the Homecoming Court by the skin of her teeth. Or she could do something really cruel, like use her tk to rip the elastic in Kelly’s panties so they’d fall down around her ankles here in the middle of the hallway in front of two hundred high school kids who would all laugh and point and say gross stuff and then go tell the rest of the school.




Okay, Alex couldn’t do something that cruel, because she knew how painfully humiliated she would be if something like that happened to her, and she could imagine the awful things high school guys would say for weeks, and she knew the kinds of cruel things the mean girls would say about it.




Alex decided to go with the Selina approach. She gave Kelly a big, fake smile, “Kelly, it’s so great that you’re worrying about other people! I mean, just the other day, a bunch of people were saying you were a mean jerk to everybody who you weren’t trying to get stuff from, and I was saying no, you’re really not a horrible person, and here you are, proving I was right.” She patted Kelly on the shoulder and said, “Thanks for being concerned!”




Alex walked off, with Robyn and Nicole right beside her and trying hard not to snicker. When they got far enough away, Robyn asked, “What are you going to tell people about the extra foundation?” They both knew she was covering up some nasty bruises that still hadn’t faded, because they had seen the bruises when they had visited her.




Alex told her, “That I got a rash from a plant or something when I took my little cousin Shar to L.A. so she could go to Disneyland.”




Nicole said, “That sounds good.”




Alex was so glad she’d finally told Robyn and Nicole her secret. Having people who knew the truth meant she had so many people who were looking out for her. Those first years where only Annie and Ray knew about her had been a nightmare a lot of the time. Having her family and friends in on the secret just made her life better in a lot of ways. And what would she have done if the SRI hadn’t wanted her to help them, and hadn’t been smart enough to figure out who she really was? How would she have ever helped Grover, or Hanna, or Shar, or even Azure Crush? How would she have met Hermione? How would anyone have stopped those silicates, or Gojira? Okay, she could see how the SRI all by itself might have stopped that blob and the big tarantula, but maybe not stopped the giant spider babies without losing pretty much all their ground personnel.




Alex was also glad that she had a reputation for dressing in her own style. Donna was wearing her cheerleader uniform, complete with short skirt and short-sleeved crop top. Kelly was wearing one of her usual outfits that was just inside the school regulations, including high heels that weren’t quite too high, a miniskirt that wasn’t quite too short, and a blouse that wasn’t quite too lowcut. Alex couldn’t wear any of that stuff today, because her bruises would show. But if Alex Mack wore a funky long-sleeved shirt, and overalls in a complementary color, along with her accessorizing knit hat and cute sneakers, then people just accepted it as her ‘style’.




A lot of people around the school seemed to think that having someone popular wearing stuff in her own style meant that anybody could wear stuff in their own style without getting picked on. Alex was all in favor of that. Mostly. Having cool hair colors or a pierced lip, like Lindsay, was kind of neat. A girl wearing a tight, see-through, black lace top that didn’t conceal her nipples was just icky and against school regs and likely to get her arrested for indecent exposure. There was a gigantic Gojira-sized difference between having your own unique style and being a groty sleazebag.







And speaking of Gojira, Alex had heard back from Jack. The Russians had run a scientific research sub all around Novaya Zemlya and the surrounding areas, just doing scientific re-mapping of the seabed and totally not because someone like Jack was yelling at people about what Gojira was and where it came from, and they’d found an enormous ‘cradle’ on the ocean floor, and when they had investigated with a bathysphere, they found an undersea base big enough to be self-sustaining, and it was crushed. The Russians figured Gojira was ‘grown’ somehow in that cradle, and when it was released, it smashed the base, probably accidentally. They figured from studying their high-resolution sonar images that it probably did the damage with one massive swipe of its tail. But a base set 3600 feet under the water meant that everyone in it died when it was busted to pieces. Jack was trying to get the DHS to sponsor a joint US-Russia deep diving expedition to go explore the thing, but he wasn’t having a lot of success, because 3600 feet down was below the official crush depth of the subs people wanted to use. Even the military ones.




But Alex was figuring that Gojira was a Maggie Walsh project, and a really time-consuming one, at that. So maybe Wacky Maggie wouldn’t be unleashing anything else horrible on the world for a few months. And Jack didn’t think there was much chance that Wacky Maggie was in that undersea base when it went, so Maggie would be causing even more trouble sooner or later.




And Willow had worked up cost estimates for the undersea base and that giant cradle and the whole Gojira project including the submarine. She was figuring something in the neighborhood of 2.7 billion dollars, maybe more, since The Collective wouldn’t be able to go through normal channels to buy some of their stuff. But Jack couldn’t see where even an international group could throw away that much money without someone noticing. So they had money sources that the SRI still hadn’t come close to tracking down.




That wasn’t good. It was ‘totally of the bad’ as Willow insisted.




But there were lots of possible sources of their money that weren’t exactly ‘visible’ or easy to track even if you were Willow. Or Jack’s IT guys. Or the entire U.S. DEA and FBI. Or the State Department.




Jack explained, “Nobody wants to talk about it, but no one knows who sold the North Koreans those biochemicals, so The Collective could be making tons of untraceable bucks from selling evil biochemicals all over the world. And if the North Koreans are buying, then there’s no telling who else is in the market and just didn’t bother to let us know.”




Willow added, “Or drugs. There’s a ton of untraceable cash going all over the world for drug sales. And illegal gunrunning. And then all the really major legit stuff that people skim money off, like oil, and gambling, and like that.”




Jack complained, “And I can’t go to certain groups who might have ways of doing some of the tracking, like the FBI and the DEA and the NSA, because we don’t want The Collective to know we’re onto them.”




Willow agreed, “Yeah, I really don’t want people with billions of dollars to throw around to suddenly realize that it would make their lives a lot easier if someone just killed me. Or Jack.”




Jack pointed out, “You’re still under wraps. No one in the DHS outside of us and Hammond has any idea who Acid Burn is. And we’ve kept knowledge of Terawatt’s secret identity down to a small group inside the SRI. The general said he didn’t want to know. He said, ‘what he doesn’t know can’t be squeezed out of him.’ I’m good with that.”




Alex noticed that Jack very carefully didn’t say that he was protected.




After the call, Alex wondered if Jack was safe at all. And she wondered just how unsafe things were for him, even on that military base tucked away in West Virginia.







Jack looked up at the tense knock on his office door. “Come!”




Major Finn marched stiffly into the office. Well, this couldn’t be good. Jack hadn’t seen the guy this tightly wound since Finn’s mom called to say that his dad had been in a tractor rollover.




Fortunately, tractors had gotten better since the tractors that Jack remembered from his childhood, so the Finn family tractor that rolled over had a sturdy enclosed cab with a rollbar, and the accident wasn’t fatal. It was still a dislocated shoulder and four broken ribs, plus assorted cuts and bruises, but it wasn’t a tractor driver crushed under the weight of a large tractor and then horribly mangled.




Finn came to full attention in front of Jack’s desk without being asked to. Not that Jack ever insisted on that crap, unless he was calling in someone to chew their ass off for some incredibly stupid move or some gross dereliction of duty.




Finn stuck out a sheet of printer paper. The guy was really pale. He looked like he’d seen a ghost. And his hand shook as he handed Jack the paper. Trembling hands? Finn never did that. Finn was a rock. That was one of the things that made him a great sniper.




Finn stiffly announced, “Sir. I have uncovered the mole within the SRI. I am insisting on an immediate arrest, full counter-terrorism protocols to prevent escape or outside intervention, and full background investigation.”




Jack looked at the sheet of paper. It was a copy of an email from something called K.O.B.O.: Kids Of the Breslynn Orphanage. He looked at the message and who it was addressed to. He swore under his breath.




Finn rigidly said, “This is all the evidence I need to conclude that our traitor is… Major Riley Jerome Finn.”





137. Interlude XXII



Willow was totally focused on her monitor. She was trying really hard to dig up more information, since Jack was so with the worrying and Riley was uber upset. After all, who wouldn’t be upset to find out you weren’t just you, but you were created by the badguys to be part of a whole new generation of badguys?




But the Breslynn Orphanage in Delaware had kept all of its records on paper, and then it had burned down. Willow suspected that it was like that Project Galinka building that had ‘conveniently’ burned down. Arson seemed to be a pretty popular way of doing the hidden paper trail for some people.




And the non-paper trail wasn’t going so well, either. The email that Riley got wasn’t really from KidsOfBreslynn.org, because Willow checked that first thing. No, that domain name was of the available. Whoever was behind this hadn’t even bothered to register that domain anywhere, which she would have done first thing, so she could trick naïve investigators and point the finger at people she wanted to get in trouble and to trick anti-spam filters that had reverse lookup subroutines, and half a dozen other good reasons. The email was spoofed, and all but the last two mail headers were forged before the email was untraceably inserted into a major international mail redirector-slash-anonymizer in Finland, and the original source was totally unknown. Willow couldn’t assume that the original mail came from outside the U.S. like it claimed.




But she did a lot of the investigating, and she got lucky. There were paper records from the Breslynn Orphanage that had been turned over to the Dover, Delaware Children’s Services every year since the orphanage was started, and all the Dover Children’s Services records were now in electronic form, even if they weren’t supposed to be available outside their offices. That meant that it took Willow an extra eight minutes to get access through a really badly protected firewall, along with making sure she wasn’t leaving any traces and she couldn’t be backtracked.




Okay… Wow, this was weird. Every year from 25 years ago to 31 years ago, there was a big spike of newborn infants turned over to the orphanage all at once, right smack in the middle of summer and then adopted really soon afterward, like a couple months, even counting all the paperwork for adoptions. And every year it was exactly ten kids, who all got adopted really fast despite the high cost for adopting infants.




Wow, those kids would have to be really pretty, and really healthy, and really darling, to get adopted that fast by what were probably fairly well-off people who could afford what the orphanage was asking for newborns.




Suddenly she felt like she was going to be sick. Kids adopted as babies… Kids who were born in the middle of the summer… Kids who would be exceptional… Kids who would now be 25 to 31 years old…




She knew she was hyperventilating. She couldn’t help it. She needed a paper bag to breathe into, and all she had was her reusable canvas grocery bags so she didn’t need to buy bags at the grocery store, and she never really thought she needed to keep paper bags and she had used the paper for recycling and gardening stuff, and—




Her mail server beeped with a new incoming message for her. The return address claimed that the message was from KidsOfBreslynn.org.




She began to cry.




138. Orphan Star



Willow once again read the email on her screen.




This so wasn’t fair. What had she ever done to deserve this? She reluctantly grabbed her speed-dialer and hit 1.




“O’Neill here.” She gave him a split second to look at his Caller ID and see that it said ‘Acid Burn.’ His tone of voice changed completely. “Oh hi! What’s up?”




She whimpered, “Jack? Jack, I’m a monster!”




But he gently told her, “Calm down, honey.”




She insisted, “Jack, you’re looking for people adopted as babies born mid-summer who are too smart or too athletic or too pretty or too motivated or too aggressive or too strong or too charismatic, and all of ’em between 25 and 31, and all of ’em born right around my birthday, and most of ’em probably went to really good homes with wealthy parents. Jack… I’m adopted.”




“Well duh on that, Will.” She could hear the smirk in his voice from the other side of the country. She felt like screaming, and he was being of the smirky. “Your parents are Ashkenazi Jews with curly brown hair and brown eyes and big noses, and their parents were exactly the same, and they look like all their relatives. You know, you have shown me the photos in your photo album. You, on the other hand, look like your last name ought to be Flaherty or Hannigan or O’Clancy.”




She pointed out, “My birthday’s right in the middle of summer.”




“I did notice that, right about the time I was taking you to San Francisco for your birthday.” Why was he being all snarky when he ought to be yelling at her and telling her she was under arrest?




She confessed, “I outran all the Terawatt cosplayers, and I was wearing really high heels. Which I got used to really fast, from what Alex says.”




“I noticed you ran my tired old butt off when we did morning PT while you were out visiting me. And when I went back over that footage from the convention center, it was pretty obvious you had a big lead on all those fake Terawatts.”




She tried not to cry. “Jack… I went out to the garage and I can almost pick up one end of my car!”




“Okay, first off, your car weighs about eight pounds.”




“Jack!” she squawked. Even if she knew her car was really small, and it was as light as it could be in order to get more mileage off its batteries, it did not weigh eight pounds. Electric cars were a lot heavier than they looked.




“All right, I already knew you were really strong. Maybe you haven’t noticed, but you’re strong enough to leave bruises a lot of the times we make love.”




She squeaked, “Oh gosh, I’m really, really sorry!”




“It’s okay, I’m getting used to deep bruises on the outsides of my thighs. And fingernail marks on the backs of my shoulders.”




“You shouldn’t have to ‘get used’ to stuff like that!” She whimpered, “How did I not notice any of this?”




He sighed, “Maybe you should ask your parents why they tried so hard to make you avoid conflict and avoid physical force and avoid anything that might make it obvious you were too strong and too quick as a kid.”




She asked miserably, “How long have you known?”




He admitted, “I didn’t. Not really. But we’ve been running into too many people adopted as babies, and a lot of them seemed stunningly attractive and athletic and powerful and dynamic and forceful. Remember when you pointed out that Batman has almost the same birthday as you? Remember the research you and Homer and Jethro did on that Newsom dork in the NSA? And then I looked at the pictures of Clare Tobias, and I realized from a ‘baby’s first Christmas’ picture of her that she had to be born in the middle of the summer too.”




She sobbed, “You must hate me. I’m like… Mata Hari or something.”




“You’re more like Rachel in ‘Blade Runner’.”




She complained, “Jack! Oh wait, she was really hot, and the good guy, and maybe Deckard was a Replicant too…”




“You didn’t know. I believe in you. And I trust you.”




Why was he being so nice to her when she was one of them? “You can’t trust me! I could be mind-controlled! I know it didn’t say so in the email, but I could be all with the ‘doh-de-doh-doh-doh I’m perfectly normal’ and then someone shows me a queen of diamonds and gives me the secret orders, and I go all Manchurian Candidate on you!” She burst into tears again.




“Will! Willow! Stop it right now, or I swear I’ll come over there and tickle you until you pee yourself!”




She sobbed, “And I need to give you back your ring, even if I love it, and I really love you, because you can’t be married to a badguy, it’ll ruin your career!”




“Okay, you are not giving that ring back unless you want out, because I don’t want out of the engagement. And I don’t give a crap if some four-star with a stick up his ass the size of a redwood doesn’t like who I want to marry. You’re not getting away from me that easy.”




She had another thought, and she gasped, “What do I tell Alex? She’ll think I’m part of the evil conspiracy. I mean, I really am part of the evil conspiracy!”




“Honey? Can you calm down some? It’s bad enough here with Finn insisting I lock him in the dungeon and torture him on the rack until he confesses. He thinks there has to be some kind of subconscious cue that got planted in his tiny baby brain decades ago that somehow didn’t get triggered even once in his entire life, even though he’s been through the Army Ranger program and some serious conflicts, and the Ranger program now does an extreme ‘enduring interrogation and/or brainwashing’ component.”




Willow suddenly said, “Jack, what about Maggie Walsh? Adopted as an infant, but way too old to be in our 25-to-31 group. Let me check something…”




Jack started humming the ‘Jeopardy’ theme song just to be a pain. If she hadn’t been so upset, she would have stuck out her tongue at him, even if he couldn’t see her.




Willow looked at the screen and whispered miserably, “Jack? I think we’ve got a bigger problem. Maybe it’s not just ten kids every year for seven years.”




He smirked, “Okay, hit me baby one more time.”




She fussed, “Stop doing pop music jokes. This is bad. Board of Directors for the Breslynn Orphanage for that seven year span? Howard Royer Locke.”




He stopped being a smartass. “That… can’t be a coincidence.”




She typed furiously and added, “And… same timeframe… let’s see… He’s on the board of directors for an international group of six orphanages, one of them the Breslynn Orphanage. Let me see if any of these have on-line records… Okay, there’s one. In Switzerland… And… Crap.”




He sighed, “Don’t tell me, let me guess. Ten newborns dumped on their doorstep that they take in, no questions asked, right in the middle of the summer, every year for seven straight years, and they all get adopted right away.”




She thought it over. “Jack, if a famous geneticist who thought Maggie Walsh was a great addition to the world of science is behind this, then… six orphanages, seven years, ten kids every time… he could have an army of 420 super-strong orphans… except he’s dead now.”




“418, because I’m not counting you and Finn.” He suggested, “So maybe Maggie Walsh blackmailed him with this intel, and after she got all that money and killed him or made him commit suicide, she took over his little army.”




But she told him, “Jack, that makes no sense, because then she wouldn’t need to be doing the stuff she did in Downingtown.”




“Maybe not. Okay, now I need you to research Howard Royer Locke ASAP.”




“Okay.” In a very tiny voice, she asked, “Are you sure you don’t hate me?”




“No, absolutely not, and… Oh holy crap. I’m so stupid! Will, before you check on Dr. Locke, run a search on everyone in America who’s 25 to 31, born mid-summer and adopted as a newborn, who’s either rich, politicking, a celebrity, a top athlete, a science whiz, a scholastic whiz, an inventor, an engineer, a computer guru, a martial arts master, an important bureaucrat, a bigtime attorney or doctor, or a bigshot LEO or soldier.”




She choked, “Jack, I’m gonna get a ton of hits! There’s like three hundred thousand babies born every month in this country, and I have no idea how many are adopted!”




“Do it, then weed out everyone who isn’t sickeningly attractive, highly motivated, and also really athletic.”




She started, “I’m not sickeningly attract—”




He interrupted her, “Aht! No dissing yourself anymore! Don’t say it or I’ll spank you the next time I’m out there!”




“You promise?”




He hollered, “Willow! Fer cryin’ out loud, not now!”







Graham Miller looked up when he heard the fierce, rapid knock on his doorframe.




He never closed his door, unless he was having private conversations that were not meant for little ears, like when he had to dress down Corporal Peterson about that little security problem. One of the many things he had learned from Colonel Jack O’Neill was that when your people screwed up, you dealt with it immediately and appropriately, and then protected them from higher-ups who might be asshats about things. And it wasn’t like Peterson was talking in his sleep to KGB spies. He was just occasionally using his work computer for some inappropriate activities that Acid Burn spotted and registered as potential computer security holes.




It was Lupo at the door. He saw her face, and he swallowed hard. She looked like she had been crying. Not just crying, but bawling her eyes out. She hadn’t cried when a boulder broke her leg. She hadn’t cried when Finn ran maybe a hundred fifty feet carrying her while her broken leg was swinging loose. Jo Lupo did not cry, and there was no way in hell she would let her fellow soldiers see her cry. This was not going to be good.




She marched stiffly into his office and snapped to attention in front of him. “Permission to speak, sir!”




He gestured at the seat behind her and said, “I don’t think I’ve ever insisted you stand at attention in here.”




She didn’t sit down. She took out her sidearm and handed it to him butt-first. She put her combat knife on his desk. Then her holdout gun from her ankle holster. Then her butterfly knife. If she was deliberately disarming herself now, then…




She handed him a sheet of paper and said, “Sir, I must request that you place me under arrest immediately, and inform Colonel O’Neill and Acid Burn as soon as possible.”




Shit. He glanced at the paper. It was an email from the website KidsOfBreslynn.org, and the header of the message said ‘K.O.B.O.: Kids Of the Breslynn Orphanage.’ Well, he knew she was adopted. It was in her file.




Then he read the rest of the email. “Oh shit.” He looked at her and said, “Sit, Lieutenant.” When she didn’t move, he snapped, “Now.” She sat, but she clearly didn’t want to.




He hit one particular speed-dial button on his deskphone, and while it dialed, he turned it to speakerphone.




He got Walter Harriman. “Colonel O’Neill’s office. What can we do for you, captain?”




He formally said, “Sergeant Harriman, this is Captain Miller. We have a Terawatt Code Red here.”




The sergeant carefully asked, “Umm, sir, does it involve an email from an orphanage?”




He winced inwardly. “Yes sergeant, it does.”




Walter said, “The colonel has some intel already. He was just awaiting a phone call from you and Lieutenant Lupo.”




Graham looked at Lupo. She looked just as shocked as he felt. He made a silent ‘got any idea?’ gesture, and she gave him a confused-looking ‘no’ movement.




Colonel O’Neill came on the phone. “Miller, I take it Lupo just came in, asked to be placed under arrest, and handed you an email from KidsOfBreslynn.org?”




“Yes sir.” How the hell did the colonel know all that?




The colonel said, “Welcome to the club. She’s number three in the SRI. So far. We have more members of The Collective than the U.S. Senate does.”




Graham suddenly felt like someone had just shoved him into the Twilight Zone. “How is that possible? And how do you know how many Senators are in The Collective?”




O’Neill explained, “Because we’re looking at orphans, aged 25 to 31, born in mid-summer, adopted from the Breslynn Orphanage as infants, who are genetically engineered to be too good-looking, too strong, too quick, too athletic, too intelligent, too motivated, too aggressive, too charismatic, and certain to shoot right to the top of any organization they enter. And, like Lupo, they probably all heal somewhat faster than normal too. The youngest U.S. Senator right now is 38, so no Senators. Yet.”




Graham suddenly had an impulse to whack his forehead on his desk. “Riley’s adopted. And his birthday is mid-summer. And if anybody I know counts as too strong and too athletic and too smart, it’s him.”




The colonel growled, “Yeah, he already turned himself in and demanded he be locked up and interrogated.”




Graham was really dreading it, but he asked anyway. “Who else?” Because he could think of someone else who was almost certainly adopted, who also had a mid-summer birthday, who was damn good-looking, and who was incredibly skilled.




The colonel stiffly said, “Willow.”




“Damn it!” Sometimes, Graham really hated being the guy who was right.




O’Neill continued, “It makes a sick kind of sense, if these universes really are linked in these weird ways, that someone who’s unique and special and powerful in her own universe would be unique and special and powerful in this universe.”




Lupo formally asked, “Colonel O’Neill, why are you talking to me, instead of arresting me?”




O’Neill replied, “Because I’m not going to arrest you, or Finn, or Rosenberg. All of you came to us immediately and turned yourselves in. You’re not one of our opponents. You’re just from the same gene pool. Nobody who risks her life pushing her superior officer out of the way of a boulder when she could just as easily let him get squished, and maybe pick up a field promotion in the process, is working for anyone but the armed forces of the United States of America. Same with Finn, who put his ass on the line for me and Miller and Gates way too many times before we found you and Terawatt.”




Graham asked, “Then what was the point of these ‘Uncle Collective Wants You’ emails?”




“Willow has a theory. She pointed out that it’s the wrong time to enlist all three of you. The time to enlist Willow was the night after she got shafted and shitcanned by Larry Ellison and her venture capitalists. The time to enlist Finn was the day he didn’t win the decathlon at the NCAAs because his commanding officers at West Point wouldn’t allot him enough training time. The time to enlist Lupo was when she was having trouble getting into the Special Forces training program even though she’d finished first in her class at the Point. So maybe The Collective’s having a little splinter cell problem. Maybe this cell’s making a power grab and trying to snag all the Kids Next Door who aren’t already in the secret clubhouse up in the big oak tree. That’s our best hypothesis at the moment.”




Lupo asked, “How do we find these other mid-summer orphans? And how do we know we’re all there is to The Collective?”




O’Neill told her, “IT is already on it. And it’s not just the Breslynn Orphanage. We’ve got five other orphanages across the world. And someone older than 31 has been orchestrating a lot of this for a long time, so we know from the people we’ve already run into that it involves more than the 420 orphans that Howard Royer Locke brewed up three decades ago.”




Graham winced a little. “Locke? Our guy from Project Galinka? He’s the brain behind these orphans too? And I was thinking Maggie Walsh was the source of all our troubles.”




The colonel groused, “More than one person’s asked why Locke didn’t notice Maggie Walsh was a psychotic monster who would happily experiment on women and children and God only knows what else. Maybe the answer’s simple. He did notice, and that was why he picked her to be his favorite grad student. Because he also was a psychotic monster who would happily experiment on women and children and God only knows what else. And he saw Wacky Maggie as his protégée, in a creepy Hannibal Lecter kind of way that probably involved livers and fava beans.”




Lupo said, “Sir, if Locke was a ruthless psychopath, he certainly wouldn’t have committed suicide to protect his family name.”




O’Neill replied, “Agreed. But he might have been careless enough, or arrogant enough, to let his partner in crime get close enough to kill him in a way that she could make look like a suicide. There’s no question that Walsh is off-the-charts smart, and extremely dangerous.”




Lupo asked, “Sir, is there any way to find out if I have some kind of psychological trigger implanted, so they can turn me into a weapon whenever they need to?”




O’Neill said, “Finn asked that same question. Well, Willow did too, but she went with the whole Manchurian Candidate ref. And I think the answer is pretty obvious. There isn’t any such trigger, or The Collective wouldn’t have needed to try to get Clare Tobias in to kill a roomful of generals and maybe the Commander-in-Chief. Because Finn already had the clearance, and he was already there. He could have poisoned all the generals with something slow-acting, and then easily taken out the President while Hammond and I were just standing there. Back in Tokyo, you could have easily taken out Team Two and let those silicates loose on the whole country, and you didn’t. That spells ‘no trigger’ to me.”




Graham watched as Lupo sagged back in her chair. He didn’t think he’d seen anyone more obviously relieved, not since he was a teenager and his parents — who were in the middle of a big, ugly divorce at the time — found out that his mom wasn’t pregnant after all.




The colonel added, “And if they had these triggers, they’d have to be complete morons not to have already used them all over the planet already, instead of spending billions of dollars on plans we already hosed.”




Lupo nervously asked, “Colonel, what do you want me to do now?”




The colonel ordered, “I want you to call Acid Burn and brainstorm with her about flags to look for when we hunt down our ‘orphans.’ Then I want you and Burn to call Finn and tell him that you’re doing fine, and he should stop moping around like someone shot his puppy.”




Lupo staunchly said, “Yes sir, I can do that.”







Willow merged onto the interstate and touched her earjack. She was dreading this call, but she dialed the number anyway. It rang twice, and she started hoping it would just go to voice mail and she could avoid the whole deal.




“Willow? Is anything wrong?” Sheila Rosenberg checked, in an obviously worried tone.




“Umm, I can’t just… call you?” She found herself automatically slipping into the New York Jewish accent her mother still maintained. “You know, I say ‘hi mom,’ you say ‘hi bubbeleh,’ we chat…”




Her mom insisted, “Willow, I can tell something’s wrong. Are you in trouble? I never call you ‘bubbeleh.’ You never just call me out of the blue. You haven’t talked to me or your father since perhaps we maybe over-reacted about your boyfriend the shaygitz. You didn’t even call to thank Ira for your Hanukah present. He said all he got was an email.”




She sighed inwardly. “Mom, it’s about the whole ‘adopted as a baby’ thing.”




Her mother said, “I admit I wanted to wait until you were sixteen to tell you, but Ira pointed out that you were already bat mitzvah and that you were very mature for your age. And it wasn’t as if you hadn’t noticed everyone else in the entire family was brown-eyed and brown-haired, and either had the Rosenberg snoot, my family’s beak, or else was like your cousin Becky who has had enough plastic surgery that I’m surprised her face doesn’t melt on hot days. You know, those breasts aren’t real either.”




Willow tried again. “And did you know that the Breslynn Orphanage was having a fire sale on genetically engineered kids with superhuman abilities?”




The fact that her mother didn’t answer right away was, in itself, all the evidence Willow needed.




Sheila finally spoke. “We knew right away that you were the baby we wanted. You were so beautiful, even if you looked nothing like what we had planned to look for. So darling, and so lively, and so obviously perfect. Your father and I looked at each and said, ‘to hell with the plan for a nice Ashkenazi-looking baby with curly brown hair and brown eyes, we want her.’ And we’re still glad we chose you, even if…”




“Even if what, mom?”




Her mom suddenly sounded like she might break down and cry. Sheila Rosenberg never broke down and cried. “Even if I spent most of your grade school years petrified that you might get into a fight with someone like that Chase shiksa and kill her, or maim her, and do untold damage to your juvenile psyche. Sweetie, when you were ten, you were strong enough to kill another child.”




“I know I must’ve been strong, but…”




Sheila sighed. “Do you remember when you were five and your father had knee surgery?”




Willow said, “Sure, but…” A hideous thought struck her. She whispered, “He said he hurt it bicycling.”




Her mom agreed, “That’s what we told everyone. There was no way we were going to admit that you ran to greet him at the door one evening and you hit him in the knee so hard you ripped two of his ligaments apart.”




“Oh my God.” Willow couldn’t stop the tears that streamed down her face. “Is… is that why dad avoids me?”




“Oh sweetie,” her mom fussed. “Your father doesn’t avoid you! I will admit he’s still a little worried about what you can do, but you’re a grown woman now, and you can control your impulses.”




Willow whimpered, “And so everything you insisted on… No fighting, no confrontations, internalizing everything, no going out for sports or anything the least bit physical…” She sighed, “You were trying to protect me. I should have known.”




Her mom agreed, “Yes, you should have. You’ve always been so astonishingly bright on the standard logical-mathematical IQ scales, and yet you’ve always avoided the intra-personal. We were so pleased when you discovered computers, just because it meant you were safe. It was a horrible shame what happened to that nice Harris boy, even if his parents were…”




Willow frowned, “I know what dad used to say, back before Xander died, mom. ‘Those people are an episode of C.O.P.S. waiting to happen.’ It wasn’t so funny in retrospect.”




Her mom admitted, “We didn’t want you playing with Alexander and Jesse in case there was any roughhousing and you hurt someone, but then Alexander died, and Jesse’s family moved away, and we saw that you had no female friends at all. It wasn’t until you went off to college and started talking about all the girls who didn’t mind being your friend that we realized it wasn’t your choice.”




Willow frowned. “It was Cordelia Chase. She really, really hated me. Anybody who was nice to me either got pulled away from me into her group, or else got ground into the dirt. Figuratively speaking. It didn’t get to the literally speaking until she had football players at her beck and call, and that was junior high and high school.”




Her mom said, “Your father, who never loses his temper or says anything bad, went to the Chases to talk about you and their daughter. They were not helpful. In fact, your father lost his temper so drastically that he called them a lot of unfortunate names. Mr. Chase sued us. Your father said he would rather lose everything he owned than apologize to a Nazi like Mr. Chase who would raise a monster like Cordelia. Fortunately, no Jew in town was going to take a case against Rabbi Rosenberg, and your Uncle Morris had no trouble tying Chase’s goyisha lawyers in knots.”




Willow whispered, “I… I didn’t know dad ever stood up for me.”




Sheila urged, “Please don’t tell him I told you the story. You’re the only thing he cared about so much that he lost his temper over it. That evening is one of the things he’s quite ashamed of, but he stood up for you. Not that it did you or us any good when it came to the Chases, they should lose all their teeth but one so they can have toothaches too.”




“Thanks for telling me, mom.”




Sheila softly said, “Sweetie, I just wish… I wish we could be closer. I wish we’d been better parents, but we simply didn’t know what to do about you. It’s not like this is covered in the child psychology textbooks.”




Willow confessed, “Maybe you came up with the best solution out there. The man who genetically engineered me created a small army of… us. Some of ’em are trying to take over the world now.”




Her mom sounded shocked as she asked, “What kind of Nazi mumzer would come up with a plan like that?”




Willow decided she’d tell part of it. “The kind of mumzer who will succeed if good people do nothing.”




Her mom thought for a second and asked, “And is that what you’re doing now? I read that your company was doing a huge, important computer job for the Department of Homeland Security. Is that how you met your soldier?”




Willow firmly said, “Yeah. And he’s a great person who risks his life to save people like you and dad. He’s smart, and funny, and incredibly brave, and if he was Jewish and a vegetarian, he’d be absolutely perfect. And I can’t talk about the work he does, but he’s a real hero. Like Terawatt.”




“Now Willow, we’ve been over this before, and you can’t model your life after violent vigilantes who—”




Willow snapped, “She’s not like that!”




“What did you say?”




Oh damn. Well, in for a penny, in for a pound. Which didn’t even make sense with today’s currency. “I met her. I got to talk with her. She’s not some deranged violent nutcase. She’s kind, and caring, and really smart, and she doesn’t like hurting people. She worries about things like vigilantism, and world hunger, and protecting people she’s never even met who maybe don’t even live in America. She’s not some nut who flies around looking for people to punch in the kishkas!” Willow took a breath and said, “You would like her. You should give her a chance.”




Sheila admitted, “I listened to her press conference at the White House. I admit it, she isn’t anything like I expected. And it seems like a month doesn’t go by that she isn’t fighting shreklikh things that would make me faint if I saw them.” Then she added, “And anyone on the wrong side of that schmuck Glenn Howard can’t be all bad.”




Willow couldn’t help smiling at that. “Did Sheila Rosenberg just make a joke?”




Her mom primly said, “Of course I can make a joke. I’m Jewish you know. Goodbye, mommashonna. Take care of yourself and your goy.”




Willow smiled tearfully. Her mom hadn’t called her that in years. She decided to call her dad while she was at it.







Riley dialed the first phone number he had ever learned.




“Finn residence.”




He smiled, “Hi, mom. It’s Riley.”




“Riley! We haven’t heard from you in over a week! And it isn’t like you two stayed all that long at Christmas. Your lovely Sam calls as often as you do, and I have no idea what the charges are on a call from Africa using a satellite phone. Hold on one second.” She covered the mouthpiece and hollered, “Jon! Grab the phone! It’s Riley!” She spoke into the mouthpiece again. “Your father’s still out at the barn. Have you talked to your brother? He got another promotion. If they keep promoting him, I don’t know how your father’s ever going to get him to quit and take over the farm.”




Riley grinned, “I know. He called me and told me all about it. I’m really proud of him.”




His dad came on the line. “Marti, I’m on. Riley! Hey there. What are you up to now?”




He stopped smiling. “Mom, dad, I figured I’d better call you and let you know… my secret’s out.”




His mom carefully asked, “Is this a good thing, or a bad thing?”




He admitted, “I’m not really sure right now. I’m hoping it’ll be a good thing, eventually.”




His dad winced, “Son, we always worried people wouldn’t treat you the same if they knew about your… abilities.”




He carefully said, “I think we can call them what they really are, dad. I have superpowers.”




His mom put in, “Well Riley, I wouldn’t go that far, I mean, even if you’ve always been the strongest thing in four counties…”




His dad continued, “And, Lord knows, no one ever beat you in a footrace, unless you let ’em…”




His mom added, “And you were always healthy as a horse, even when every other child in your class came down with the chicken pox.”




Riley carefully said, “We found out that the orphanage where you got me was one of half a dozen fronts around the world where a genetics expert was creating superhuman babies and getting them spread around. I’m not unique. I’m one of maybe four hundred young men and women. We think he was planning on taking over the world.”




“Oh dear,” his mother gasped.




“Sounds like you ended up in the right line of work, son.”




He admitted, “I told my boss, and he’s being a real stand-up guy about it, but I don’t think his bosses are going to be happy when they find out the truth about me. Right now, I’m kind of expecting to get locked up in Guantanamo any day now.”




His dad insisted, “Well, you just call us a couple times a week, and if we don’t hear from you for a few days, we’ll be on the horn to every congressman and senator we’ve got, plus the governor. And maybe that blowhard Glenn Howard might finally be good for something, even if he’s over in Nebraska.”




He asked, “Does Mister Gaither still listen to Glenn Howard?”




His mom said, “Not after that Terawatt gave that big press conference at the White House. If I was her, I would’ve told that boy where he could stick those crazy notions.”




He was just sorry he couldn’t tell his folks that he knew Terawatt, and that she was even more amazing than people thought.




His dad told him, “Well, if anyone wants to know why you didn’t run as fast as you could when you were doing track, or why you didn’t score a touchdown every time you touched the ball, you just have ’em call me, and I’ll give ’em an earful.”




He smiled at that. His folks had worked with him for as far back as he could remember, stressing that he couldn’t let other people know just how strong or how fast or how tough he really was, because people wouldn’t treat him the same if his secret got out. Well, it turned out they sure were right. Even if Colonel O’Neill was being his usual smart-alecky self.




Riley really needed to talk to the colonel again and find out just how long the colonel had suspected the truth about him.







Willow pulled into the driveway and turned off the ignition. She knew she had to do this in person, even if it might be the last time she was ever allowed anywhere near the Mack home.




She took a deep breath and got out of her car.





139. Weeping Willow



Alex hung up her tPhone and rushed to the door. “Willow! Come on in! We’re gonna have dinner soon. You’ll stay, right?”




Willow looked like she was going to burst into tears. In a tiny voice, she said, “You may not want me around after you hear what I have to tell you.”




Alex admitted, “Jack just called, and said you were really upset, and I needed to hear you out. But he didn’t say why, which isn’t like him, and he didn’t make any jokes, which is totally un-Jack-like.”




Tears filled Willow’s eyes and began streaming down her cheeks. “W-we found out why The Collective has so many people who are young and too handsome and too smart and too dynamic and too much of a go-getter. Howard Royer Locke.”




Alex winced a little. “The guy from Project Galinka?”




Willow nodded miserably. “He made 420 genetically engineered babies and stuck ’em in six orphanages around the world so they’re all between 25 and 31, and they all have birthdays in the middle of the summer, and they’re all adopted as infants, and they’re all too pretty and too strong and too fast and too athletic and too aggressive and too smart, and that makes them turn out extra-successful…”




Alex suddenly felt sick to her stomach. She knew who Willow was really talking about. No wonder Jack wouldn’t say why. No wonder he didn’t feel like making a joke. She stepped forward and hugged Willow tightly. “It’s okay.”




Willow hugged her back, but did it like she was afraid she might break Alex’s ribs or something. “It’s not okay! It’ll never be okay! I’m a monster! I’m a part of The Collective, and now I’m gonna turn out like the other Willow and go all evil, and I’ll have to start wearing all black and dye my hair black and do bad stuff all the time, and I might even have to be nice to Maggie Walsh!”




Alex wouldn’t let go when Willow tried to back away. “You’re not gonna go all evil. The other Willow only went like that because she absorbed so much black magic, and that can’t happen here.”




Willow whimpered, “If someone killed Jack, I… I think I could. I could totally go Crazed Revenge Woman to get back at people. I told you about the fake parking tickets for Cordelia, and the stuff I did to Mr. Gorsky’s computers. I don’t think I’m a nice person.”




Alex’s mom and dad came into the room.




Her mom hurried over and put an arm around Willow. “Honey, what’s the matter?”




Her dad stepped over too. “Willow? Is there anything we can do?”




Willow sobbed, “I’m a monster, and you shouldn’t let me in your house or let me near Alex and Shar, and you shouldn’t buy me wonderful Christmas presents anymore even if they were so nice and I loved everything and you have great taste in clothes. And I can’t tell you what’s wrong because it’s a national defense secret.”




Alex said to her folks, “Jack just called. He told me you both have clearance to hear this, but you can’t discuss it with the rest of Team Terawatt, except Shar, who’s probably eavesdropping right this second anyway.”




“I am not!” yelled a high-pitched voice from the hallway.




Alex explained, “There’s a secret international group that’s behind a lot of the badness we’ve been dealing with. We think they’re behind pretty much all of it, except the Danielle Atron stuff and the really long-term chemical spill stuff in the former USSR. Maybe even the giant clam problem in Santa Monica, since that may have been one of their factories. Hanna and Shar aren’t the only genetically altered babies they messed with. They’re just the latest ones. That we know about, anyway. So from 25 to 31 years ago, they fed probably-genetically-engineered babies into a group of orphanages, and all these babies are super-pretty and super-strong and super-fast and super-healthy and super-smart and super-talented.”




Willow sniffled, “And I could be some sort of ticking timebomb who’s gonna go off and do badness all over the place, and there’s a ton of horrible stuff I could do, and all of you should hate me!”




Alex insisted, “We don’t hate you, and you’re not gonna turn into some sort of monster, because you’re too smart for that. Other-Willow figured out how to beat the ‘dark side,’ and you’re just as smart. Maybe even smarter. And we know about the badguys, and they don’t know we know, so we’re a couple steps ahead of ’em on the intel front. And I’ll always trust you and believe in you.”




“Us too,” her mom softly murmured.




“Yeah!” hollered Shar from the hallway. “You’re my Auntie Willow, so that means you’re a good guy!”




Willow turned around and asked, “Shar? Could you come in and give Auntie Willow a hug? Because I really need some Shar-huggage right now.”




Shar scrambled in. She was already in her Pyre costume, as if she’d known ahead of time she might want to be wearing it. Alex wasn’t surprised at all. Shar had probably picked up Willow’s pain five minutes before Willow pulled into the driveway.




Willow hugged Shar, who hugged her back and said, “It’s okay, I’ll pertect you, and if any badguys are mean to you, you don’t have to go all Darth Vader on ’em, ’cause I’ll go firebend ’em for you.”




Alex would have said something about not letting Shar do firebending on badguys, but Willow was crying on Shar’s shoulder and Shar was hugging her hard and doing a great job of being supportive.




Alex’s mom insisted, “Now we’re about to sit down to dinner, and as soon as Shar changes back into her regular clothes, you’ll eat with us.” Her mom suddenly got a stricken look on her face and said, “Umm, I mean, if you want to, because I just remembered I fixed ham loaf for dinner. Sorry.”




Willow smiled tearfully, “I’d love to eat with you, if you still want me to, and I really don’t care if you don’t keep kosher, Jack sure doesn’t, and I’ve never had your ham loaf, so I’d like to try a small slice, if you don’t mind.”




Alex added, “There’s really good stuff to eat if you don’t like the ham loaf—”




“I made the salad!” Shar declared proudly. “And it’s got sliced almonds, and mandarin oranges fresh out of the can, and sliced sweet onions that Aunt Barb showed me how to cut up without crying, and little spinach leaves, and a special dressing, and it’s my favorite green salad ever, and Uncle George does Popeye jokes every time we have it.”




Alex’s dad smiled, “I’ll let Willow do the Popeye jokes tonight.”




Her mom said, “She might even have a new joke we haven’t heard ten times before.” Her dad acted like her mom had just shot him through the heart with an arrow.




Willow giggled tearfully and whispered, “Thanks, you guys are the best.”




Alex’s mom asked, “Is Jack being good with this?”




Willow nodded, “Yeah, he’s being way too good about it. He ought to be throwing me in prison like Mata Hari and having me executed, and he won’t even let me give him back the ring.”




“The ring?” Alex’s mom asked excitedly.




“You got married?” Shar piped.




Willow showed everyone the diamond ring on her finger, and she explained, “No, it means Uncle Jack wants to marry me, but we haven’t gotten married yet.” She checked, “Didn’t Alex tell you about it already?”




While everyone else said ‘no,’ Alex said, “I figured you’d want to tell everyone yourself, and I didn’t want to ruin the surprise.”




Willow frowned, “See? I’m a bad friend. I was so busy with Jack, and then we were so busy with the Pacific thing, and then that was so horrible, and I didn’t tell all of you.”




Alex carefully asked, “Have you told your mom and dad?”




Willow winced a little and confessed, “No? I mean I wasn’t speaking to them after they were so mean about Jack, and then this ‘evil genetically engineered baby’ thing came up, and that was what I talked to mom about.”




Uh-oh. Alex gently asked, “And how’d your mom take it?”




Willow smiled tearfully, “Actually, way better than I thought. Some of the stuff from when I was little, like them not wanting me to play with Xander and Jesse, and not wanting me to be all confrontational about Cordelia, and not wanting me to go out for sports, and all that… They knew I was too strong and too fast, and they were afraid I’d hurt someone or people would realize I wasn’t normal. Mom said she was afraid if I got into a fight with Cordelia, I’d punch her in the face and kill her. Or maim her. And mom said she was worried about my fragile juvenile psyche, not Cordelia’s face. And my dad’s knee he ruined cycling when I was like five? They lied to everybody about it because… I busted my dad’s knee to pieces without realizing it. I was a horrible child, and they still kept me.”




Alex frowned, “That doesn’t make you a horrible child! You were a great child!”




Alex’s mom said, “Accidents don’t make you a bad person, even if you’re really strong.”




Shar insisted, “Yeah, that’s not as bad as when I burned mommy when I was little. Or when I burned Alex.”




Alex scooped Shar up and hugged her and insisted, “Those were accidents, and not your fault at all.”




Willow pouted, “Mom and dad were terrified for years I’d hurt another kid by accident, or I’d get in a fight and really hurt someone, and I thought they were just being hypercritical parent-type people, but really they were trying to protect me. And mom said they wanted to adopt a baby who’d look like them, with brown hair and brown eyes and stuff, but when they saw me they just threw away their plans and picked me.”




Alex smiled, “I bet you were the prettiest baby ever.”




Willow frowned, “Well, I don’t think that counts for much, because someone designed me to be a pretty baby.”




Alex’s mom firmly said, “You have just as much right to be happy about your looks as any movie starlet or any Miss America contestant or any news anchor, because that’s something they were born with too, and not something they earned, like your college degrees and all your computer stuff.”







After Shar reluctantly changed out of her superheroine outfit and they sat down to dinner, Alex’s dad suddenly asked, “If there are these super-babies who are 25 to 31 now, are any of them really threats after all this time? And how are you going to find them?”




Willow sighed and looked around. “We know there were 420 of ’em, including me, and most of them were in orphanages outside the country, and all the orphanages have suspiciously missing paperwork, so tracking down some of them is gonna be impossible, but we’re working on Americans right now.”




Alex almost choked on her ham, because she suddenly thought of three more people who were between 25 and 31, and too good looking, and too strong, and too tough, and way too good at being soldiers.




Shar stared at her and asked through a big mouthful of salad, “Alex? How come you’re worrying about Major Riley and Lieutenant Jo and Captain Graham?”




Alex’s mom looked back and forth between her two girls and finally gasped, “Oh no.”




Her dad started out, “Not Jo, I mean…” And he just tailed off.




Willow groaned, “Okay, maybe I wasn’t supposed to tell this, but Riley and Jo too. But not Graham.”




Alex thought about how many times someone had noticed that Jo was really pretty, or really strong, or really tough, or really a great martial artist. And Jo had healed up awful fast from that broken leg. And Jo had been first in her class at West Point, and then had kicked butt in Special Forces training. And then there were all the times Jo had shown just how smart she really was. She wondered how Jo was handling the news.




And then there was Riley. No kidding. She thought back on all the times she’d thought about how smart he was, and how he knew tons of stuff, and how he was so good at languages. And everyone said he was amazing at martial arts. And he’d picked Jo up and run full speed out of the spider cave. And he was amazingly brave, too. Yeah, she could believe that too. She just was surprised Graham wasn’t the same, because he was smart and handsome and tough too.




Alex’s dad finally said, “Well, if Jack was allowed to pick the cream of the crop for the entire armed forces, then it’s not too surprising he ended up with some superhumanly talented people.”




Alex agreed, “Yeah, and I went after some people who were some of the most awesome people in the whole multiverse, so I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that Willow’s more than just a great computer hacker in this universe.”




Her mom added, “A great computer hacker who’s beautiful, and also a lovely person.” Willow blushed so hard she was beet-red.




Her dad suggested, “So maybe Willow needs to be driving down here every Sunday afternoon for our kung fu lesson with Jo.”




Alex grinned, “Yeah! And then after dinner, after Jo goes home, Willow can stay and spend the night and we girls can do girl stuff in our room.”




Shar nodded eagerly. She would have said, “Yeah!” but she had a huge mouthful of ham loaf.




Alex’s mom smiled patiently at Shar. “You can take smaller bites, honey. We won’t let Alex eat the entire table before you get fed.”




Her dad stressed, “Girl stuff sounds fine, as long as you and Shar still get to bed at a reasonable hour. Just because Willow doesn’t have school on Mondays doesn’t mean you two get out of it.”




Willow smiled shyly. “Well, I sort of have school on Mondays these days. I’ve been having conference calls with a couple of my old professors at Cal Tech, and now I’m working on a doctorate in computer architecture via distance learning.”




Alex asked, “Don’t you know more than the professors on that kind of stuff? Especially the computer security stuff?”




Willow shrugged, “Well, I know more in a few areas, but they know more in other areas, and there’s a ton of cool stuff I can learn from them. And once I do the coursework through the textbooks and journals and homework and tests and all that, I’m going to use three papers I wrote — well, two I already wrote and one I’m just starting on — in computer architecture and security issues, and Professor Goldfarb said I can submit the three of them as my thesis because they’re basically all three on the same thing and each follows the next, and he said he really learned a lot from the second one and he couldn’t wait to read the third one!”




Alex’s dad teased, “Will we have to call you Doctor Rosenberg?”




Willow grinned back, “No you won’t, Doctor Mack.” She added, “My mom is already Dr. Rosenberg. My dad is just Professor Rosenberg, or Rabbi Rosenberg, so I’ll just be Professor Rosenberg. Or Ms. Rosenberg. But it’ll take a couple years of study. I told dad about it on my way down here, and he said he’s really proud of me for continuing my education.”




Alex’s mom insisted, “Well, he should be. You’re a very remarkable young woman.”




Willow pouted, “Maybe, but that meant more to me before I found out someone made me that way.”




Alex said, “No, you’re still amazing. Even for the people we know about, like Riley and Jo.”




Willow added, “And Clare Tobias. And you-know-who in the Big Apple.”




Oh, right. Duh. Adopted into a really rich family, driven, really smart, really good-looking, really strong and fast, really skilled in martial arts… Just like Riley. And Willow had even said his birthday was really near hers. But hadn’t she said that about… Alex gasped, “Glenn Howard!”




Willow cringed. “Eww, I didn’t think about him! But he has the same birthday as me. I’d better check on him too. All we need is a creepy radio shock jock running for President and being one of the badguys.”




Shar volunteered, “I could go firebend him, if you want.”




Alex said, “No Shar, that’s not a good idea.”




At the same time, Alex’s mom said, “Charlene, what did we talk about just yesterday?”




Shar pouted as she recited, “No firebending on people, even if they’re badguys who totally deserve it, but I can firebend on their weapons and their monsters. And if a badguy builds a robot like Baron von Kreep did, I can firebend that too.”




Alex tried to get Willow to stay the night, but Willow was adamant. “Oh no, I really need to drive home tonight. I’ve got a ton of computer analysis I need to do, and I really need to be at my computers for most of it, even though it’s really great you guys are offering. I mean, I don’t know what I’d do without all of you.”




Alex’s mom offered to make some coffee for Willow to drive home with, but Willow told her, “Umm, I kind of get hyper with coffee, and I was just gonna go with a package of organic ginger chews I’ve got out in the car. That way, I’ll be able to sleep when I get home.”




So Alex hugged Willow, and Shar did too, and Alex’s mom and dad did too, and Shar came back for another hug.




Alex stepped outside and watched Willow drive off. Willow, and Riley, and Jo too. How was Jack going to explain all this to General Hammond? Okay, General Hammond seemed really nice. Most of those guys at that fancy meeting at Andrews Air Force Base weren’t so nice. How was Jack going to explain this to them?




It was just a good thing Jack only had two soldiers to justify. Maybe he wouldn’t even need to tell anybody about Willow.







Graham was home, but not enjoying the time away from his office. Not after the latest news on The Collective. And he couldn’t talk to his girlfriend about the problem, because the colonel had designated everything about The Collective as Eyes Only. He picked up his phone when it rang, and he checked the Caller ID.




He was just glad it wasn’t Lupo again, because that woman was really stressing out. He hadn’t seen her stress like this in combat against creatures that would have most people pissing themselves and fainting. She hadn’t stressed like this when she was lying in a cave with a broken leg and no time for evac before her position would be overrun by hundreds of giant baby spiders, plus a Mark 77 blast.




Maybe she didn’t mind dying for her country but she was afraid she could be an enemy of the things she cared about. Maybe she was feeling like everything she’d worked so hard for was slipping through her fingers. Maybe she was feeling like all her hard work didn’t matter anymore, because she was some sort of genetically designed freak. He didn’t think he could imagine how awful Lupo had to be feeling right now. And Riley. If it wasn’t ridiculously late on the East Coast, he’d call Riley and let him know his friends were still there for him. But Graham knew from experience that Riley the farmboy still opted for the ‘early to bed, early to rise’ approach, even when he went on vacation.




“Miller here.”




“Captain? This is Sergeant Mark Philip Carlson.”




“Yes, sergeant?” Graham was getting a really bad feeling. Carlson was never this formal.




“Sir, I just received a personal email from something called Kids Of the Breslynn Orphanage, and… I…” He gulped. “I need you to have base security come arrest me.”




Graham had a sudden impulse to bang his head on his coffee table. Instead, he said, “Sergeant, I know what that email means. You’re not the first person to get that letter and demand to be arrested.”




Carlson stopped and thought for a second. “Who? You mean… the ell-tee?”




Graham said, “Roger that. I want you to sit tight, don’t do anything crazy, just stay home with your wife, and come see me at seven ack emma in my office. Then you and I will sit down together and call the colonel. Also, I want you to forward your copy to me, so I can send it off to Acid Burn for analysis.”




Carlson asked, “Where am I gonna end up, sir? Guantanamo?”




Graham told him, “You’re going to end up on team two, just where you are now.” He remembered what the colonel had said to Lupo. “You’re not the enemy. You just share a common gene pool. We’ve served together, and I’ve seen what you’ve done to protect this country and this planet. That means I trust you a lot more than I trust some of the generals we’ll probably be dealing with over the next couple months.”




After long seconds, Carlson said in a choked voice, “Thank you, sir. Thank you very much.”




Graham said, “So just sit tight. If you can’t sleep, I think ‘Broken Arrow’ is on about five different channels tonight.”




“I think I’ll stick with the Adam Sandler marathon on channel 38, even if I don’t feel much like laughing right now.”




Graham just said, “That’s fine.” He personally thought “Broken Arrow” had far too many gaping plot holes and fundamental military mistakes to watch it again. He wasn’t the biggest Adam Sandler fan, either. But there was a Jim Carrey movie on in a few minutes, and he figured he was going to be getting nervous phone calls for a couple hours.




“Come to think of it…” he muttered.




He picked his phone back up and dialed Lupo. She answered in the middle of the first ring, which told him how desperately on edge she was. “Lieutenant Jo Lupo speaking, sir!”




He told her, “Lieutenant, we just got another hit from the Kids of the Breslynn Orphanage. I’d like you to call Sergeant Carlson and explain about what happened when you came to see me, and what happened when we called the colonel.”




“Sir? Carlson too? How many hits is the SRI going to take on this?”




He frowned, “Way too many for my taste, Lupo. But look at it from an outsider’s perspective. Who’s Colonel O’Neill going to be recruiting? The top people in the entire country, but obviously not colonels and generals. He needs people who are at the top of their game. So forget people over thirty-five or forty. Everyone who’s gone through college and then military training, and then took a couple years to establish just how goddamn good they are? They’re going to be twenty-four or twenty-six, minimum. So he’s picking the best military personnel in the country who happen to be twenty-five to thirty-three or so. That means he’s picking from these special kids who also opted for a career in the American military.”




Lupo asked, “What else do I do about Carlson, sir?”




Graham ordered, “I want you at my office at seven. Then the three of us will call Colonel O’Neill and give him the news. You and I will be as supportive as senior officers can be.”




“Yes sir. I will get on that ASAP, sir.”




“Thank you, Lupo.” He hung up and went to the fridge. He really wanted a beer, but he figured he was going to be ‘on call’ all night long. He grabbed one of the Dr. Peppers he had bought for Riley, and he thought about Riley as he opened it. “Hope you’re doing okay, buddy.”







Alex was checking her cameras before she drove over to Ray’s basketball game. She was still feeling achy, but she was way better than she’d felt Monday morning. Boy, was she glad she hadn’t had to run track or lift weights on Monday. Or fight supervillains and giant monsters.




And the b-ball team was doing so great! She really hoped everyone could stay healthy. Not that she was going to say anything like that out loud, for fear she might jinx things. But they had only lost one game so far, and that was against one of the big Bay Area teams who everybody said was one of the two or three teams predicted to win the state championship in their division. And it had gone down to the last shot of the game. Alex thought that Ray should have passed to Heyward for a shot to tie it up, instead of passing off to Jackson for a three-pointer to win it at the buzzer. Well, Jackson only just missed, so maybe it was a good play.




But before she got out the door, her tPhone buzzed in her pocket. Uh-oh.




She stepped into the home office, shut the door, and answered her phone. “Terawatt here.”




Jack replied, “Glad I got you before you were off to watch the Tera-date.”




Did he have a schedule for her whole life now? Okay, that would actually make a lot of things easier, if he already knew when not to call her. She just said, “I was just about to leave the house.”




He told her, “Okay, I’ll make this quick. I need Terawatt at Camp Atron on Saturday at 0400 your time. Miller’s Cessna will pick up you and Acid Burn. We need to have a face-to-face here about our Plan A friends and a certain orphanage. Wear your uniform. We’ll have guests. I’ll provide the gymbag, the food, the diet coke, and some chatter. I really need you there to support our SRI people, because we’ve got a couple higher-ups who aren’t seeing them as a valuable resource, and I am not gonna let my people get railroaded.”




That sounded bad. Mega-bad. She said, “I’ll be there. You can count on me.”




He said, “Great. I’ll tell Finn he can rely on you. And we’re not mentioning Acid Burn’s adoption status if we can avoid it.”




Crud. There went another Saturday morning of martial arts training. How was she ever going to get good at this stuff, if she kept having to skip lessons?







But still, on Saturday morning, she was hovering two hundred feet above the tarmac at ten minutes to four. It was too dark for anyone to see her, but she could see the lights of Graham’s Cessna on its final approach and touchdown, while a fuel truck drove out to where the jet was going to park, and a petite electric car with fake license plates parked nearby.




Alex smiled as a redhead in a trenchcoat and sexy dark glasses got out of the car and strode over to where the Cessna was taxiing. Willow just needed some black heels and sheer black stockings sticking out below her trenchcoat to be a classic Mata Hari type, straight out of a cool movie. Okay, Willow might not like that comparison right now.




When the Cessna popped open its door and Willow walked into the jet, Alex flew in after her. Graham was there, and Jo, and Sergeant Carlson.




It suddenly dawned on her why the Sergeant was there. Handsome, built like Conan the Barbarian, an awesome soldier… Okay, he could easily be an Orphan too.




Alex finally realized the problem that the Orphans presented. What if the best politicians and businessmen and lawyers and soldiers and scientists and everything in that 25-31 age bracket were all Orphans? They’d take over the country without a fight!




Uh-oh. They could take over every country from within. There wouldn’t have to be a giant war. They would take over countries, wipe out any threats with their monsters and city-imploders and everything else creepy that they were making, and they would rule the planet. After they got rid of 9,999 out of 10,000 ordinary people who were in their way and using up their resources. They’d probably just keep a few hundred thousand slaves to mine their ores and cut their wood and raise their food and clean their mansions and anything else they wanted.




And then they’d probably get into wars among themselves and wipe out the rest of the planet by accident, because Willow said they were probably genetically engineered to be aggressive, so they’d take over stuff.




Unless regular people caught on in the middle of stuff and started a huge war against everyone in the world who was 25 to 31 and good-looking and smart and athletic. Eww, that would maybe be even worse.




She wondered if she was the last person in the SRI to figure that out. She was pretty sure this meeting meant that Jack had worked it all out. Okay, she was pretty sure Jack had worked a lot of that out way before they found out about the Breslynn Orphanage.




She sat down in the Cessna and Willow waved a tablet computer at her. So she pulled out her gymbag, pulled the tablet out of it, and started it up. Sure enough, Willow had a little chat program working for the tablets she wanted to contact. Alex was totally surprised. Not.




So suddenly in the chat window, a line from Jo appeared. ‘Willow, you’re not supposed to be able to get into these tablets.’




‘I wrote the software and set up the security so I’m pretty sure I am supposed to be able to get into the SRI tablets.’




Alex wrote, ‘I’m here too. Are you doing okay?’




So they spent over an hour chatting silently with Jo about how worried she was that she’d get arrested and locked up, or at least lose everything she’d worked for since she was nine years old and she decided she wanted to be a soldier like her Uncle Marco. And Willow and Jo talked about how Jack had interviewed them and Riley and Sergeant Carlson for like an hour, looking for people dropping in and trying to talk them into joining other stuff right when things looked bad for them. Willow complained that when people in the industry knew Oracle was eating her alive, nobody ran in and volunteered to be her white knight, probably because everyone was afraid of getting Oracle’s muscle pointed at them next, and the most she’d gotten was a couple dozen companies offering her stupid jobs running their IT groups.




Jo complained in her chat window, ‘Could be worse. About all I got was the chance to be on a special detail for a three-star general who’s a known lech; and putting out for an old white fart would be a shitload worse than pretty much anything I was facing. Carlson got an offer to jump straight to one of the CFL teams, but he thought the assistant GM he talked to was a slimy weasel so he said no. And we all know Riley did exactly what he planned at the NCAA’s, and he was busy looking at Ranger school.’




Willow added, ‘And Jack got blood samples from all of us, and they had a blood sample for Clare Tobias, but with just a sample of size five they don’t have a genetic marker mapped out. Yet. It would’ve been really helpful if Mister Gotham hadn’t told Jack hell no. Jack claimed he said kiss my grits Mel but I know he wouldn’t say that.’




About halfway through the flight, the sat phone rang, and Graham got it. “Captain Miller here.”




It was Jack, and he sounded really grouchy. “Miller, I assume you have everyone onboard.”




“Yes sir.”




Jack growled, “Your flight’s getting redirected. To Andrews AFB. And we all know how well that went the last time.”




“Yes sir. Can I ask why?”




Jack said, “Because Hammond got over-ridden by a couple four-stars when he made an official report to the Joint Chiefs about our little, teensy-weensy personnel issue. Do not expect that this is going to be as congenial as a meeting at our HQ in West Virginny. Just alert everyone, and warn them not to let anyone rattle them, because… Crap, gotta go.” And the line went dead.




Jo muttered, “Well, I guess we also know the colonel wasn’t supposed to give us a heads-up.”




Graham pointed out, “But he did. So we act like we have no idea what’s going on.”




Just then the co-pilot popped open the door to the pilot’s cabin and announced, “Captain, we’re being redirected to Andrews, and we’re not supposed to tell you ahead of time. Sorry, sir.”




Graham nodded, “Okay, so it’s a good thing you’re not telling us. Go ahead and adhere to protocols from here on out.”




“Yes sir.”




Sergeant Carlson asked, “Sir, are we being fed to the lions?”




Graham looked over at Willow and smiled, “We can’t be. Not all of us are Christians.” Then he gave the sergeant a serious look. “I’m putting my trust in the colonel. We’ll see how this plays out.”




Willow timidly raised her hand. “I can make sure we can get a call out without it being detected. And maybe Terawatt could make it. There are a lot of people who owe her favors right now.”




Graham asked, “Just one call?”




Willow shrugged, “At least one. I can check after each call and see when we lose the anonymity on our VPN through the DHS firewall.”




Alex thought for a second and said, “I’ve got a couple ideas. Who did you want me to call?”







They landed at Andrews Air Force Base. Alex wasn’t too thrilled when the Cessna was directed over to that same building she had been in before. She was really wondering if this was going to be as bad as the last time. She glanced at Willow’s ashen face, and she realized it could actually be a lot worse.




This time, there were a dozen heavily-armed Air Force SFs waiting to escort the five of them into the building. And they went to the same security desk. And just like before, there was a creepy-looking corporal at the desk, being creepy and uncooperative. Corporal Creepy said, “Terawatt, we’re going to need you to step into the screening room on my left, your right, so we can verify who you are.”




She said, “That’s ridiculous, corporal. You know the official rules on my ID. I have the ID card. I have the powers. And the last time I went into that room, I was assaulted by a supervillain.”




The corporal at the desk smiled nastily. “We can do this the easy way, or we can do this the hard way.” And Alex heard the sound of several guns being cocked behind her. “Either you cooperate, or one of your traitor friends gets shot to death trying to escape.”




Alex knew she could disarm all those guys at the same time, using her tk. But wouldn’t that make everything a lot worse?




Willow whispered, “Just do it.”




She walked into the room, keeping all her tk ready in case she needed it.




The door swung shut behind her, cutting off all the sound from the hall. There was no attack. There were just two men in uniform, sitting in folding chairs in the middle of the room.




Both men stood up formally. The shorter one said, “Terawatt. Sorry to have to force you in here, but it is a matter of national security.” He gave her an oily smirk. “Colonel Harry Maybourne, NID. And this is Colonel Roger McNamara. We have a proposal for you.”




Colonel McNamara said, “We ID’ed Willow Rosenberg when she arrived at Camp Atron. We know who she is, because she’s running a civilian security study for the DHS, and civilian oversight is our jurisdiction. But if she’s on this flight, then she could be one of Colonel O’Neill’s traitors.”




Colonel Maybourne inserted, “It only took a few minutes to find out she’s twenty-five, born in the middle of the summer like your other traitors, and adopted as a newborn. Like Riley Finn, Jo Lupo, and Mark Carlson, except slightly younger.”




Colonel McNamara added, “Given the number of federal computers she’s been inside, we can already get her convicted for enough computer crimes to put her away for seventy years, and that’s before we try her for treason, which is punishable by death.”




Alex was furious. She wanted to punch these guys in the nose. To zap them right in the keester. To do something horrible to them. She just stood stiffly and waited for the other shoe to drop.




McNamara smiled ruthlessly, “But we won’t, if you convince her to go to work for us…” He took a breath. “…And you give us Charlie McGee.”




140. Sophie’s Other Choice



Alex had hardly ever been so angry in her entire life. They were threatening her family. Not just Shar, but Willow too! Maybe she was as angry as she’d been when Danielle Atron had kidnapped her mom and dad and Ray. And they knew Shar’s real name, so they might even be part of The Shop. Maybe this McNamara was the same McNamara who had been running The Shop’s Pentagon office! She wanted to give these jerkheads a zap so big it would fry their hair!




And these guys were just standing there, waiting for her to say something. Or do something.




Wait a minute! Was this a trap? Well duh, but what kind of trap was it? Alex tried to think. They could have hidden cameras on her, so when she attacked them, they could blackmail her into doing what they wanted or else go to prison for assaulting federal officers or whatever. Maybe it wasn’t an ‘either Willow or Shar’ decision. Maybe it was a trap to get all three of them.




Forget that whole ‘what would Terawatt do’ stuff. What would Jack do?




Well, first, Jack wouldn’t trust them as far as he could throw them. Then he’d assume it was a trap, and he’d find the trap and make it work for him.




And the trap would be… Cameras, maybe. They’d have a couple cameras hidden in the room. They brought her into the room where she got attacked last time she was here, and they did it on purpose. To make her extra jumpy. To make her overreact and do something she’d be really sorry for later, and they’d have it on camera so they could blackmail her. Or ruin everything she’d ever tried to accomplish as Terawatt.




She couldn’t think of anything else. They didn’t have the traps that were in here the last time. They weren’t holding vacuum traps or lightning rods or guns or whatever. Unless there was stuff hidden in the ceiling, or maybe in the walls.




She stalled, “I have no reason whatsoever to trust either of you.” She looked at Colonel Maybourne and asked, “Are you aware of what The Shop did to an eight year old girl and her father? And yet you’re working with him. And probably a small army of his minions.” She deliberately said ‘minions’ instead of ‘soldiers’ just to get that ‘evil badguy’ insinuation in there.




But Colonel Maybourne just gave her that oily smile that made her want to zap the snot out of him. “I can see that trust is an issue here. But surely you can see that it runs both ways. If you’re one of these Orphans as well, there’s no reason for us to trust you. Unless you give us some sort of leash we can rely on.”




She really want to punch him in the snoot right then. “I’m the only one in this room who can be trusted. I’m the one who goes out and risks her life all the time, stopping these nutbars and their monsters. You’re the ones working with Maggie Walsh and members of Team Evil!”




She tried to get a grip on her anger. She’d nearly said stuff she shouldn’t say. Yet. And saying ‘Team Evil’ made her sound about twelve. Okay, at least she hadn’t said ‘The Collective’ which these jerkheads weren’t supposed to know about.




Yeah, all she needed was to say the words ‘The Collective’ to someone who was actually connected to The Collective, so they’d know their secret was out. That would ruin everything. And it might get everyone in the SRI murdered. Okay, calling them ‘Team Evil’ didn’t sound so bad compared to that.




“Team Evil?” Colonel Maybourne asked with a smirk. “You’re seeing paranoid conspiracies now?”




Alex frowned at him. “Someone spent years and billions of dollars building a secret underwater base around Novaya Zemlya with really expensive equipment that had to be smuggled in. The Russians have since found the wreckage, only it’s below crush depth on any of their standard submarines, so they’ve asked me if I could do the explorations for them, assuming they can get clearance from their superiors. Someone then spent years growing a giant amphibious monster that couldn’t be stopped by conventional weaponry. Someone spent incredible amounts of money and manpower stealing a Russian Alfa-class sub and manning it to control their monster and steer it where they wanted it to go. The Russians lost seven towns, and they won’t tell me how many subs and surface craft they lost trying to stop this before USPACOM and the SRI intervened. Japan nearly lost Sendai, Tokyo, and who knows how many other cities, before it would have attacked… what? San Francisco? Los Angeles? Seattle? Tell me there isn’t a group of people out there, trying to do as much damage as possible.”




Okay, so the part about the Russians asking her to explore that wreckage was a fib, even if it was probably a good idea now that she thought about it.




Colonel Maybourne turned to Colonel McNamara and said, “We haven’t been informed about that undersea base. We need to talk to the State Department about keeping us better informed.”




Alex asked, “Why should they? It doesn’t fall under your purview.” SAT words come to the rescue again!




Colonel Maybourne smugly told her, “If it involves mysterious ops being run by the SRI without oversight, it is under our purview. And if it involves an American superheroine deputized by the President who might turn out to be America’s greatest threat, then it definitely is under our purview.”




She clenched her teeth and silently counted to ten. “Colonel, you’re going to a lot of trouble to make me angry, when you already know I’m capable of fighting a three hundred foot high radioactive dinosaur. I have to assume you’re not suicidal, or you wouldn’t be a colonel by now. So you’re deliberately trying to make me do something unpleasant.”




She went silvery, so she could see behind her too, and she used her tk to rip all the tiles down from the drop ceiling. That looked like four cameras. She turned all of them off with her tk, and then she went to work on the walls. The drywall didn’t want to come loose with the limited pull she had, so she had to try something else. But she’d seen Ray and his dad putting up plasterboard. She guessed where one edge would be, and she pulled on the nails. They came flying out of the wall. She pulled on that edge of the plasterboard, and half of it broke off, showing her where the next nails had to be. She yanked those nails out and pulled the other half of the board off the wall. Then she did that to the next panel, and the next, just ripping it down as fast as she could.




Wow, that was a big camera set-up behind that one piece of wallboard over there.




She disconnected that whole clump of cameras, and she moved on. She worked her way around the room, yanking plasterboard down, until the whole room was a mess of white dust, and the colonels were coughing into handkerchiefs. She stayed silvery. A couple of the wall panels were hidden cabinets instead of plasterboard, and she yanked them open before pulling them off the walls too. Then she puddled underneath the door, forcing her way through the soundproofing gasket out into the hallway. She went normal in front of the door and reached behind her. She put a big spark from the metal door to the metal frame, and she hoped she managed to arc-weld the locking parts so the bolt would be welded to the doorframe, or at least the door wouldn’t unlock.




She lied, “We need to go to the meeting room ASAP. Colonel Maybourne and I have reached… an agreement.”




The creepy corporal, whose nametag said ‘Sanders’ but she wasn’t going to believe that for a second, said, “What’s the password, freak?”




“Down!” she hollered, and everyone she knew promptly hit the dirt. Even Willow.




And that was a good thing, because everyone still standing got hammered with a burst of her lightning. A couple guys fired off their sidearms into the walls, but no one got hit. And she made sure ‘Corporal Sanders’ got zapped but good.




Graham hastily got to his feet and said, “Terawatt, I don’t think that was really an appropriate response.” He kept watch as Lupo and Carlson quickly checked that everyone else was really out cold.




She fumed, “In the room? Two NID guys. Colonel Maybourne, and another colonel who I think used to run the Pentagon HQ for The Shop. Now I know why Colonel O’Neill hates ’em so much. They threatened to put Acid Burn in prison forever for computer crimes, unless I gave them Charlie McGee.”




Graham warned her, “Unilateral force is still not a good idea. It’ll make you look like the bad guy here.”




Alex stubbornly replied, “They had cameras in the room. If our hacker can find where the feeds went to, we’ll have evidence that they tried to blackmail me. And that they’re really creepy.”




Graham checked, “And what did you do to two colonels in our armed forces?”




She smiled. “Nothing… much. I left them alone, even if I might’ve sorta messed the room up.” The door handle began shaking angrily, as someone inside tried to open it. “And maybe I spot-welded some of the lock.” Someone inside began yelling and pounding on the door.




Graham sighed, “This may look good right now, but it’s likely to be a real problem later on.”




Jo added, “So: tactics good, strategy not so good.”




Sergeant Carlson muttered, “It probably doesn’t matter anyway, unless the colonel’s ready to pull one out of his… umm… hat again.”




Willow smirked, “Well, he’s got a couple rabbits ready to pop out of the hat as soon as we get in there and we get set up.” She typed quickly on her phone and waited a couple seconds. “Okey-dokey, captainmal and jackryanrules are already here, and in Room 117. Let’s go.”




Alex groaned, “I know where that is. It’s where I was the last time.” She led them down the long hall.




Sure enough, there were big, mean-looking guys guarding the room. One of them stepped forward and blocked their way. “You’re supposed to be accompanied.”




Alex floated forward and tried, “It’s all right. Colonel Maybourne needed the corporal’s help. I was demonstrating my powers, and I found a threat in one of the hidden cabinets in your security-check room.”




“That may be, ma’am, but I have my orders.”




Graham sternly snapped, “Sergeant, you’re not supposed to take orders from a civilian organization in preference over your own.”




“Sorry sir, but that’s not the orders we received from General Flagg.”




Alex was thinking about zapping all five of these guards too, when the door behind the guards opened up and Jack fussed, “It’s about time you got here! You’re holding everyone up, and generals don’t like to be kept waiting!”




Graham stiffly said, “Sorry colonel, but the guards aren’t letting us in. I don’t want to break protocol.”




General Hammond appeared in the doorway. “Sergeant! Stand down at once, or prepare to be scrubbing toilets in Antarctica next week! You are insulting Terawatt.”




The guards eased back, and let them pass into the room. Alex wasn’t sure she was happy about that, because now those same armed guards were at her back.




Once they were in the room, General Hammond gruffly said, “Now we can finally get started. The SFs were holding things up.”




Alex used her tk to lock the door and then slide a doorstop across the floor so she could shove it under the door as a wedge. She looked around the room. She recognized General Hammond and his adjutant, plus Generals Flagg and Jackson and Baylor, although she didn’t know their adjutants. She didn’t know the two older guys in suits. But she did notice that one of them had a sidekick who looked around thirty and was really Brad Pitt-ish.




Uh-oh. That might be really mega-bad.




General Flagg pointed at Alex’s friends and growled, “I was expecting Colonel Maybourne to accompany them.”




Alex said, “Sorry, Colonel Maybourne brought a member of The Shop along and attempted to blackmail me. On camera. And their objective was apparently to get their hands on an eight year old girl, which sounds like a case of pedophilia to me, so I’ll expect someone to prosecute them for sex crimes. As soon as we isolate those camera feeds, we’ll have that evidence.”




General Flagg growled, “This isn’t pedophilia! I was assured that they are trying to locate and isolate terrorists who are on American soil!”




Ooh what a creep! And Alex had thought maybe General Flagg was a good guy, too. But not now. She had stood right there while Shar told her whole story to Flagg and those other people. Flagg was a creep, and a great big liar.




General Hammond stiffly said, “Sir, we already cleared Charlie McGee of all criminal acts and allowed her to be relocated and placed in a foster home.”




Flagg backtracked a little, “That may be, but that doesn’t affect the reason for this meeting. We’re cooperating with the NID because we need civilian oversight, since it’s obvious Colonel O’Neill can’t control the SRI and keep it from being taken over from within by half a dozen traitors.”




Jack gave Flagg a look that Alex recognized instantly. It was his ‘oh look I’m being all respectful… now’ look. “Sir, none of these people are traitors, none of them have done anything wrong, and it’s unfair to cast aspersions upon them when there’s no evidence that any of them have ever done anything wrong.”




Flagg looked at his adjutant, who Alex suddenly realized was maybe 27 and extremely handsome. Oh great. She looked carefully and noted his rank and last name off his uniform. Captain Drummond. She glanced over at Willow, who just gave her a wink as she reached into her leather valise and started fiddling with stuff.




A wink? Why was Willow winking?




Oh.




Flagg growled, “Captain Drummond, would you care to show Colonel O’Neill the emails that were sent to the personal email addresses of Major Finn, Lieutenant Lupo, and Sergeant Carlson?”




Jack smiled blandly. “Oh, that’s okay, sir.” He pulled out some papers from his own valise. “I already have copies. My people are trustworthy enough that they immediately turned themselves in when they realized what the emails meant. I notice that no one else can say the same thing.”




“Excuse me, colonel?” Flagg thundered. “What does that mean?”




Jack gave him a look like ‘what’s the prob, Rob?’ But he didn’t say anything disrespectful. He calmly said, “Well sir, glossing over the fact that someone let the NID illegally wiretap loyal members of America’s armed forces, I can see that a deputy director of the CIA brought along Samuel Jonathan Daystrom, the CIA officer who held up valuable information when we were having to deal with the aftermath of the CIA’s Project Galinka. And you sir, brought your adjutant, Captain William Kevin Drummond.”




And Alex realized what it meant that Jack knew their names. Not just their last names, but their full names. Holy crud, was Jack sneaky!




General Hammond sternly interrupted him, “Colonel perhaps you could stop dancing around the issue and get straight to the point.”




“Yes sir,” Jack said obediently.




Alex suddenly realized that Jack had set this part up with George Hammond, so Jack would be able to do whatever he was about to do. Man, was Jack sneaky. And maybe George was pretty darn sneaky too when he wanted to be. She made a mental note not to ever try to out-sneak either one of them.




Jack stood up and pointed at Franklin Tang, who pressed something in his hand and a big LCD projector in the ceiling came on, shining a bright light on a really white rectangle of the side wall. It showed an old picture of an old, unfriendly-looking building. Jack said, “Welcome to the Breslynn Orphanage in Dover, Delaware. 25 to 31 years ago, before it burned down, it had a board of directors that included the late Howard Royer Locke.”




An old picture of Howard Locke appeared. The guy wasn’t bad-looking. He had short dark hair and look-I’m-really-smart glasses and a little triangular beard on his chin. He kind of reminded her of someone, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Then a picture of Maggie Walsh appeared beside him, and half the room reacted as soon as they recognized her.




“Yes, Howard Royer Locke was America’s Most Wanted Maggie Walsh’s major prof, and they both worked on Project Galinka for Marissa Weigler of the CIA. In case some of you don’t know, they tinkered with DNA and tried to grow some super-soldiers, and they probably didn’t tell the moms-to-be just what they were carrying, and they did it to unsuspecting Europeans. And why did the CIA think Locke was a good choice for this project? Well, maybe someone in the CIA had a pretty good inkling that between 25 and 31 years ago, Locke was on the board of directors of The Children’s Home, which controlled six orphanages around the world. So Locke had no trouble inserting ten freshly-engineered newborns at the same time every mid-summer, every year, at every one of these orphanages. That’s 420 of our Orphans. 420 pretty, happy babies who are now between 25 and 31, too good-looking, too smart, too aggressive, too athletic, too strong, too quick, too tough, and too disease-resistant. Given that Americans adopt from overseas all the time, we can’t assume that we only have 70 in this country. We could have a lot more.”




A picture of Riley running in a track event for West Point popped up. Wow, he looked way hotter in that track outfit than a sweaty guy had any right to be. Mrs. Riley Finn was one lucky girl.




“And what happens when we have people who are too athletic and too strong and too quick? They become sports stars. What happens when we have people who are too smart and too charismatic? They leap to the head of their area of interest. So who are our possibles — let me just point out that these are only possibles, we aren’t accusing anyone yet — for our Orphans who may be linked with Maggie Walsh and the badness she’s been getting up to?”




A whole collage of pictures appeared. Alex recognized too many of them. And every one of them was 25 to 31 and way too good looking.




Jack continued, “Well, let’s start right in this room. Riley Finn, Jo Lupo, and Mark Carlson. Along with Samuel Daystrom and William Drummond.”




“Colonel!” Flagg roared. “Are you accusing my adjutant of being a traitor to this country?”




“Not yet, sir,” Jack said way too casually. He glanced over at Willow.




She lifted from her valise a plastic box that looked about the size of two sandwiches stacked together, but it had all kinds of buttons and stuff on the top side. She said, “Yep, he’s got some kind of broadcasting device on him. Probably in his briefcase. I’ve been jamming it, but we really don’t want these guys finding out how much we already know about them.”




Captain Drummond calmly protested, “Oh please, this is a patently obvious attempt to spread blame around. Only guilty people would try something like this.”




Jack smiled malevolently. “Then why don’t you let the general go through your briefcase and your pockets? Just as a show of good faith and all that.”




Drummond shrugged calmly, “Sure. Why not.” He casually opened his briefcase, and then made a lightning-fast grab for something inside it.




Alex had been expecting something like that, so she nailed him with a lightning bolt in the chest, at the same time that a handgun fired and a bullet tore through the guy’s bicep.




There was a scream from the other side of the table.




Alex glanced over, and Samuel Daystrom was standing there, one hand halfway to his briefcase, with a throwing knife embedded in his chest.




Riley gave him a calm smile, but a ruthless tone of voice. “Mister Daystrom, if you try to reach into that briefcase again, my second bullet will go right between your eyes. And you know how good a shot I’m likely to be.”




Sergeant Carlson swiftly moved over to Drummond’s unconscious body and began searching him.




Jo stalked over and grabbed Daystrom, pushing him back against the wall. “If you try anything, I’ll take my knife out of you and shove it back in somewhere that’ll hurt a hell of a lot more.”




Daystrom looked at her with hate-filled eyes. He had a combat knife in his chest, and he was still standing there. His breathing was getting labored, and he didn’t seem to want to move his arm on that side, but he was still upright and still dangerous. Alex was wondering if she needed to hit him with a big zap too.




Jo glared at him and murmured, “Just try it, suit.”




Jack casually added, “Maybe she could show you this cool martial arts move she knows called ‘Monkey steals the peach’.”




Daystrom flinched, and his legs involuntarily clamped together. That was when Alex realized what kind of ‘peach’ the monkey would reach in and tear off. Eww.




Jack went on, “So, as I was saying, everybody’s at risk of having an Orphan or two — or five — in their organization. I just happen to have a few who are loyal to this country and trusted their commanding officer, and they came to me as soon as they got their emails, which some sleazy organization was illegally monitoring. Now, to be fair, it’s not just Daystrom and Drummond.” He turned his head to captainmal. “Professor Winkelman, if you would be so good?”




Captainmal nervously cleared his throat. “Given all the intelligence we already had on Major Finn, Lieutenant Lupo and Sergeant Carlson, plus information on some possibles that the SRI suggested, along with data on the Breslynn Orphanage — even though we don’t have information from the orphanage on the adopting families — we were able to put together a profile. We searched for everyone successful in any important field, born mid-summer, adopted as a newborn, and ages 25 to 31. We cut that down to only those who were really attractive and really dynamic. We found a lot more than seventy, so we don’t know which of these are our Orphans and which are not.”




He clicked a control in his hand, and pictures began appearing.




“In addition to the people we have already discussed, the CIA has James Leonard, a hotshot field agent, and two others. The NID has three possibles, not even counting Clare Tobias and ‘Neumann,’ who we still don’t have an ID on, but he could be an NID officer named Zack Neumann. The NSA has up-and-comer Gerard Roger Newsom, who we already suspected because he’s our most likely suspect in the interference of our investigation into the Downingtown Blob. In addition to Captain Drummond and our SRI personnel, we have five more adjutants to important generals and admirals. We have three possible U.S. Representatives and twelve possible state senators, state representatives, and assemblymen across the country, and that doesn’t even count nine more possibles who may be running for office soon, including…” He clicked again, and a picture of a wholesome, handsome blond guy appeared. “…Glenn Howard, the ‘truther’ and shock jock.”




“Oh hell.”




“Goddamnit.”




The CIA guy groaned, “Well, that’s going to be a disaster, no matter how we play it out, because he’s already claiming Big Government is out to get him for telling the ‘truth’.”




Alex stated, “And there’s no better way for Team Evil to attack me than to use media to discredit me first. He may have already been co-opted almost a year ago, when he started talking about me.”




Captainmal continued, “And there’s more. We have three possibles who are White House staffers, two who are Supreme Court interns, eight who are Congressional staffers, seven who are connected with Beltway lobbyists, and twenty-three more who are up-and-coming businessmen, lawyers, venture capitalists, and bankers. We have fourteen possible sports stars including a couple Olympians, seven possibles who are actors and actresses and reality stars, and eighteen more who are engineers or scientists, including Pamela Isley AKA Poison Ivy, and the late Michael Ristersen, who had Maggie Walsh as one of his major professors, and who we believe was one of the scientists who died in the secret underground lab in Downingtown where Maggie Walsh and her colleagues made that blob monster. We also matched the late Robert James Boyle, the director of Boyle Biochemical, the company which was indirectly responsible for the giant clam monsters in Santa Monica.”




He added, “On top of all that, we checked with some political experts, and of our political possibles, they think that between five and fifteen of them might be dynamic enough and rich enough to be running for President in another ten to thirty years. We could soon be facing Presidential races where we have the choice of electing a right-wing Orphan or a left-wing Orphan.”




“That’s grim,” muttered General Jackson.




Captainmal said, “And we’re still not done. We were able to identify one of the most dangerous hackers on the planet. P$ychon4ut happens to be a possible Orphan. He’s supposed to be in prison in Texas on unrelated charges, but the person sitting in his jail cell is not the real P$ychon4ut. So our Orphans have one of the most dangerous hackers around, and they spent a huge amount of money and effort to trade someone else for him while he was being escorted to the state pen, and he is undoubtedly working for them now.”




Alex spotted Willow typing on her phone, and a second later, Alex’s tPhone vibrated. Alex used her tk to slide the phone out and hold it where she could look at it without being obvious.




The text from Willow said: selina kyle buffy summers samantha finn too.




Buffy? And Riley’s wife? Oh crud. Riley would be crushed if his wife turned out to be a badguy, which Alex pretty much doubted since Dr. Samantha Finn spent her time saving the lives of poor African children doing Doctors Without Borders stuff.




And Selina Kyle was married to a European shipping billionaire, so if she was involved, The Collective could have lots of ways to hide money and move money around and transport anything they wanted to.




Mega-crud.




If Howard Royer Locke wasn’t already dead, she would so give him a huge shock in the butt. The big jerkhead.




The big phone in the middle of the table suddenly rang. General Jackson nodded at his adjutant, who grabbed the control for it and flipped it on. “General Stephen Jackson here.”




An instantly recognizable voice blared through the speaker of the phone as the President demanded, “General Jackson, this is the President. Would you care to tell me why you are offending Terawatt, damaging the reputation of the United States of America, and threatening to destroy the most effective agency in the entire DHS and DOD, just when they’re making us look good to the rest of the world?”




“Mister President, I—”




The President steamrollered him. “I just got off the phone with an official representative of the Queen of England. The Duke of Wellington personally called to complain about your treatment of Terawatt and her colleagues. The Duke of Wellington! Before him it was the SIS. And the Japanese ambassador. And representatives of the European Union. And the Italian ambassador. And the Finnish Prime Minister, the President of the Ukraine, and the Russian President.”




General Jackson was standing stiffly at attention, even if the President couldn’t see him. “Sir! We received intelligence from the NID that indicated the SRI had been infiltrated by a massive number of enemy agents. We could not let that go unaddressed, particularly when the NID pointed out that Terawatt could be one of these agents.”




The President asked, “Terawatt? Are you present?”




Alex quickly replied, “Yes, Mister President. I am.”




“Perhaps you could give your version of events? My callers seemed to be under the impression that you and the SRI were being subjected to some manner of Star Chamber, and they were demanding that I step in.”




Alex said, “Sir, there is some validity to the actions of your generals, but the problem is the NID took advantage of the situation to try and control me, and to try to get their hooks into Red Tree Software, which is running security audits on all the computers in the entire DHS, and also to try to revitalize a very dangerous project that caused The Shop to be shut down permanently. I think they would have taken over the SRI as well, if they could, which would have been a disaster, because there is no way I would willingly work with Colonel McNamara after what he did for The Shop. And I certainly am not going to work with Colonel Maybourne after he tried to blackmail me into revealing the whereabouts of that Shop project, who is just an eight year old girl. I also suspect that the NID committed illegal wiretaps on a massive scale, and then lied to General Flagg in order to set this up.”




Okay, she didn’t really believe that last bit at all, but if she could make General Flagg owe her a favor, that might pay off some day.




General Flagg growled, “Mister President, Colonel O’Neill and his IT people gave a very effective presentation on the problem, and I think you need to see it ASAP. We’ll also need you not to tell any of your staff about this, because we now have reason to believe that up to three of your staff may be compromised. I am not saying this to be difficult, because it turned out that my adjutant Captain Drummond is also one of these agents.” He looked over at Riley and Jo, and he grimaced. “Furthermore, some of the suspected soldiers, like Major Riley Finn and Lieutenant Josefina Lupo, don’t appear to be agents at all, and may in fact be trying to save our bacon. However, some of the possibles are political forces under the age of 32, and if we don’t deal with this properly, they may soon be controlling this country as duly elected representatives of our populace.”




The President said, “Very well, then. General Jackson, bring Colonel O’Neill and as many of his IT people as he needs to bring. I’ll expect you ASAP.”




“Yes sir.” As soon as the President hung up, General Jackson said, “O’Neill, who do you need?”




Jack said, “Sir, I’ll make do with just Winkelman and Rosenberg.”




General Jackson nodded. “Then let’s move to my transport. My driver will get us there pretty quickly. He’s had to make this trip enough times already.”




As they moved toward the door, Alex remembered to yank the doorstop out from under the door and unlock the door too.




General Flagg was already on his phone, calling for medics and security forces to handle two more supervillains.




The door flew open, and Colonel Maybourne, still completely covered in white plaster dust, barged in with two of his ‘security guards.’ They all had their guns pointed forward.




Alex used her tk and yanked the guns right out of their hands.




Jack drawled, “Why Harry, you’re pure as the driven snow now.”




Maybourne glared at Alex. “Sir! We need to take Terawatt into custody immediately, and remand the SRI into NID control until we find out how many of their people have been suborned, perhaps by her! And—”




Alex used her tk to slap Maybourne’s uniform right below his chin, and he started to choke on the cloud of plaster dust that flew up. She was really getting cheesed off with him.




General Flagg growled, “Colonel Maybourne, you will be in front of my desk at 0700 Monday morning to explain why the NID failed to get legal permission for these wiretaps, and why you lied to me about Tobias and Neumann, and why you have several more of these Orphans in your own organization that you were unable to find. The SRI was able to build a profile and find dozens of possibles. Clearly, they’re a lot more competent at this than you are. So when you can clean your own house and you can demonstrate some competence in this arena, you can come talk to me again about this!”




Alex fumed, “And general, when he talks to you about this, don’t forget that he needs to explain how he would ever get me to work with him or people like him. Because anybody who starts a working relationship with attempted blackmail and plans for cruelty to children does not deserve to keep his rank as a colonel. And anybody who enlists a former member of The Shop to help with that blackmail and that whole ‘experimenting on children’ thing needs some time in prison to remind him of the difference between right and wrong.”




Maybourne stopped coughing and pointed a finger at her to argue with what she’d just said, so she wielded her tk and slapped his uniform again, burying him in a cloud of plaster dust. Okay, she knew it was mean, but he totally deserved it.




Maybourne started coughing again, and his people helped him to a chair. Riley politely got him a glass of water. Alex was not going to get him a glass of water. Not after he threatened Shar and Willow! And she was going to tell Jack too, because she had a feeling Jack could be pretty darn mean to people if he thought he needed to be.




Jack walked out of the room with General Jackson and captainmal and Willow. As he moved past Maybourne, he said, “Harry, I hate to break it to you, but they already did the casting for ‘Powder’.”




Graham turned to General Flagg. “Sir. If Colonel O’Neill is likely to be tied up with the CinC for an unknown time, I need to get Team Two back to base ASAP in case another Terawatt Code Red breaks out. Permission to move out?”




“Permission granted.”




Graham saluted, waited until Flagg saluted back, and hustled the rest of his team out the door. Alex went with them.




As they rushed down the hall, Alex asked, “Is Riley really going to stay behind all by himself?”




Graham said, “He’ll do what he thinks he needs to. He’ll help out, he’ll cover for us and make sure no one decides to stab us in the back, he’ll keep an eye on Maybourne. If there’s one thing Riley is, it’s a protector.”




Jo asked, “Do you think he’ll get me my knife back?”




Graham grinned, “The one you left buried in Daystrom’s chest? I think that’ll be going to the hospital with him. Put in a requisition for a replacement.”




Jo scowled, “I really liked that knife.”




Graham asked, “Did you name it Vera?” Sergeant Carlson tried really hard not to laugh out loud.




They got driven to the Cessna and they flew back toward Camp Atron to drop off Alex. The mood on the jet was totally different than when they flew to the East Coast.




But Graham was cautioning everyone that things were not going to go smoothly. “We’ve had run-ins with the NID, and I trust ’em about as far as… okay, I don’t trust ’em as far as I can throw them. I trust them about as far as I can throw their headquarters building. They’re not going to let this drop, and if they’ve pulled in McNamara from The Shop, they probably have an agenda for every superpowered person connected with the SRI, and that includes Shar and Willow. So we need to assume we’ve got security leaks too.”




Alex complained, “Starting with Camp Atron, because they ID’ed Willow by the time she was on the Cessna.”




Jo suggested, “Maybe one of the gate guards, or someone with a telephoto lens and an internet connection. The NID has the same facial recognition software the FBI’s running these days.”




Graham frowned, “And that means we have to assume Willow’s house is not safe for her anymore, until we can get some of our own surveillance and personnel in the immediate area to protect her.”




Alex said, “I don’t really think she’d mind an excuse to spend more time at Jack’s house, even if she really loves her place. But she’s got that whole computing set-up that someone could just get rid of with a Molotov cocktail. Plus everything else she’d be crushed if it got destroyed.”




Graham grabbed the sat phone. “This is Captain Graham Miller, Team Two of the SRI. Can I speak to General Hammond?”




Graham waited patiently while he got shunted around, and then spoke to two people before he got to the general’s adjutant. “Yeah Paul, it’s me. We’re brainstorming here, and Terawatt says the NID has identified Willow Rosenberg as one of the people we brought to the meeting, so they suspect she’s an Orphan too. It’s possible that they might have someone break into her home to get at her, or ransack her computers, or just torch the place. Can we get some DHS surveillance and protection?”




He nodded a couple times and finally said, “Thanks.”




He hung up and told them, “The colonel and General Hammond are way ahead of us. The ‘middle-aged couple’ that moved in across the street and one house down from Willow just a couple months ago when a house went up for sale?”




Alex didn’t know about this part. She hadn’t even noticed a ‘for sale’ sign or anything on any of the times she’d visited Willow. She totally needed to pay more attention to her surroundings.




He went on, “The colonel noticed the ‘for sale’ sign and alerted the general. A couple of field agents wanted to retire from the DIA so they could get married to each other, and they got an upgrade. Marriage, promotion, and a DHS job protecting an important civilian asset.”




“That’s a relief,” Alex said. Only it wasn’t. It meant that ‘Alex Mack’ needed to stop visiting Willow at her house, which was cruddy. And with the NID probably sneaking around tailing Willow, she might not be able to visit the Macks anymore either, which was mega-cruddy.




Terawatt needed to call Acid Burn and ask if she had any genius ideas on how Alex Mack and Willow Rosenberg could be in contact, when Terawatt needed to stay away from Willow and Acid Burn needed to stay away from Alex Mack.







“ ‘They already did the casting for Powder.’ You’re so bad!” Willow giggled. “If he wasn’t making with the extortion and trying to grab Shar and all, I’d be a lot more worried about all that plaster dust he inhaled. That’s not good for you. Even if I nearly laughed out loud when Alex kept making the dust poof up around him.”




Jack stretched out in the bed and let Willow snuggle into his side. “Well, I’ve run into Maybourne and his merry men before, and I’m more worried about the poor plaster dust. Being stuck in that guy’s lungs? Complete nightmare.”




Willow snickered and then asked, “Who did you get to call the President? We called Hermione and her boyfriend Ron, who got his granddad to call, but we didn’t call anyone else in the SIS, and we sure didn’t call anyone in the Ukraine or Finland, even if Graham called someone he knew in Russia, and Terawatt made a few EU-type calls.”




Jack smiled, “Brigadier Edward H.L. Brathwaite-Thomson. He’s a really good guy, even if he likes playing ‘crusty old duffer.’ And I called in a few favors from the Hanna op and the Myrhorod op.”




She mentioned, “I noticed there was one SRI ‘orphan’ who didn’t make the NID’s list or captainmal’s list. I mean, besides me. Thanks for protecting me, even if it could’ve gotten you into trouble.” Jack smiled mischievously and whispered something in her ear. She grinned wickedly. “Ooh, you are so sneaky!”




He nuzzled her hair. “Sneaky enough to get my fiancée off that Cessna and flying home with me for a few nights?”




She smiled into his chest. “Yeah. That sneaky. Speaking of which, someone at Camp Atron is ratting us out for the NID.”




He rolled his eyes. “Wow, I’m completely surprised to hear that one. Now you know why I hate those guys so much. This ‘orphan’ deal is going to be a nightmare. Right now, I am so glad Alex is under 20 and not a part of this headache.”




Willow added, “Alex is definitely not adopted, either. Her dad has a ton of pictures of Barb getting really pregnant, and he even took pictures in the delivery room. Alex was a very cute baby.”




Jack frowned, “Willow, nothing that just turned up covered in blood and goo, and all red and wrinkly and screeching, is cute.”




She looked at him with big hurt eyes and whimpered, “…What if I had a baby?”




He stalled, “Well, your baby would be cute, but only because you’re inhumanly hot.”




She pouted, “What if… we had a baby?”




He looked into her big, sad eyes and told her, “Well, I’d cross my fingers she would look like you, instead of like me.”




She got a dreamy expression in her eyes. “I’d love to have a handsome baby boy who looked just like you.” Then she gave him a naughty leer. “In fact… I might need some practice on that, because I’ve never made a baby before…”




He smiled back. “Well then, it’s mighty convenient that we’re already in my bed, and Charlie won’t be home for another two hours…”







When Alex got home that evening, she had a Team Terawatt meeting in her kitchen, with her folks and Shar and Ray, and she explained that the NID was going to be snooping around Willow, so if anyone talked to Willow, they needed to make sure they used all the security precautions Willow had set up. Only using the tPhones, only calling from someplace secure like inside Alex’s house, letting Willow decide if she could talk or not, all that stuff.




Her mom seemed pretty upset that there was a civilian oversight committee that was apparently worse than the black ops groups they were supposed to oversee. Her dad was really upset that at least one member of The Shop was still on the loose and causing more problems. Shar was upset that Aunt Barb wouldn’t let her go to Washington, D.C. and firebend Colonel McNamara into a chunk of carbon.




Alex reminded everyone to just act like they were normal. And, while her folks were worrying, Shar showed that she was eight. “I know I’m still grounded, but can I go watch ‘The Iron Giant’ now?” When Alex’s folks said yes, Shar jumped out of her chair and headed for the living room. She stopped in the doorway and ordered Alex, “You stay. I go. No following!” Then she ran down the hall.




Ray said, “That’s a good idea. Let’s go see a movie.”




Alex smiled at him. “Sure. Sounds good to me. Just no spy movies tonight, okay?”




“How about Jackie Chan?” he asked.




Alex grinned, “Works for me!”




They got halfway to the movie theater, and she got a buzz on her tPhone. It was a text message: conf call on tphone sunday 1500 yr time.




 Ray asked, “Problem? Do we need to cancel?”




She patted him on the shoulder. “Nope, we’re fine. I just have something small I need to do tomorrow afternoon.”







The next day, after church and lunch and cleaning up and chores and yardwork and stuff, she slipped into the home office and shut the door for a little privacy. Then, at three, her phone buzzed. She had her earjack on, so she just tapped it with her tk and said, “Terawatt here.”




Jack said, “Team One is present, along with Walter and Acid Burn, and the IT Trio.”




“Team Two all present except Lieutenant Lupo,” Graham added.




“Lieutenant Lupo calling in from the Cessna, sir.”




Jack said, “We have a lot of areas to touch on, but I wanted Acid Burn to cover the important topic first. Burn?”




Willow hesitated a moment and said, “Well, I managed to trace the email to me back to the international mail server where it was inserted, and that came from an anonymizer in Finland, but someone military has a lot of street cred there after the Hanna thing, so I got some help from their sysadmins that they don’t ever do, and we found the insertion point in their logs, and we backtracked that. It came from a specific computer in a specific server farm in India. So P$ychon4ut is probably working out of Khajuraho as far as I can tell, which could be a big problem, because right now there’s this guy there who’s 31, really really handsome, the adopted son of a really wealthy family, celebrated his birthday in mid-summer with a big party for a huge chunk of the city, already in political office, and he’s definitely pulling together a huge power base for himself. So P$ychon4ut could be in a really protected place now, working for another Orphan.”




Alex asked, “Okay, who?”




Willow paused. “Umm, it’s some guy named Khan Noonien Singh.”





141. Interlude XXIII



Maggie Walsh walked into the two-bedroom suite that had been designated as Danielle Atron’s personal quarters. One bedroom had been turned into a chem lab, complete with fume hoods and all the biochemistry equipment Atron had requested. Danielle was in the other bedroom, getting a massage from Klaus.




Maggie was fully aware than Atron was using Klaus as more than a masseur. Not that Klaus was complaining to anyone that might tell her about it. After all, Atron was quite well preserved for her age, and — except for a few wrinkles — looked like a twenty-five year old fitness instructor. If anything, she looked younger than she had in the four year old pictures Maggie had checked when reading up on Atron’s work. Maggie considered it was theoretically possible that the ‘silver morph’ power set gave enhanced elasticity in the normal form, which could make skin look younger or give people more flexibility, but that was all conjecture at this point.




Not that Maggie believed all that research work coming out of the Paradise Valley Chemical plant was primarily Atron’s work. Maggie was fully aware of how journal mills worked. Atron had probably been stealing at least some of the credit for the work of her employees. George Mack was obviously under-recognized, given that he had synthesized a GC-161 antidote and had it fully tested up to human trials before the first supervillain hit Paradise Valley. Maggie agreed with Atron’s hypothesis that Mack had been working at curing his little daughter Alex, who then used some kind of inside knowledge about the chemical to give her a leg up on getting some early Terawatt photos.




Maggie had attempted to get a handle on the identity of Terawatt after Atron gave The Collective all her information, but she had run into a brick wall. It had been remarkably easy to put a pretty ‘nurse’ or two in place temporarily and walk off with blood samples from hundreds of Paradise Valley citizens who went into the city hospitals and clinics, but the analysis had been a nightmare. Perhaps eight percent of the people in Paradise Valley had detectable effects from GC-161 in their DNA! That stupid bitch had been illegally dumping GC-161 experiment resultants all over the town, and Christ only knew how many people had been contaminated. If one were naïve enough to assume the people at the hospitals and clinics were a simple random sample of residents, then with about a 95% probability there could be between four and twelve percent of the city with at least detectable effects from GC-161 in their genome. It wasn’t a matter of tracking down the one person in town with suspicious DNA. It was more a matter of wondering why there weren’t tens of thousands of Paradise Valley residents flying across the skies and ripping apart buildings and setting fire to everything they touched.




It would be extremely convenient when The Collective could experiment on anyone they wanted to, and then they could work out just what the genetic controls were on developing interesting biochemical pathways upon exposure to appropriate amounts of GC-161. She wondered if Atron would want to use anyone in particular when they were doing toxicological studies to determine the LD50.




Maggie took a seat in one of the armchairs in the room. Atron had an open box of Belgian chocolates, an open cabinet full of more goodies, and a small refrigerator/freezer with glass doors so Atron could look at all her refrigerated treats for something else decadent to eat. The woman seemed to revel in her ability to eat ridiculous amounts of junk without gaining an ounce. She seemed to revel in everything decadent, when she wasn’t doing admittedly top-notch biochemical work in her personal lab.




Maggie had good researchers already. If Atron wasn’t pulling her own weight, Maggie would have gone along with her father’s recommendation for getting rid of the woman. Maggie preferred to think of it as number three of the “Thirty-six Stratagems”: Kill with a Borrowed Knife. There was a lovely island in the Indian Ocean that would immediately attract the attention of the India bloc if they made an overt effort to move Ms. Atron out there along with everything she wanted. Then a few tidbits of disinformation planted here and there, and the India idiots would launch a raid. Atron was undoubtedly capable of handling a squad of them without any trouble. India One wouldn’t let such a slap in the face slide by. He’d have to avenge himself, as he did for every slight, real or imaginary. And with a little nudge in the right direction, it would be relatively easy to get him to launch one of India’s nuclear missiles at the island. Farewell Ms. Atron, hello international incident pointing right at India One and everything he wanted to keep hidden. Clearly a win-win, as far as Maggie was concerned.




Just to irritate Atron, Maggie took one of the chocolates and nibbled on it. “Not bad.”




“Not bad? Not bad? Those chocolates are perfect. They’re an acme of the chocolatier’s art!”




Maggie blithely replied, “As I said.”




Atron clambered off the massage table and stepped over to slip on a silk robe. She clearly didn’t care that Klaus was seeing her in the altogether. “Klaus dear, put the massage table away, go take a shower, and be back here at seven for dinner. We’re having beef Wellington.” She glanced surreptitiously at Maggie to see if she could get a rise out of her with that comment.




But Maggie was already aware that Atron was causing problems for the chefs. Maggie had simplified matters for the chefs by just having them make double of whatever Atron demanded, so that Maggie and her father enjoyed Atron’s tastes, rather than forcing the chefs to prepare two sumptuous repasts simultaneously while also feeding the entire compound. And it wasn’t as if even Klaus, or Mai-Lin, or one of the other less insistent members of The Collective didn’t have enough taste to prefer better cuisines.




Atron sat down opposite Maggie and snapped, “I’m still waiting on my island.”




Maggie replied, “And I’m still waiting to get some bit of biochemical work that couldn’t be done by Annie Mack. While she was still in high school.” Atron flushed angrily. Ooh, that one really stung. Clearly, the files on Atron were correct, and she was still angry enough at the Mack family to do something else stupid. Maggie refrained from smirking at the success of her jab.







Danielle took a deep breath and counted slowly to ten. She was not going to let this bitch make her lose her cool. Danielle didn’t particularly care what happened to most people, but she didn’t think she was anywhere near Margaret K. Walsh’s level of psychopathy. But then, Hannibal Lecter didn’t have Walsh’s level of psychopathy.




Walsh wasn’t the first member of The Collective to have done their homework before meeting with her, but she was definitely the first one to work out how to push Danielle’s buttons. That was not to be tolerated.




“Oh, and help yourself to the chocolates. I spiked a random sample with GC-161 just to find out if anyone was raiding my treats. Hell, go ahead and eat the entire box.”




Walsh twitched slightly, so she clearly knew that the GC-161 seemed to work quite badly with at least one of the tweaks The Collective’s ‘orphans’ had in their genomes. And Danielle was going to assume that the reaction meant that Walsh was genetically engineered to some extent also. It was at least a working hypothesis.




Danielle had actually considered it as soon as she had worked out what was going on with Klaus and his fellow Collective members. Maggie Walsh was too old to be part of Klaus’ cohort, but Danielle was capable of doing research too. Maggie was also adopted as a baby. Maggie was too damn attractive as a young woman, even though the pictures Danielle had been able to find showed that Maggie had made no effort to look more attractive for a boyfriend. Or a girlfriend. Or any kind of friend. Maggie was too damn smart. The woman had revolutionized computational genetics and genome modification in a dozen ways, in a ridiculously short period of time.




But Walsh also wasn’t intimidated by the prospect of being poisoned with GC-161: she looked over the chocolates and helped herself to a chocolate caramel. Danielle didn’t know whether Maggie knew she was genetically distinct from Klaus’ cohorts, or whether Maggie simply didn’t have fear the way normal humans did, or whether Maggie had just decided that Danielle was bluffing.




Walsh slowly savored that treat, and then drawled, “Pretty good… for chocolate.”




Danielle decided to stop with the smalltalk before Walsh found some more weakpoints to exploit. Danielle was only assuming that Walsh had a couple emotional weakpoints of her own, but they would be well-defended, and breaching them would probably get a lethal response. And unlike the stupid twits who had attacked Danielle before, Walsh would think up something intelligent and creative.




Danielle said, “Let’s cut to the chase. You don’t like me. I don’t like you. And there’s no need for either of us to ever like the other.”




“Agreed. I’m not here to talk you into being my best buddy.”




Danielle nodded crisply. She rather doubted that Walsh had ever had a ‘best buddy,’ or had even attempted to get one. No, Walsh had probably settled for acquiring minions. “You’re here because your people are not competent to deal with me and achieve your goals.”




“Precisely.”




Danielle continued, “And you’ll plague me until you get what you want. But what will I get once you’ve met your goals? I’m still looking for guarantees that you won’t have your minions try to kill me. Again.”




Walsh dryly said, “And I would certainly do something less idiotic than have three of my people attempt to beat you up like common street thugs mugging a little old lady.”




Danielle made sure she didn’t show her concern. Because Walsh was fully capable of doing something much more deadly. Just sealing her in a room with gallons of boiling hydrofluoric acid would do it. Or letting one of those ‘blob monsters’ loose in here. She also suspected Walsh had some bioweapons that even Walsh’s own colleagues hadn’t seen. Yet. After all, Danielle had seen some of Walsh’s ‘pets’ that were roaming outside the compound walls.




But Danielle wasn’t powerless here. She said, “I got the genome data and the cell samples you provided, so I’ve been making some progress on GC-161 modifications since then. I fully intend to complete the work I promised, but there will be safeguards. You’ll get some verifiable intermediates, but you won’t actually get the final resultants until I’m on my island and my money is in my accounts.”




She wasn’t going to mention that she was also working on a toxic gas based on GC-161, so she could wipe out most of the compound, or at least most of the compound who were genetically engineered and hence vulnerable to the effects. Once she had the gas ready and placed in the compound’s HVAC systems, she would give them most of what she had promised. And if they tried to cheat her or kill her, she just wouldn’t stop the timer on the poison gas. Too bad for them.




Walsh asked icily, “Is that all? That’s nothing really new.”




Danielle smiled, “No, there’s something else. I’ve seen the work Miazaki and Rao are doing. I want in.”




Walsh gave her a raised eyebrow. “The power armor? It’s not close to a prototype yet. They’ve got the armor design and the powered joints and the control systems, and they have most of the weapons ready, but they still don’t have an adequate long-term power supply.”




Danielle smirked. She held her hands a foot apart and sent a massive spark arcing across the gap. “Not a problem for me.”




Walsh pursed her lips and thought for a second. She finally said, “A valid point, and a clear mechanism so they can get more prototyping done. I’ll tell them they’ll have to involve you.”




Danielle just smiled, enjoying the easy victory. She said, “In that case, the promised 300 milliliters of GC-161-VII is waiting for you in the bottle on the kitchenette counter that’s labeled ‘orangeade.’ Enjoy.”




Walsh stood up and smiled ruthlessly, “Good. We understand each other completely. I’ll be back tomorrow. If you want me out of your hair, just get your tasks done sooner.” She popped another chocolate into her mouth, grabbed the indicated bottle, and strolled out.




Danielle breathed a small sigh of relief, once Walsh was gone. She didn’t like having the psychotic bitch around. She quickly got her biocontainment gear out of her lab, took a number of swabs from everything Walsh might have touched, and rushed them into her private lab for analysis, just in case the psycho was trying to dose her with a slow-acting poison or infect her with some sort of bioweapon that would force her to cooperate or die. Or worse.







Maggie spit the chocolate out into a sample bag. She took the three chocolates she had palmed and put them in their own sample bags. She was going to check and see if the crazy slut really had contaminated those chocolates with anything.




The bottle of fluid was first going to be tested to verify it really was a new variant of GC-161 with no surprises added, and then she was going to use minute amounts on cell samples from fifty ‘orphans’ of The Collective and fifty non-orphans in a carefully-designed paired comparison study, so she could study its effects on minor genome variations.




It was obvious that Atron knew the GC-161 was a potential toxin for most of The Collective, so it seemed blatantly apparent that any weapon Atron might develop to control the people in the compound would be based on the stoichiometry of the family of GC-161 compounds. And given that assumption, Maggie could figure Atron’s next optimal moves.




The power armor could be the best option, though. If Atron helped advance the armor construction, then it was good. If Miazaki and Rao also built a suit of ‘armor’ that was a perfectly sealed biocontainment chamber, with external overrides for all the controls and some manner of electromagnetic system to disrupt Atron’s telekinesis, then Maggie could simply let Atron climb into the new suit and seal it up behind her. Atron would be trapped in a heavy, armor-shaped coffin. A quick trip over to an Atlas rocket followed by a launch into outer space, and no more Atron problem.




All Maggie had to do was prepare for Atron’s next moves. It was like a game of chess. A game of chess played in a dark room, against an opponent who threw knives at you every time you lost a piece.




She hadn’t had a challenge like this for a while. She smiled to herself and walked toward her personal lab. She began whistling softly.




Several people who saw her in the halls recognized the piece as “In the Hall of the Mountain King,” and hastily got out of her way.





142. Residence



Alex winced. She didn’t know anything about politics in India, but she knew this was bad. Mega-bad. One of these Orphans was already taking over a place with a ton of people in it. She asked, “What do we do about it?”




Jack said, “Intelligence. Reconnaissance. Preparation. Because right now, there’s not a chance in hell that anyone anywhere is going to let us go wage war on an entire state in India, based on our guess that a hacker is loose there and one of their politicians is maybe planning on taking over the world.”




Okay, that wasn’t what she was hoping to hear. But the more she thought about it, the more she realized he was totally right. They had no real evidence at all. They couldn’t even prove that P$ychon4ut was there, and not on another continent and misusing that big server farm remotely. They had no evidence at all that this Singh guy was doing anything bad, just because he was adopted as a baby. She thought about Riley and Jo and Willow, and realized that even if this guy really was an Orphan, that still didn’t mean he was a badguy.




She was really getting to hate Maggie Walsh and her dead major prof. Maybe Howard Royer Locke was the reason Maggie was so horrible now. Maybe someone else could have convinced her to use her brains for good.




She admitted, “I was kind of hoping we could get some intel and fly in and save the day and… stuff.”




Riley fretted, “We have to make sure we’re doing the right thing, and there isn’t something even bigger we need to focus on.”




Jo pointed out, “It could be a trap. Or a ploy. Or a con game. There’s got to be an incredible number of kids adopted as infants all over the world. They could point us at someone who isn’t one of them but has the same profile, and let us self-destruct all on our own.”




Eww. That would mega-bad.




“That would be totally of the icky,” Willow fussed.




“Yeah, like totally mega-cruddy,” Jack teased in a fake ‘Valley girl’ accent.




Alex stuck her tongue out and made a face, even though no one could see her do it. She just pretended Jack knew exactly what she was doing.




Willow said, “Tera, I don’t know if you’re sticking your tongue out at him, but I sure am.”




Jack smirked, “And on that note, let’s move on to point number two. Manny and Moe?”




Manny and Moe? Ooh, he was using the names for the Pep Boys, even after she and Willow complained about it! Those poor IT guys. They were probably lucky he hadn’t called them Larry and Curly. Or Moe and Shemp. Or something even worse.




Captainmal said, “Yes sir. Acid Burn worked with us on this, and some of this we had to do through some paper files that General Hammond’s people copied for us, and some paper and microfiche archives that Hermione Granger’s contacts obtained. Howard Royer Locke. He was born in 1946. His mother died in childbirth, unknown father but it could easily have been a Nazi soldier no one wanted to claim right after the war ended, so he was raised in a German orphanage. He was adopted at age one by Army Captain Peter Vaden Locke and his wife Lauren while Locke was serving in post-WWII Germany. The orphanage had given him the name Helmut, which apparently didn’t go over big right then, so Captain Locke and Mrs. Locke renamed him to Howard.”




Jack complained, “And Locke too. What is it with all these orphans?”




Riley ventured, “Sir, it may be causal. He knew how orphanages and adoptions worked, and how easily they could hide his scheme, so maybe he deliberately chose the orphanages because of his life experiences. And maybe that was why he and Walsh chose the approach they did for Project Galinka.”




Jack sounded like he was doing his scowling thing. “Well, that’s the best explanation I’ve heard so far. It doesn’t cover Wacky Maggie, but it’s good.”




Captainmal went on, “He was a good student and a noted artist. His mother wanted him to become a painter or sculptor and his father probably wanted him to go into the Locke family businesses, but he went into science and then focused on genetics research. However, about three dozen of his paintings are currently hanging in big East Coast museums or in expensive private collections, and his bronze bust of his mother is one of the main focal points in the Locke family mansion’s ballroom. He was a noted philanthropist, and in his thirties and forties, he revitalized the Locke family philanthropic efforts. He supposedly spoke seven languages fluently, including Spanish, French, Italian, German, and Hungarian. He did extensive research on neonates and genetics at Harvard, Princeton, and several big-name medical research institutes, including the Locke Medical Institute. His work on cloning and hybridizing animals revolutionized animal husbandry and made him even more millions.”




Jack groused, “I bet Wacky Maggie learned a ton of cool stuff from him on those fronts.”




Captainmal sounded like he didn’t mind being interrupted all the time. “He married socialite Estelle Greer Armstrong when he was thirty-eight and she was twenty-seven. She had two miscarriages, then a hysterectomy, and they never had any children. Estelle passed away seventeen years ago. He apparently never dated anyone in his social milieu ever again. His suicide three years later was assumed to be connected to her death, either due to loneliness or getting involved with someone he shouldn’t have, because of the loneliness. He was infamous for being a very demanding major professor, so not that many grad students wanted to work under him, but those that did have been very influential in their fields.”




Jackryanrules added, “And Maggie Walsh is the cream of that crop, but she’s pretty much the superstar of the entire fields of computational genetics, genome modification, gene mapping, and also transposon analysis. She basically invented transposon analysis and retrotransposon analysis, and she completely revolutionized the field of computational genetics, plus she did things in genome modification that… well you know how impossible some of her stuff has been.”




Jack intoned in a voice like Inspector Gadget, “If only she’d used her brainpower for niceness, instead of rottenness.” Alex heard Willow break into giggles. Then his voice changed back to normal. “And now we’re ready for point number three. Homework for Terawatt!”




Okay, that didn’t sound good.




Willow cut in, “They suppressed some names. Me, Bruce Paine, and Buffy Summers. Not Selina Kyle Christakos.”




Alex knew right away why those names got buried. Okay, Jack would want to protect Willow no matter what, and maybe he only saw Bruce as a big fat asset. But Buffy? That was definitely the Alex factor.




Jack said, “We’re going to fly you out to the Big Apple to have a private chat with Mister Paine about his email from KidsOfBreslynn.org. Ditto for Miss Summers. Just in case it comes up, blame the NID for the discovery. If they’re already part of The Collective, maybe they’ll go shoot Maybourne or his Shop sidekick.”




Alex was kind of appalled to realize she wasn’t all that upset about getting Colonel Maybourne or Colonel McNamara in serious trouble. Was she turning into a horrible person? Or was she really that angry at those hideous, evil, scum-sucking, creepy jerkheads for trying to use her to get at Willow and Shar? Umm, maybe the second one, because she was still pretty cheesed off about that. Okay, maybe both. Not that either thing was good.




Jack went on, “I think we’re going to have to pass on Selina, even if Acid Burn’s dying to meet her.”




“Jack!” Willow squawked in embarrassment.




He just went on, “But knowing that The Collective probably has their claws in Christakos Shipping and Christakos Oil and everything else Christakos may explain a hell of a lot.” Alex was pretty sure he was sitting there smirking at Willow while Willow was beet red with embarrassment.




Jackryanrules added, “As far as we can tell, the Christakos family also owns a mining company, a couple gold processing plants, over a dozen chemical plants around the world, one of the larger tobacco products companies outside the U.S., a dozen skyscrapers around the world, seven casinos, and controlling or near-controlling interest in maybe eighty international businesses. If you wanted to launder big wads of money without messing with drugs or gunrunning, they’d definitely be one of the best ways to go.”




Jack said, “But if the Christakos empire is this heavily involved, then Tera’s busty friend Selina has been deeply in The Collective for a long, long time. We don’t want to give anything away to her or her pals.”




Alex said, “Okay, fine, I contact Bruce and Buffy. How do I do that?”




Jack explained, “Simple. Acid Burn emails Mister Paine and says you need to talk to him, so you’ll drop in on stately Paine Manor at midnight this Saturday night. According to Klar’s mom, there’s nothing big scheduled on the New York society front late that night. We’ll use a Blackbird to get you there ASAP and take you back home after. Miss Summers goes to the trouble of tweeting her life’s plans to all her adoring fans, so we’ll just pick an evening she’s home alone, and we’ll fly you down there.”




Alex checked, “From Camp Atron? Even with the spy thing going on there?”




Jack said, “That would be a ‘no.’ You’ll fly down toward Edwards AFB, and we’ll send a chopper up your way and you’ll rendezvous mid-air using a little bit of GPS magic. We’re not going through Camp Atron again until we have the NID cleared out.”




Alex worried, “But what about my martial arts lessons?”




Jack frowned, “They’re on hold. There is no way I’m letting the NID find out just what you can and can’t do in terms of fighting an unenhanced human.”




Alex pouted, but she figured he was right. The NID would sneak spy cameras in the dojo and monitor her and do other creepy stuff. They’d probably put a camera in the women’s locker area and hope they could catch her changing out of her superhero uniform, and they’d probably stare at the video they got of other women using the locker area, because they were extra-creepy. It was just lucky for the whole NID that this Willow wasn’t a super-powerful witch, or they’d get turned into rats. Okay, that was probably unfair to the rest of the world’s rat population.




“Okay. I’m not happy about it, but at least we’ve still got Jo flying up once a week, and that’ll do.”




Jo calmly told her, “Don’t worry. After we do the family-style kung fu class, you and I can do some MCMAP and Kenpo and a few other styles for a bit. That’ll give everyone else time to shower and change. And fix dinner.”




Alex thought it over. “Sounds pretty good.” It wasn’t perfect, but it was way better than nothing.




Jack muttered, “It’s not ‘pretty good,’ but it’s better than exposing Terawatt to the NID. So Acid Burn and Terawatt just don’t use Camp Atron until further notice. Burn will use commercial airlines or else one of the Bay Area bases and a rendezvous that we’d set up in advance. Probably Travis AFB. Tera will meet choppers in mid-air or she’ll fly to Edwards or she’ll fly up to Burn’s home territory to rendezvous at one of the bases up there.”




Willow said, “Oh, and General Hammond gave me clearance to attack Camp Atron electronically and find our NID people, if I can. Once I’ve got an idea what we’re up against, we clear things with the camp director so we can set up a sting operation with Terawatt flying in and going to wait for a Cessna, and as soon as our NID guys—”




“Nimrods,” Jack interrupted.




“—NID nimrod guys do their illegal thing, we lower the boom and get those guys ejected.”




“I’m looking forward to giving those pricks a technical foul or two,” Jack muttered. “And he’s not called a camp director.”




Willow fussed, “I knew that, but I couldn’t think of the right word, and I knew it wasn’t ‘camp director’ because that makes it sound like he runs a summer Boy Scout camp or something.”




Jack growled, “Well, if he’s backing the NID and endangering my people, I’m gonna do my damnedest to make sure he ends up running a summer Boy Sprout camp. Or scrubbing their dirty dishes.”




Alex couldn’t help smiling. When Jack referred to her as one of his people or called Willow ‘my girl’ or stuff like that, it just gave Alex a warm feeling inside.




Jack went on, “Once we have more intel from Acid Burn on the NID infiltration at Camp Atron, we’ll map out the op we’ll use to uncover our moles. Now on to the next exciting point. North Korea.” He said the last two words totally scowl-y.




Walter said, “After all the troop activity and paramilitary activity in North Korea, the South Koreans have been extremely on edge. They’ve asked for meetings or conferences or pretty much anything. The NK suddenly stopped the troop movements and agreed to a meeting. But now they’re asking for a high-level meeting with some of the key South Korean military and diplomatic people.”




Jack interrupted sarcastically, “And that’s not suspicious in the slightest.”




Walter went on, “The Korean Demilitarized Zone is actually the most militarized area on Earth. Panmunjom — well, technically not Panmunjom but the Joint Security Area or JSA for short — sits right on the border, with the borderline going right down the middle of the conference room. It actually goes right down the middle of the negotiation table. That’s how tense things usually are.”




Alex figured she was the only person on the call who didn’t already know all this stuff, so the whole lecture was really for her.




Jack interrupted again, “Where ‘usual’ ends up being like 1996.”




Walter patiently continued, “What the colonel means is that in April of 1996, several hundred North Korean armed troops entered the JSA and elsewhere on three occasions, in direct violation of the Korean armistice agreement.”




Jack complained, “And it’s not like they’re not trying to find ways to invade South Korea or break the armistice every other month. They’ve dug at least four massive tunnels from way on their side of the border to well past the DMZ, and every one of those tunnels is big enough to march an entire regiment through in an hour. This could be one of their weirder efforts, especially if they’ve got an octopus the size of the Astrodome to sick on the South Koreans who show up for the meeting. I’d like to have some ‘tourists’ not too far from Panmunjom when the meeting’s supposed to take place. Finn, you’re going to be a schoolteacher showing some high school kids around. Tera, Action Girl, Klar… but definitely not Pyre. No way in hell is she going near this one, or anything else until she’s at least sixteen. Twenty-one, if I have any say in the matter. Miller, I want you to ask Azure Crush if she’s willing to go along in a suitable disguise. If so, Lupo, you’re going to be a tiny little South Korean tour guide.”




Alex wondered what a ‘suitable disguise’ would be for a 6’4” completely blue woman with blue hair who was built like a centerfold.




Jack kept going. “And while we’re on the subject of powers, Major Finn, would you like to tell the class anything?”




Riley sounded really embarrassed as he spoke. “Well sir, I am actually stronger and faster than I’ve shown. My mom and dad have known since I was a toddler, and they’ve been working with me to keep my abilities down to something that looks normal.”




Jack interrupted, “Finishing fourth in the decathlon at the NCAAs is not normal.”




Riley confessed, “I could have done a lot better. And I never did anywhere near my best in PT at West Point. My folks always stressed that I needed to hide my abilities, because people would not treat me the same way if they knew what I could really do.”




Jo admitted, “And sir, I’m a lot stronger than I look.” 




“I’ve noticed,” Jack smirked.




Graham said, “I think everyone’s noticed.”




Someone Alex didn’t recognize said, “Sorry lieutenant, but you’re not as good at hiding it as you think.”




Graham teased, “Now I feel left out.”




Jack pointed out, “Captain, you’re pretty freaking impressive for someone not genetically engineered to be superhuman. Okay, you’re pretty impressive even if you were one of the Orphans.” He paused for a second and asked, “Is there any other business?”




Alex asked, “I’ve got something. How can my other identity hang out with Acid Burn’s other identity anymore, if the NID’s likely to be snooping around her and stuff?”




Willow bubbled, “I know! She can do a photojournalism thing on me! And then we do some more stuff together after that, like we got along really well.”




Jack said, “Assume Burn’s landline is tapped, so call from your house phone to hers, and pretend that you’ve done some preliminary work already and you’d like to come up to her house for more photos.”




Alex asked, “And won’t the NID get suspicious when the photos never appear anywhere?”




Jack smirked, “What makes you think they’ll never appear anywhere?” But he didn’t say anything else on the subject. He just left her hanging! He was such a stinkbug sometimes!




Okay, so she needed to do a really good job of getting photos, so someone could actually use them for something.




Jack checked, “Anything else?”




Willow hesitated, “Umm, I just got a ‘maybe’ on my systems in the last couple hours. Okay, so there’s this multi-state tac team that four Corn Belt governors put together over a decade ago, and it’s supposed to be their top police and tactical people, who can fly in on a couple choppers and help out on anything big that small towns in Nebraska and Kansas and Iowa and Missouri can’t handle by themselves. So far, they’ve stopped a spree-killer pair, caught half a dozen serial bank robbers, stopped a mad bomber, caught a couple shooters on rampages at colleges or malls, that kind of stuff. But this is new. There’s been some reports of hikers and campers killed and maybe eaten alive, which is totally gross.”




Jackryanrules contributed, “She hacked the Quad Cities police departments and morgues, and the Iowa Bureau of Investigation, and downloaded some images of the crime scenes and the bodies and forwarded them to us. Dr. Frasier says the bitemarks are probably mostly adult humans with really poor dentition, but there are some pretty savage dog bites too. Something in the Doberman range of jaws, instead of, say, a wolf or a mastiff or a pitbull.”




Willow whined, “And that’s so totally with the nausea-making!”




Alex totally agreed. She’d seen people eaten by silicates, and she knew there were people who had been eaten by that blob and that spider, but being eaten alive by a bunch of creepy humans and their attack dogs? Mega-ick.




Captainmal put in, “And the multi-state tac team is hogging everything. But they haven’t contacted the DHS or the FBI or anyone. They didn’t even send the Centers for Disease Control any tissue samples in case of rabid dogs.”




Willow added, “So I’ve been monitoring more than usual. I just picked up some not-so-good transmissions. It looks like their Bravo team went to this forest area way north of Davenport near the Spencer Mansion which is roughly near where the reported killings were, and it looks like they ran into something they couldn’t handle, and they’ve lost all contact with them. So that’s really bad and SRI-ish. Their Alpha team’s about to get sent in. But I ran them against our ‘suspect’ database, and the head guy for the Alpha team is one of our possible Orphans, so maybe now we know why these guys haven’t informed anyone like they ought to. This could be extra-bad.”




Jack said, “And it sounds like an extra-bad SRI problem. And Davenport is only a half a dozen hours drive east of Finn’s family farm.”




Willow said, “Yeah. I’m voting no on the ruining the nice farms.”




“Got anything else we need to know?”




Willow said, “Umm, yeah? These tac teams are seriously armed for a bunch of Iowans, so if at least one of them is in on the badness, watch yourselves. And the organization is called the Special Tactics And Rescue Service. They call it S.T.A.R.S. because cool acronyms are super-important.”




“Anything else?”




Willow tried, “Their possible Orphan is a guy named Albert Wesker. And… umm… did you know that Des Moines isn’t the original name of the state capital? Since the Raccoon River runs through it, the original town name was Raccoon City, but they changed it a long time ago.”




“Thank you, Dr. IQ,” Jack snarked.




“Nyah.” It sounded like Willow was making the sound with her tongue stuck out.




Jack said, “Okay, Team One is going in right away. We can touch down in an hour after takeoff and… Lemme see that… Walter’s map program says we can be on-site in under twenty minutes after that. Tera? Head for Edwards and fly down over I-5 at eight thousand feet. Use your GPS on your tPhone to get the height right. I’ll have a Super Huey meet you in mid-air at that altitude and ferry you right to Edwards. Then you’ll take the Blackbird and meet us. Miller will have a package for you onboard the helo or the Blackbird. Burn, find out what measures these S.T.A.R.S. are taking for surveillance, intel, recon, and quarantine, and get Walter to work with the National Guard to fill in the holes. If this guy on their Alpha Team is really an Orphan and this is a Collective attack, he’s likely to leave some pretty massive holes for their monster or monsters plural to escape through. Lupo, get that Cessna turned around and back to base ASAP. Miller, have your team ready to go as support if I call it in.”




Miller said, “Terawatt? When you get to our helo, we’ll have gear for you: a copy of your Terawatt thermal suit, because Iowa in winter isn’t exactly toasty. You won’t need the helmet, so we’ll have a fannypack with energy bars, juicepacks, and a sat phone that can link to your earjack. You’ll have to do the synch-up yourself, but if you have any trouble, call Acid Burn before you take off in the Blackbird.”




“Roger that,” Alex replied.




Finn added, “Team One can be fully assembled in twenty, sir, if you can get Action Girl and/or Klar to meet us at the runway.”




Jack snapped, “I’ll call Janet and Klar right after I alert Hammond. Walter, you call and get the Cessna ready to take off ASAP. Then clear this with Hammond’s staff and make sure logistics are a go on-site.”




“Yes sir.”




“This call is done,” Jack commanded. “Lupo, get back to Roswell at optimal speed, because I want you and Carlson on Team Two.”




“Yes sir,” Jo said sharply.




Alex hung up and rushed into the living room. Her dad was there, taking turns reading aloud with Shar. Apparently, Kari Strong was upset with Terrible Tony T yet again, and Mayor Morris M. Milktoast had just done something else stupid. Alex told them, “Bad news. I’ve got another Code Red, this time in Iowa. Jo won’t be coming for kung fu lessons, but I expect you guys to get out there and practice anyway.”




Her dad frowned, “And what are you supposed to do about tomorrow? It’s a schoolday.”




She sighed, “If I’m not back by morning, call into school and tell them I’m off to Corcoran College again. They won’t like it, but they agreed to it, so they’ll go along.”




Shar pouted, “Alex, I don’t like it when I have to go to sleep without you around.”




Alex gave her a big hug and told her, “Be a good girl, and I’ll try to be back as soon as I can.”




“I’m always good!” Shar insisted. Alex didn’t say anything, but her dad rolled his eyes a little and gave Alex a little smile.




Alex flew up to her room, changed into Terawatt, and flew down to the garage. She headed down into the storm runoff pipes and came out in her favorite creek. Then she went straight up. She popped her tPhone out of her morph and clicked on the GPS feature so she had an altitude too. She headed off to the interstate and headed south at eight thousand feet. She knew from what Jack had told her that a Super Huey could go way higher than that, like over twenty thousand feet.




She zoomed south as fast as she could, and in just under half an hour, she spotted a helicopter coming right at her.




As soon as the chopper spotted her, it slowed to a stop in mid-air and waited for her. She zipped in through the open side door, where the co-pilot was waiting for her. He slammed the side door closed, hopped into his seat, and said, “Buckle up ma’am. We’ll be at Edwards in about thirty minutes.”




She slipped into a seat and buckled up. On the floor was a duffel bag with her codename stenciled in large letters on the side. She used her tk to open it and pull everything out.




There was a new thermal suit, all folded and sealed up in plastic. And there was a white belt with fannypack to go over the thermal suit. Inside the fannypack were a stack of eight energy bars, three hi-calorie juice packs, and a tiny sat phone with wires sticking out for the battery charger and the antenna. The battery charger was another Willow production, so Alex could charge it with her fingers.




It took her almost five minutes to get the stupid thing synched with her earjack. She figured Willow could have gotten it done in seconds, but she just kept messing up, partly because she was trying to type on its itty bitty keypad with her tk.




When the chopper flew over the Edwards Air Force Base runways, she spotted the Blackbird. She puddled into her thermal Terawatt outfit, hooked the fannypack around her waist, and dove out of the chopper down to the SR-71.




She took her seat, went silvery, and the pilot got under way. They were in the air less than ten minutes later, and the Blackbird was diving downward and losing speed maybe forty minutes after that.




She bailed out through the special port when the jet was still at thirty thousand feet. She thought she might even beat Jack’s team to the site. That wasn’t necessarily a good thing, because Jack always knew what military things to do, and how to organize stuff.




As she zoomed downward over a large, hilly forested area, she spotted the big mansion. Wow, that was a lot of estate. Behind the mansion was a garden area big enough for her to notice at her altitude, and more buildings, and a big area that might even be a heliport.




And there was smoke coming up from a tiny spot near the front of the mansion. The smoke was just visible in the gathering gloom, and it went straight up like there was absolutely no wind anywhere. That smoke couldn’t be good. She headed for what might be a fire or a crash or something else bad.




Dusk was settling in and turning to night, so she had to get a lot closer before she could see that it was the wreckage of a helicopter. Her throat clenched at the notion that it might be Team One. She aimed right for it at her best speed.




When she was still maybe two hundred feet up, she could see the wreck well enough to tell that it wasn’t painted like a military chopper, so it wasn’t Jack’s. She breathed a sigh of relief.




Uh-oh. If it wasn’t Jack’s chopper, it might be one of the S.T.A.R.S. helicopters. That wouldn’t be good either.




She flew down and hovered maybe twenty feet above the wreck. Something bad had happened. The helicopter hadn’t landed, or even windmilled down to a crash landing. This thing had crashed on its side. She didn’t know a ton about helicopters, but she knew enough to figure that had to mean the chopper had just dropped like a brick and crashed horribly.




She made an arc of lightning between her index fingers so she had enough light to see. She was immediately sorry, because there were pieces of dead bodies inside the crushed chopper. And it looked like something had gone into the wreckage and turned the dead bodies into those pieces. ‘Nausea-making’ didn’t begin to describe it.




On the other hand, she could see the upturned side of the helicopter really well under her arc-light, and there was a five-inch hole back behind the passenger area. The metal looked like blackened triangles pointing out away from the inside. She figured something had exploded next to the engine and had blown a hole out the side. That made things look more like a bomb that had been planted before the chopper took off, and less like something it ran into out here.




It was a good thing Jack had made her study all those demolitions manuals. She just hadn’t expected it to pay off like this.




She used her sat phone and hoped she hadn’t totally messed everything up. “Terawatt to Acid Burn or Team One. Come in please. Terawatt to—”




“Team One here. We’re inbound,” Jack announced.




She said, “Spencer Mansion. One of the S.T.A.R.S. choppers crashed badly, probably from a bomb someone planted onboard before it took off. No sign of survivors or even intact bodies. No sign of anyone else.”




“We’ve got your GPS coordinates,” Jack replied. “Changing direction now.”




She added, “It looks like there’s a big heliport behind the mansion, and I have no idea why an old mansion needs a huge modern heliport, so that looks really suspicious.”




She heard a sharp sound, and turned around trying to locate the direction. It sounded like it was coming from the mansion area. She took off toward the buildings, flying above the treetops so she could go really fast in the darkness and not have to worry about crashing into something. “Gunshots, maybe at the mansion. I’m investigating.”




“Be careful. It could be a trap. Or a firefight with really nervous gunners,” Jack warned her.




“Gotcha.” She didn’t hang up, because she wanted Team One to know what was going on.




There were more gunshots. Then as she got closer, she was pretty sure she could hear the barking and growling of good-sized dogs. Really not-friendly good-sized dogs.




There would have to be a lot of dogs, and they’d have to be really dangerous, if a team of trained S.T.A.R.S. guys was needing to fire all these shots. That wasn’t good.




She swooped down. One of the team tripped and fell just as two of the dogs closed in. Alex dove down between a couple trees and hit each dog with a blast of lightning. One of them was already in mid-leap, so the officer had been about to get a set of angry dog jaws right in the face.




Only those weren’t Dobermans anymore. They were gross, dog-like things with gross scabby patches all over them and seriously wrong stuff with their skin and teeth and eyes. Maybe they had been mutated by biochemicals.




Wow, that sounded just like some people Alex knew about and was really not happy with.




Alex hovered about ten feet above the ground, in case something else with teeth was lurking really close by. Another officer came rushing over and helped the first one to his — her — feet.




The officer who was down but getting back up was a woman. She looked like she wasn’t any bigger than Alex. She was wearing a bandanna tied like a sweatband around her medium brown hair. The guy who was helping her up was a big, muscular type with some serious red hair that Alex could spot even in the near-darkness.




The woman gasped, “I thought I was a goner.”




The man looked up at Alex and said, “We may still be, even if you’ve got Terawatt flying in to save your bacon. Let’s catch up with the others.”




The woman got to her feet, wiggled her leg to make sure she was okay, and agreed, “Okay, let’s get going. They may need some help.”




The two officers took off running, with Alex hovering over them and watching out for tree limbs just as much as for mutated dogs.




Alex heard more gunshots up ahead, and said, “Maybe you’d better tell ’em we’re coming in.” She went silvery just in case, because getting shot was not on her list of fun things to try this year. Getting hit by grenade shrapnel was bad enough.




“Redfield to Leader. Redfield to Leader. Come in please,” the guy announced as they ran. “Redfield to anybody. Can anyone hear me?” He complained, “All I’m getting is static, but we can hear they’re still firing.”




Alex tried, “Terawatt to Team One. Come in, please.” All she got was static, too. And jamming all outgoing signals was so unlike The Collective. Not! She just hoped this wasn’t another Gojira-sized monster. Okay, the dogs pretty much suggested a whole bunch of animal-sized threats, but she didn’t think something the size of a dog could be a giant radioactive energy-blasting signal jammer.




So she was basically on her own, with people who’d trust an Orphan teammate before they’d trust her. And how was Jack ever going to find her out here with no comms?





143. Residents



Alex kept an eye out for anything else nasty. The female officer ran along at a pretty good speed and still managed to say, “I’m Chambers. This is Redfield. We’re part of Team Alpha of S.T.A.R.S. We came in to investigate what happened to Team Bravo.”




“I saw what was left of some of them in the chopper,” Alex told her.




Redfield chipped in, “One of the bodies got dragged a good distance from the chopper, and we lost one of our people when he checked it out with no backup.”




They got within sight of the mansion just as some other people slammed the front doors shut on about four more of the muto-dogs. Alex zoomed forward and blasted the dogs with bolts of lightning, dropping all of them.




Redfield caught up with her, with Chambers right behind him. He muttered, “Crap, I wouldn’t want to have to fight my way through these things to get inside.” He grabbed the door handle and tried to open the door. “Damn it, they locked it.”




Chambers asked, “Can you blame ’em?”




He grumbled, “These things are just ugly dogs, not armed criminals.”




Alex grabbed the inside doorknob with her tk and pretended to turn the knob really hard. As soon as she turned the inside knob, the door unlocked. She ushered them in.




Chambers muttered, “Christ, you’re strong.”




Redfield complained, “I hope you didn’t wreck the latch, because we probably need to keep more of those things out.”




They stepped into a large, two-story entry hall big enough to host a party. It had a big staircase opposite the entry doors, with balcony areas going off to either side. And there were doors on either side of the hall on both floors.




This place was going to be a huge pain if anyone got separated.




And there were three other S.T.A.R.S. officers standing there in the hall. A big guy with a beard and mustache, a really pretty brunette wearing a foofy beret, and a too-handsome blond guy who acted like he knew he was really handsome.




She knew who the last one had to be. Albert Wesker. He had his hair expensively cut and styled, and he smoothed it up on the sides as he smiled her way. He had gleaming white teeth, and his uniform was tailored to show off his muscular form. He was even wearing a pair of dark glasses! At night! On an op! What a jerk.




She disliked him already, even without knowing about the probably-Orphan thing. Wesker was like the biochemically super version of every guy she’d ever liked because he was so handsome and dynamic, and who had then treated little Alex like garbage. Okay, that was really only two guys total including Jerkhead Scott, although Annie had gotten the ‘take advantage of and then ditch’ treatment from a couple handsome guys who wanted to have Annie’s gigantic brain working for them without treating Annie right.




He smiled, “I’m Albert Wesker, the leader of Team Alpha. I never expected we’d get the famous Terawatt dropping in to help us.”




Foofy Beret Lady said, “Well, I’m glad of it. Those dogs were… not normal.”




If Foofy Beret Lady hadn’t been abnormally attractive, Alex would have explained about what she’d seen of the ‘dogs.’ But Alex had to assume that Foofy could be another Orphan, even if Willow hadn’t had her name on their ‘potential Orphan’ list. After all, the SRI still didn’t have a handle on any overseas Orphans who might have been adopted by Americans and brought into the country. And Foofy could easily be half-Asian just from her looks.




Wesker pointed at Foofy Beret Lady and said, “Jill Valentine.” He pointed at the big guy with the beard and mustache. “Barry Burton.” He looked at Alex and added, “And you already met Chris Redfield and Rebecca Chambers.”




Alex gave it her best Terawatt voice. “We have several problems we need to address immediately. We’re not just facing a family of hillbillies with some attack dogs, but something a lot more dangerous. There may be more of those ‘dogs’ around, and some of their handlers may even be inside this place. We have no comms. And whatever took down your other team’s helicopter was definitely not a dog.”




Wesker smiled smugly, “Well Terawatt, about the only thing that could’ve knocked that chopper out of the air would be a surface-to-air missile… or someone with superpowers.”




Jerkhead. Half the team was looking suspiciously at her now. She retorted, “Or sabotage. Didn’t anyone notice the helicopter crashed on its side instead of upright? How’s that going to happen unless the engine cuts out and the rotors freeze, so it can’t windmill down and maintain orientation and some lift? The side that was facing up had a hole blown in it. From the inside.”




Wesker asked, “Jill, what do you think?” He turned back to Alex and explained, “Valentine’s our demolitions expert.”




Way to insinuate and throw the blame around, jerkhead. Alex didn’t say it out loud, though. But she sure thought it, and…




Oh crud. Jill could be an Orphan too. So… What if Jill was really the badguy instead of Wesker? There was no evidence that Wesker was one of the badguys, just because he was on the ‘potential Orphan’ list. And just because she didn’t like him.




Or what if it was both of them? This could be so totally bad. She really needed Jack. He’d know what to do, and he’d be able to read Wesker and Valentine better than she could, and he’d have lots of backup.




Jill asked, “What did the damage look like? We couldn’t see the side of the copter from the ground.”




Alex carefully described where the hole was, and what it looked like.




Jill thought it over. “Could have been a small demolition charge right against the engine block. Someone who knows choppers and demolitions could easily plant a small charge that would kill the engine so the rotors would lock up instead of spin freely. But they ought to be able to do that so it doesn’t blow an obvious hole in the side too.”




Wesker pointed out, “But the only way to drop the copter right here would be to have someone waiting here with the trigger.”




Alex disagreed. “Or broadcast something that would set it off as soon as it got close. There’s a huge signal jammer somewhere around here, and that could be the trigger. Or it could contain the trigger as a tiny part of the overall signal.”




Wesker thought for a second. “Good idea. I didn’t think of that.”




Did he really not think of it and he was giving her fair credit, or was he being a lying weasel? She couldn’t tell.




Redfield asked, “Then why didn’t they take out our chopper the same way?”




Wesker frowned, “No idea. Maybe they tried. Maybe they didn’t know we’d send in a reaction force right away, and they dropped the ball.”




Alex wondered if maybe the badguys had accomplished exactly what they wanted. If Alex hadn’t swooped in just when she did, Chambers and Redfield would be dead, and Wesker would be ordering Burton and Valentine around right this second. Maybe, if she hadn’t seen insane stuff — like the blob or the silicates or Gojira — which happened to be exactly what someone in The Collective wanted to achieve, she wouldn’t be thinking like this. But she was really wondering if this was supposed to happen, minus her sticking her nose in.




Wesker said, “Let’s take a look around. We’ll split up to cover more ground, and we’ll meet back here in thirty minutes.”




Alex insisted, “No way. We need to work in teams. If there’s something like those dogs loose in some part of this place, we’ll need teamwork, because there won’t be any calling for help. And I don’t know any of you, and some of you obviously don’t trust me, so we should have two teams of three.”




Wesker shrugged, “Fine. Jill, how about you and I take Terawatt. Barry, you take Chris and Rebecca, and… Where the hell is Chambers?”




Crud! While Alex had been busy worrying about Wesker and Valentine, Rebecca had wandered off! Were these S.T.A.R.S. people just stupid or something? They were supposed to be highly trained, and they looked like they had all the teamwork of five year olds playing soccer, which Alex had thought was a ton of fun when she was five, but was definitely not teamwork in any way. Five year old soccer had been more like two swarms of bees chasing a ball.




Maybe Wesker was deliberately trying to screw up the teamwork. Maybe this was part of the plan.




Or maybe not.




But Wesker was supposed to be the team leader with all the experience, so he had to know how to do team stuff! But she didn’t like him, so she wanted him to be the badguy. But on the other hand…




The door on the left flew open and Rebecca came running in looking freaked. “I… I found one of our perps. I think.”




“You think?” Wesker asked in a snotty tone.




“He… had just killed Kenneth. By ripping his throat out. With his teeth. And he was eating him! And…”




Alex said in her very best Jack O’Neill I-know-what-I’m-doing tones, “Valentine. Wesker. You’re with me. Chambers, you stay here with the other two and don’t leave the hall until I say so.” She floated over to the door.




Wesker ordered, “Jill, you’re on point. I’ll take our six.”




Alex didn’t like that. She didn’t want to have Wesker with all his guns standing behind her and Valentine, and she didn’t like that he was putting the person who was easiest to hurt up front. She went silvery.




Jill stared at Alex. “Wow, that’s weird. I mean, I heard about it, but seeing it in person…”




Alex just said, “Let’s investigate while there’s still a chance we can find our perp.”




Jill looked shocked that Alex could still talk while she was silvery. “Right,” Jill finally nodded. She moved through the door and down the hall.




“Uhhrrrrr.”




Alex heard the low, creepy moan. Even though she was silvery, it still felt like the hair stood up on the back of her neck.




And still crouched over the dead body was…




Was that even a person? It looked even less like a person than those dogs looked like dogs.




It was dressed in what had once been clothes, but now were nothing but tatters. Its skin was gray and mottled and veiny, with almost no hair left on its head. Its eyes were dead, and were just wrong, and Alex couldn’t imagine how it could still see.




It turned its head to face them, and Alex heard Jill let out a freaked-out squeak.




Alex was silvery, so she could see behind her, and Wesker just did not look freaked. Maybe it was the dark glasses hiding his eyes. Maybe it was something else, like maybe he knew what to expect.




But Alex was plenty grossed out, and she’d seen some horrible things over the past year. It looked like, on top of everything else, it had chewed its own lips off. Or something else had chewed its lips off and it just didn’t care.




If this was a biochemical that turned people — and dogs — into zombie-like things, then this op was going to get totally icky.




No, this was already way ickier than she wanted, but she was pretty sure it was going to get even ickier.




She had no idea how people could think being a superheroine was a glamorous job.




The thing stood up and came at Jill. Alex was figuring Jill would be too freaked to do anything, but Jill stepped back and put two expert shots right in its center of mass. And Alex could see the bulletholes, because the tattered clothes weren’t really covering much of its chest.




It staggered a little, but kept coming.




Uh-oh. If a bullet to the chest wasn’t going to stop it, this would be mega-icky. Alex hastily put a careful lighting bolt into it. It jerked and fell backward onto the carpet.




“What the hell is that?” Yeah, Jill was plenty freaked.




Alex asked, “Is it still human? And is it still alive?” She stayed in her silvery morph so she could look both ways down the hall. “And how many more of these things are there?”




“Uhhrrrrr.”




It started to get back up. After two bullets to the chest and a lightning bolt. Oh crud. She needed to use bigger charges on these things. Or else. She didn’t want to think about what she was going to do if even her big lightning blasts didn’t keep these things down.




Alex was about to put another bolt into it, when from behind she saw Wesker pull out a really big automatic and line up his shot. She scooted a little to the side and used the rest of her tk to push Jill to the right, just in case Wesker decided to take care of a problem other than the zombie-guy.




Wesker’s shot went right through where Alex’s middle would have been, and blew the top of the zombie-guy’s head off. The guy dropped and didn’t get back up.




Alex turned around, even though she was in her silvery morph. “Was that necessary?”




He glared at her from behind those shades. “Hell yeah, lady. You saw it shake off two rounds to the center of mass and a freaking lightning bolt.”




She was worried that he was right. This used to be a person, but now it was something inhuman. And it ate that S.T.A.R.S. officer’s throat out. These officers were trained to take down threats using lethal force, and this might be the worst threat they were ever going to see.




She stared at the finally-dead zombie-guy. She had to ask herself if that guy could have been saved. Unless someone like her dad could come up with a way of turning the guy back to normal, the guy had no chance. He would just be a creepy, mindless carnivore until he died. He would probably rather be dead than like this.




But what if there was an antidote? She had to wonder if Wesker had some, or had already taken some. If Wesker was part of The Collective and he was doing whatever he was supposed to do — or maybe whatever Jill Valentine was supposed to do, for all Alex knew — then he would want to have plenty of antidote, either in a pocket or in his veins already, just in case he got exposed to whatever this mutagen was.




Alex stared at the two bodies and made up her mind. She had to find out who was the badguy, and she had to find out about the mutagen, and she had to find some antidote in case some of these… people… could be saved. And the dogs too, even if dobies weren’t her favorite breed of dog.




Oh yeah, she needed to use bigger lightning charges and work her way up until she had some stopping power… or she ran out of lightning.




This was even more sick and wrong and evil than those silicates, or the spiders. She said, “We need to rejoin the other group and give them an FYI on this.”




Jill asked, “And where are the people who are supposed to be here? Our intelligence said there was supposed to be a couple caretakers, a couple gardeners, a cleaning crew, and a two-man security team. And some of them aren’t supposed to be up here during the winter season, like the gardeners.”




Alex asked, “What about the buildings and the heliport out back?”




Wesker replied, “No idea.”




Jill frowned, “A heliport? And buildings? There’s not supposed to be anything else here besides the mansion and the gardens and a gatehouse.”




Oh great. Even the S.T.A.R.S. people had bad intel. Probably on purpose.




Alex turned and flew back to the entry hall, making sure that Wesker and Valentine were right behind her.




And there was no one in the entry hall. Burton, Chambers, and Redfield were gone. Crud!




Jill said, “We can’t warn them. My comm system is still jammed.”




Wesker nodded, “Yeah, we need to track them down.” He pointed at an open door on the right that had been closed before. “There aren’t any other doors open, so they must have gone that way.” He headed for the door.




Jill went right after him, so Alex followed. They went through some kind of art room, past another dead zombie guy with a bullet hole in his chest and one between his eyes, and into a long L-shaped hallway.




Oh crud. There were three more dead dogs that looked like they had jumped in right through the windows. The bullet hits made it pretty obvious that the other group had needed a few seconds to figure out how to take these things down, because the first one had half a dozen bullet holes all over, and the other two had only head hits. Which were still totally gross.




Wesker muttered, “This doesn’t look good.” He snapped, “Let’s move it. Jill, take point.”




They followed the hall, which turned and turned again. Wesker pointed at a door. “I’ve got your six.”




Jill swung open the door and stepped into the room ready to shoot something. Alex followed. The room was totally empty.




The door slammed shut behind them, and Alex heard the sound of something locking. The sound of a heavy motor started up over their heads, and the ceiling began sliding down toward them.




Alex suddenly realized the room was designed for the ceiling to crush anyone and anything. There was no furniture to get in its way. The ‘paintings’ were posters flush with the walls. The ceiling light was flush with the ceiling. The door had a ‘frame’ that was flush with the wall. There was no door handle on this side, just a flat metal plate. And the hinges were special hinges that were flush with the wall too. There was another door into the room that was exactly the same. There wasn’t anything that stuck out even a fraction of an inch, not even a baseboard.




“Wesker! Albert! We’re trapped!” Jill yelled as she pounded on the door. There wasn’t any sound from the other side.




Alex floated down to the hardwood floor so she could use all her tk. Then she used it to push up on the ceiling. Whatever was pushing down wasn’t slowed a bit by her measly two hundred or so pounds of push.




Jill said, “Step back.” She changed magazines on her automatic and fired at where the latch went into the frame. The bullets ricocheted off. Alex used some tk for a shield so the bullets wouldn’t bounce back off the walls at them.




Jill scowled, “This nine millimeter isn’t going to cut it.” She glanced up at the ceiling, which was now only a foot above the top of the door. “Got any handy superpowers?”




Alex grabbed the latch with her tk and pulled it back. Then she used her tk to turn the deadbolt where Wesker had locked them in, and she pulled the door open.




Jill stepped into the hallway, her gun swinging back and forth as she checked for threats. Alex floated out of the room after her. Wesker was gone. What a huge surprise! Not.




Alex pointed out, “Wesker locked us in to get rid of us, and then he took off. He’s a threat to the rest of your team.”




“No, he wouldn’t! He’s been team leader for a couple years. We trust him!”




Alex decided she was going to trust Jill. After all, it sure looked like Wesker had tried to kill Jill too. Alex asked, “Are you adopted?”




“What? What does that have to do with anything?” Wow, Jill looked really uncomfortable about that question. Alex figured that meant she was on the right track.




Alex pushed, “Were you adopted from one of the overseas Children’s Home orphanages as a newborn? Maybe 25 to 31 years ago? And maybe you got an email in the last few months from them?”




Jill went white and pointed the gun at Alex’s chest. “Look, you may be part of this thing too, but I’m not. I’m not joining up, and I’m not even admitting I ever got an email. I like being on the force here. I like being part of this team. I… like Chris. I’m not giving all that up to become some sort of crazed cultist trying to take over the world.”




Alex believed her. She had seen people act before, but she’d never seen anyone who could fake going ashen like that. She smiled, “Good. I can protect you from these guys. But our best guess is that Albert Wesker is part of their group too, and may have been for some time. He’s probably part of this whole mess.”




Jill thought it over. “I… Maybe. He’s not as good at demolitions as I am, but he knows our equipment inside and out. He could’ve planted a small C-4 charge in Team Bravo’s chopper. But he wouldn’t want to blow himself up.”




Alex said, “The shot he took at the zombie guy would have gone through me and maybe through your neck too. He might have been trying to solve three of his problems simultaneously.”




Jill thought for a second. “So that was you pushing me out of the way with… what? Telekinesis?”




“Yeah, telekinesis,” Alex admitted. “And since Wesker divided up the team, he may have someone working for him in group two.”




Jill shook her head. “No. Absolutely not. Chris wouldn’t. And I trust Barry and Rebecca.”




Alex grimaced, “Then Wesker might have set up something to lead them into a trap, because I’m pretty sure they’re the ones who took down those mutated dogs in the hall.”




Jill looked horrified. “So what do we do? It could take hours to search this whole place, and before you got here, I checked the other door on the right side of the entry hall. It was locked, and I don’t know if I can pick it.”




Alex just told her, “Not a problem for me.”




They headed back toward the entry hall. The now-shattered windows were letting in cold air. And two really huge spiders.




Okay, ‘really huge’ was relative for Alex, given the tarantulas she had run into. These things were the size of a sheepdog. So they were icky, but not scary.




Well, not scary for Alex. Jill gasped and yanked out her gun.




Alex tried to sound reassuring, “Take it easy.” She fried both spiders with lightning. “Save that ammo, unless you’ve got a spare case hidden in your pack.”




Okay, those spiders were still mega-eww and she didn’t want to get anywhere near even the remains. She floated a couple feet off the floor and they headed back to the entry hall.




“Okay, they wouldn’t be going through locked doors,” Alex thought out loud. “And I can open pretty much any door we find.”




Jill said, “I’ve got a small lockpick set. I’m the team lock specialist.”




“So if you can’t pick the locks you blow them up?”




Jill smiled slightly at that. She explained, “Well, we do have a shotgun with lock-buster rounds, and a small demolitions kit, but I’m guessing they both got left on the chopper or they’re lost out in the woods.”




Alex added, “Or Wesker made sure no one had them.”




“You’re really down on Albert for some reason,” Jill complained.




Alex explained, “I’m down on the whole Team Evil deal. I’ve been fighting them for months now.” Come to think of it, so far she was batting almost a thousand in fights against them. That would be great, except she knew the first time she failed, she’d probably get killed and The Collective might take over the planet.




Jill asked uncomfortably, “And they’re all… like me?”




Alex nodded. “Yeah. And they’ve got Maggie Walsh working for them, creating biological nightmares.”




Jill shivered. “We got briefed on Margaret K. Walsh and that blob. The FBI’s now calling these cases Code Walshes. I was hoping S.T.A.R.S. wouldn’t have to deal with anything like that.”




Alex flatly said, “I get to deal with just about all of them.” Jill winced.




As they moved back through the ‘art’ room, Alex was still several feet off the floor, so she spotted something in the vase held up by the statue. She yanked it out with her tk and unrolled it. “Wow, this is convenient. Someone’s giving us a map of the first floor, and they’re putting it where no one would see it. This totally makes sense.”




Jill pointed out, “You’re the only one who could possibly see that thing up there.”




Oh crud. Jill was right. Unless you were dopey enough to search every square inch of a huge mansion full of monsters, you were never going to find that thing. Was this something Wesker just set up as some kind of trap for Terawatt?




She thought out loud, “If Wesker put this here… for me… then he wants me to go through the whole mansion… or fall into some kind of trap… So… It’s a test. He’s gonna throw everything he’s got at me, and see what’s Terawatt-proof.”




Jill worried, “What are we going to do? We have to help the others. They could be in all kinds of trouble! I mean, did you see those spiders?”




Alex flatly said, “I’ve seen worse.”




“Oh! Right,” Jill backpedaled.




They walked into the big entry hall. Alex looked around. There could be hidden cameras all over this place, or at least hidden mikes. She said, “Let’s step outside and we’ll talk.”




She opened the front door, and three more of the zombie-dogs lunged at her.




She hit all three with a massive burst of electricity, and they dropped. Two landed in the doorway, so she used her tk to haul all of them fifty feet to one side of the door.




She led Jill fifty feet in the other direction. “Okay, I don’t know if there are hidden cameras or bugs in there, and I don’t want to take the chance. I’m going to go straight up until I’m out of jamming range so I can contact my people and give them a heads-up. I want you near the front doors. If something you can’t stop comes at you from outside, duck inside and slam the doors. If it comes from the inside, duck outside and slam the doors. If you get both, retreat to the art room and wait for me there.”




Jill asked, “You think there are going to be even worse things?”




Alex just gave Jill a look. She took a quick treetop-level flight around the immediate area to make sure Jill was reasonably safe, and then she went straight up. She had to go maybe half a mile up before she got a signal through her sat phone.




“Tera to base. Tera to base. Can anyone read me?”




“Tera! You’ve gotta stop doing this to me! I already have gray hair!” Jack fussed.




She tried not to smile, but it didn’t work. “Jack, we’ve got big problems. It’s not a couple hicks and some attack dogs. It’s mutated Dobermans and mutated people and mutated other-stuff. So far, the people and dogs look like zombies, and they’re hard to kill, and they act like they’ve lost all conscious thought, and I saw a zombie person-thing that ripped a guy’s throat out and then was eating him!”




Jack couldn’t resist asking, “Do they stagger around and say ‘braaaaaaaains’? Just asking…”




She frowned, “The guy just kind of went ‘uhhrr’ but the dogs were like regular attack dogs. Fast, deadly, barking and growling, the whole deal.”




“Okay, it’s definitely an SRI op. Do you know how widespread this is?”




She admitted, “No idea, but those dogs are fast. They could be moving all over the area. If they can spread this stuff by contact, or biting, or whatever, this could be really bad. And Wesker is definitely in this up to his eyeballs, and he’s already tried to kill me at least twice, and officer Valentine too, and it turns out she’s an Orphan too but she was adopted overseas and she’s not on Acid Burn’s list. She says she doesn’t want to be part of The Collective, and since Wesker’s trying to kill her, I believe her. But someone else in the team — either Barry Burton, Chris Redfield, or Rebecca Chambers — is probably working for Wesker, so the others may be dead now. Oh! And I’ve found spiders the size of a sheepdog, so Maggie may be contributing evilness to this project too, so there’s no telling what else may be in there. And I think Wesker’s going to unleash everything they’ve got so they can see what’s me-resistant. And please don’t say ‘Tera-proof,’ okay?”




Jack said, “As soon as we hit the signal jammer, we pulled back and called Hammond for more support. We’ve got National Guard troops moving in on this area from all directions.”




“Well warn ’em that they need to take headshots, because I saw one of these guys take two bullets right in the chest, no armor either, and nada. And those dogs are fast. You do not want to give them time to get to you.”




Jack said, “First, don’t assume Officer Valentine is on the up-and-up just because Wesker might have tried to kill her. It might be a con, or they might be in opposing Collective cells, or something else. And also be on the lookout for a guy named Birkin. William Birkin. Age 31, really handsome, adopted from an Asian orphanage as a newborn—”




“Oh crud.”




“—and he’s a top-notch virologist.”




Alex gasped, “Oh holy crud, you mean this might be a virus instead of a biochemical? So this stuff might spread just by people getting bitten or scratched, or just getting some of the zombie blood on a cut? Or maybe even with mosquitoes? This is mega-bad!”




Jack agreed, “Yeah, although there aren’t going to be mosquitoes out at this time of year, it’s too damn cold. You can thank Acid Burn and Manny’s team for coming up with this name. They went through the on-line Quad Cities phone books and backhacked everyone they could through the local HMOs to get age and health status and birth date. Birkin is a top employee of something called Umbrella Corporation, which — surprise — doesn’t make umbrellas.”




Alex complained, “No, they just want to cover the whole planet, I bet.”




Jack said, “Yep. ‘We cover the world’ or something like that. I guess ‘Engulf and Devour’ was already taken. Burn also confirmed that when Oracle was chewing her up and spitting her out, one of the big companies that offered her a cushy IT job was Umbrella, so that might have been the Collective’s fishing expedition for Willow Rosenberg that we missed. Umbrella Corp also has some very big names on its board, including one Alfred Ashford who’s English. And 29.”




Alex groaned, “Oh no, don’t tell me he’s drop-dead gorgeous and adopted as a newborn in England!”




“Yep, along with his sister. Your BFF Hermione just dug that one up for us,” Jack said in his smirky tone. “And Burn found out that two major Midwestern political families and two rich Midwest business families have people on Umbrella’s board and major money invested… and each family also has a 25-to-31 year old family member who’s adopted and good-looking and charismatic and really successful. One U.S. Representative, one rich businessman, one filthy rich venture capitalist, and one state senator who’s talking about running for governor of Iowa at the next election. And all four are on our ‘potential Orphan’ list.”




Oh crud, that sounded totally bad. “Are they gonna sweep this under the rug?”




Jack said, “You know they’ll try, especially given the kind of power their families wield. So I’ve already called Team Two in to hit the Umbrella Corporation HQ in downtown Davenport. You’ll be utterly surprised that they got a special deal on state and municipal taxes too, and they have their own super-expensive skyscraper that had its construction subsidized by the city. Manny and Moe say there’s something hinky with the official plans for the basement levels, so they probably have the whole cliché secret underground lair deal going on.”




She muttered, “Great. This place is huge, and it has a big building out back that’s too big to be some dinky gatehouse, and there’s a heliport too, and who knows what else, and there’s probably secret underground lair stuff here too. And Albert Wesker and his pals want to play Whack-a-Mole with me, so he left me a map of the first floor of the mansion.”




Jack thought for a moment and then told her, “Watch out. The map may be faked to hide a secret room, or it may be laid out to lead you into traps, or it may just set you up for something in the underground lairs or whatever.”




“Okay.”




He said, “Check your tPhone. We’ll rendezvous with you in the mansion’s entry hall in… thirty minutes from… now.”




“Roger that. Let’s try and surprise the tar out of Mr. Wesker.”




“We aim to please,” Jack smirked.




It was probably a bad sign that Alex knew Jack so well she could tell over a sat phone when he was being smirky.





144. Residential



Alex pulled out an energy bar and ate the whole thing before she dropped back down. She had a feeling she was going to be burning a lot more energy over the next couple hours. Especially if human-level zaps weren’t enough on these zombies.




Jill was waiting at the front doors. She had one door open, and she was halfway out the door.




Alex landed just as Jill checked the outside once more and then turned to check the inside again. Jill looked over at her and said, “Still clear, inside and outside. That was pretty fast.”




Alex said, “Let’s walk.” Not that she was walking. She was about eight feet above the ground.




She led Jill a hundred feet from the doors and said, “We’ll have reinforcements meeting us in the entry hall in a little under thirty minutes. That should give us enough time to search the whole ground floor and the balcony above the entry hall. My people think there may be underground areas too, and they’ve come up with a couple names. The Umbrella Corporation and virologist William Birkin.”




Jill said, “Everyone around here knows Umbrella. They’re huge, at least for the Midwest. They’re employing thousands of people. They’re in pharmaceuticals, construction, and a bunch of other stuff, a pretty diverse package, and they’ve got some powerful families backing them. The whole Spencer family’s big into Umbrella. I mean, I think Old Man Spencer — like the Spencer Mansion we’re outside of — is the chairman of the board. Birkin though… Never heard of him.”




Alex told her, “The important part for him may be his job. If he’s a virologist and he’s in on this too, then this may be a virus that does this to people. And dogs. And spiders. Although the spiders may be the fault of Maggie Walsh, because I’ve run into that with her before.”




Jill shuddered. “Maggie Walsh plus insane virus manufacturers? No thanks. So what do you think they’re up to? Creating a plague only they have the anti-virus for, so they can make billions of bucks selling antivirals?”




Alex frowned, “No, I think they’re trying to create something that would wipe out pretty much every person on this continent.”




Jill gaped, “That would be crazy! They’d die too.”




Alex disagreed, “Maybe not. You Orphans have altered DNA. This may be something that will kill every person who gets exposed — or worse — but you and Wesker are probably immune to it. ”




Jill pointed at her. “And you.”




Alex said, “Not me. I’m not an Orphan. I’m probably not safe from this stuff. But I’m harder to injure than most people.”




Jill snorted. “Well, yeah. Anyone who can fly and shoot lightning bolts is not ‘most people.’ And we saw a report on that giant spider. If you could take that, you can stop these things.”




Alex didn’t tell her that Terawatt hadn’t ‘taken’ the giant spider, and that there were plenty of things she couldn’t stop, and that Wesker was probably going to unleash some really horrible things to try to kill her.




Alex didn’t like the idea of hurting people, and she really didn’t want to kill anyone, but if these people had been turned into flesh-eating monsters by a deadly virus, there probably wasn’t any hope for them. Not without Willow-level magic, which totally didn’t exist here.




She needed to talk to Lieutenant Marshall or Dr. Lee. If she killed a monster and then it turned out that there was an antidote and someone could have turned the monster back into a normal guy again, she’d never forgive herself. She didn’t think the Alex she liked being could survive if Terawatt turned into a murderer.




Okay, the things that were lumbering around didn’t look like anything that could ever be human again. Things that were missing chunks of skin and parts of their faces and didn’t seem to have human brains anymore? She’d rather be dead than be like that.




Alex said, “I’d like for you to be safe. If you go with me, you might have to face more zombie-dogs or more zombies or maybe even more of those spiders. If you stay here, you might have to deal with stuff coming this way.”




Jill frowned in thought. “I think I’d just slow you down. You can fly around those things faster than they can move. I’ll hold the entry hall against anything that comes this way.”




Alex thought that was a good idea, because if Jill was along Alex would have to defend her. Or Jill would have to shoot everything, even if it was a person who could be saved with a cure someday.




Alex grabbed the map and went back into the art room, locking the door behind her to give Jill a little protection. She flew down the L-shaped hall, trying to ignore a couple more spiders crawling on the floor. Then she opened the door into the hall with all the turns.




A hideous thing came around a corner and spotted her. It was some kind of massive half-man half-reptile thing that looked like Maggie Walsh had spliced a human with a velociraptor and a frog. It leapt right at her.




She went silvery and hit it right in the face with a big burst of lightning. It dropped and didn’t get back up.




She wondered if Maggie really had done something like splicing frog and dinosaur DNA into a person. Maggie could have done it. She had the skills, and the DNA sources, and the total lack of conscience.




Alex checked the boiler room, which had a couple more of the muto-dogs, and a bathroom, which was gross, and she skipped the trap room, even though she used her tk to yank the hinge pins out of the door and push the door out of its frame, just in case someone else stumbled into the trap. She hastily searched the back rooms, finding nothing useful. Just some more zombies, who she decided were too slow to bother with, and some more of the jumping frog-things, and some more muto-dogs. She shocked the frog-things and stayed up near the ceiling to avoid everything else.




She cut back by way of the gallery and the dressing room. There were almost a dozen huge crow-things that she fried when they came after her, because there was no way she wanted flying contaminated things spreading this stuff around Iowa.




When she came back into the entry hall through the dressing room, she locked the door behind her, just to protect anyone in the entry hall from more monsters.




Jill was walking around with her gun in her hand, trying to get looks up onto the second floor. “All clear, but I thought I heard something up there.”




Alex jetted straight up and glanced around at the open balconies overlooking the entry hall, but didn’t see anything creepy. She dropped back down and said, “There are worse things. And more zombies and dogs and stuff. If you see something that looks like it’s part frog and part human and part T-rex, shoot it before it can leap at you.”




“Great,” Jill groaned sardonically. “I’ll keep an eye out for that. And other fun.”




Alex checked the map again, and went to the other half of the ground level. She flew over or around the slow zombies, but she had to fry the leaping frog-things. She found a diary in a bedroom. That diary was totally disturbing. They were experimenting on people and animals, and doing deranged stuff with viruses. And Alex totally didn’t believe the virus release was accidental, like the diary writer thought.




Then she searched the rest of the main level. She found a magneto-optical disk she couldn’t read without a computer. And too many zombies, frog-things, and big spiders. Plus, in the greenhouse room, a huge, creepy plant-thing with tentacles that would have been a real threat if she couldn’t fly and go silvery. She also took a couple minutes to fly down the elevator shaft and look through the basement, which wasn’t that big. She figured the secret underground lab stuff was more likely to be under the new building or under the heliport or maybe under the garden area.




She flew back to the entry hall. Jill was still on duty and okay. Alex handed her the diary and lied, “I haven’t read it yet. Hang onto it and I’m going to check the upstairs quick before… our time limit.”




“Got it,” Jill nodded.




Alex flew up to the balconies around the entry hall. Right or left? There didn’t seem to be any way to choose. She went to the right. There were two doors, so she started with the right-hand one. The one with the weird-shaped box sitting on the floor next to it. The door opened out onto a small second-floor terrace with a S.T.A.R.S. officer and some of those creepy crows. She leapt into the air and zapped every one of the crows so they couldn’t get away and do bad stuff. Then she flew back to the terrace.




Ick. It looked like the S.T.A.R.S. guy had been horribly injured, and then had died while being pecked to death by the crows. She reached out with her tk and felt his chest. His heart was beating, but not in anything like a normal heartbeat. Maybe he was still alive. There was a hefty rifle there that Alex figured would be good for Jill to have. She drifted closer and used her tk to pull the rifle toward her.




Holy crud, it was a bazooka! What were these guys doing with a bazooka? And why didn’t they have a better grenade launcher, like an M203?




“Uuhhrr!”




“Crud!” He wasn’t dead. He wasn’t a ‘he’ anymore. He was one of the virus-infected things now.




She darted off the terrace and hovered well out of his reach.




“Uuhhrr!”




“Can you understand me? Are you still conscious? If you can’t speak anymore, lift your arms over your head.”




“Uuhhrr!” It just reached out for her and took another step, even though it was walking right into the railing of the terrace. It didn’t seem to have any intelligence anymore. Even something as dumb as a snake would have enough sense not to walk off the edge of a cliff.




She tried again. “I can’t help you if you can’t try to communicate. Just do something to let me know you’re not a mindless monster. Please!”




“Uuhhrr!”




It was hopeless. She flew around to the far end of the terrace and let the thing move toward her. Then she darted back around to the terrace door and locked the thing out on the terrace. That was when she noticed the case sitting right there on the floor was actually ammo for the bazooka she was now toting around. What kind of dimwit leaves dangerous ammo just lying around? This made like no sense at all to her.




She dropped back down to the entry hall and handed Jill the bazooka and the case of ammo. Then she went back to the other upstairs door on the right.




It opened onto a narrow hall. She flew over a zombie and zapped a frog-thing. The hall was C-shaped and had a bunch of doors. She started with the first one. That led through a passageway into what looked like a creepy old wooden attic.




She heard a massive slithering sound and an enormous hiss.




She went silvery and darted up to the ceiling, where she ducked around a big beam.




And the biggest snake in the world came out of a hole in the wall and made for her.




Holy crud, it was enormous. It had to be fifty feet long and seven feet thick. It was freakily multi-colored, like it had been painted by schoolchildren for a carnival. It had fangs that made the giant spider babies look like sissies. And it probably could go into other parts of the mansion through those holes in the walls, so she couldn’t leave it loose.




It hissed nastily and lifted its massive head. The head turned from side to side, seeking prey… and it locked onto her.




Crud. She hadn’t thought about being warm, but lots of snakes could ‘see’ in infrared, so she was easy to spot in a cold attic. She totally needed to use her science lessons more.




It came after her, even though she was up near the ceiling. She waited, telling herself she was calm and she had things under control.




It lunged at her. She nearly yelped in terror and surprise. It was fast. Really fast. And it had huge fangs. If she hadn’t been waiting for it to attack her, she would have been in heaps of trouble. She darted straight up and flattened herself against the ceiling behind the beam, and it missed her by a good six feet.




She dropped onto the back of its head and molded her silvery form over its crown until she covered its eyes too. It smashed head-first into a wall, hurting itself and nearly knocking her loose.




She gave it a massive shock from one eyeball to the other. It writhed twice and then went limp. She checked with her tk, and she could feel its heart wasn’t beating anymore.




Now she just had to hope the virus these whackos had created didn’t turn this thing into a fifty-foot zombie super-snake. Ugh.




Okay, she didn’t really believe in the dead-bodies-magically-brought-back-to-life-by-evil-stuff kind of zombies, like in other-Willow’s universe. She was figuring these things were something worse. She was figuring these things were real, still-live humans who got turned into carnivorous, sub-human things because of a creepy virus that only insano badguys would even think about creating.




Every door on the floor was either unlocked, or else she could unlock it with her tk. Every zombie she just flew around. Every frog-thing she zapped. Every bucket-sized spider or muto-dog she just flew past. So it only took a few minutes to explore the whole upstairs. She needed longer to eat three of her energy bars than it took to fly through the rest of the upstairs. She searched the place pretty quickly, unlocking everything with her tk, yanking open drawers with her tk just in case there was anything nasty in them, and looking down from the ceiling for stuff on top of things, plus puddling across the floors to peek underneath furniture just in case there was something taped under a desk or a couch.




She found a corpse, a will, a scrapbook, and secret orders. The corpse was obviously another Bravo Team guy, because he was still in his uniform. The will made her feel sick, because a guy was writing it while he knew he was slowly turning into one of the zombie-things. The scrapbook made her feel even sicker, because someone had known about the dogs and the zombies, and had been collecting news articles about the havoc they were wreaking instead of telling the police what was going on! The orders made her want to punch someone right in his sunglasses, because they were telling the ‘head of the security department’ to set this whole thing up to let Alpha Team and Bravo Team have to fight these things to the death for somebody’s research. And the only person who could have gotten the S.T.A.R.S. teams here like this was Albert Wesker. And whoever sent the message had obviously gone to the Maggie Walsh University Of Evil Science.




Oh crud, it might even have come from Maggie herself.




Okay, it wasn’t pompous and wordy enough to be from Maggie, because Alex had waded through some of Maggie’s papers, and that woman had an enormous ego, and the vocabulary to match. The word ‘sesquipedalian’ came to mind. Yay, SAT words!




She checked her tPhone and she still had a couple minutes. That was good. She didn’t want to be late. She flew back to where Jill was guarding the entry hall with that bazooka. She left the scrapbook and the will with Jill, but she kept the orders folded up in her fannypack along with that M-O disk, just in case it turned out Jill wasn’t really trustworthy.




There was a knock on the front doors. “Ding dong, Avon calling!” She’d recognize that particular snarky voice anywhere.




Jill looked over at Alex and gave her a raised eyebrow. Alex nodded, “Yeah, it’s my group. Expect excessive snark from the colonel.”




“The colonel?” Jill asked in surprise.




Alex used her tk to pull open the front doors, and Team One moved in, using really good teamwork to check the area for threats while still covering their six and also keeping an eye on the possible Orphan who was standing there holding a bazooka.




Alex pointed them all out. “Colonel O’Neill, Major Finn, Sergeant Scott, Sergeant Walters, Action Girl, Klar. This is Officer Jill Valentine, S.T.A.R.S.”




Jill glanced at each of them, although she stopped and stared longer at Riley. Okay, he was way too handsome, so maybe Jill was doing the ‘ooh he is so hot’ thing, or maybe she was spotting him as a probable Orphan. But Jill definitely stared at Action Girl, and she sort of freaked at Klar, who was totally invisible except for an earjack and a shoulder bag floating in mid-air.




Alex looked over at Klar and said, “I hope you’re armed, because I have no idea how many of these things hunt by scent instead of sight.”




Klar said, “Colonel O’Neill and Major Finn already thought about that.”




And a huge Ruger Blackhawk floated up out of his bag. Yikes.




Alex just warned him, “Well, be ready with it, because some of these things are fast. Especially the man-frog-raptor things that look like Walsh designed ’em.”




Jack gave it a ‘sitcom’ voice. “Oh, that Wacky Maggie!”




Jill snarked, “I take it you’re not her biggest fans.”




“She is my arch-enemy,” Hanna said in an icy voice. “I would very much like to have the chance to tell her what I think of her… work.”




“Whoa.” Jill just about took a step backward. “I didn’t mean to press any hot buttons.”




Jack cheerfully announced, “Well, this time we have virologists doing creepy stuff instead of geneticists and biochemists, so we have a whole new set of fun problems.” He looked over at Alex and added, “And we have exciting crises going on around us.”




Riley explained, “The National Guard troops we requested have a large square of the forest surrounded, only one brigade sent a scout team into the cordoned area against orders, and they ran into half a dozen of your zombie Dobermans and… over-reacted.”




Jack cut in, “On the bright side, none of them got bitten or exposed to anything.”




Riley continued, “On the down side, one of the Guardsmen dealt with the threat with a flamethrower, and things got out of hand. Now we have a forest fire moving this way.”




Alex tried not to sound nervous as she asked, “How big a fire, and how fast?”




Jack scowled, “Too big to stop, except with firebreaks on the back side that they cut using several Vipers to blast the trees over. And fast enough that we only have a few hours before it sweeps through here. But that means we would have to worry about the fire driving infected critters out of the area and across several states.”




Alex looked at the unhappy expression on his face, and she asked, “Jack, what did you do?”




He admitted, “I ordered the other Guard units to do the same thing all around the perimeter. Nothing’s going to get driven away to infect other areas, because the whole perimeter is one big fireline by now, with firebreaks on the back sides, and a big fiery square closing in on us So we have Captain Eddings in the chopper on this helipad, and he’ll stay until the fire closes in enough that he loses visibility, at which point he leaves. With or without us. Unless there are large underground lab areas with sealed HVAC, the only survivor would be you.”




Jill squawked, “But we have to find the rest of Alpha Team and Bravo Team! Barry and Rebecca and Chris are in here somewhere. We can’t leave ’em!”




Alex told everyone, “I already searched the entire mansion including the basement. No one alive. But there’s a dead Bravo Team guy in the hall over there where he got eaten by one of these zombies, and there’s a Bravo Team guy upstairs on the terrace. He didn’t quite die.”




Jill stared in horror. “He… didn’t quite die?”




Alex explained, “He’s already a zombie-thing. That diary suggests this should take days, but obviously it can be a lot faster. So we really can’t let anything get out of here.”




Jack tried, “And when you mean anything…”




“I mean anything,” Alex insisted. “Guys that are now like zombies. Dogs that are now zombie attack dogs. Infected crows that I zapped every time I saw one. Spiders the size of dogs. A thing that might have started out as a bunch of water plants in a fountain but now it’s a tentacled monstrosity that can reach most of the greenhouse. And a fifty foot snake.”




Jack muttered, “Oh, that Wacky Maggie.”




Riley checked, “A fifty foot snake?”




Alex nodded. “A carnival-colored fifty foot snake that could swallow a polar bear without even trying.”




Jack snarked, “And thank you for that lovely mental image.” 




Alex added, “I also found evidence we can use to put most of Umbrella behind bars.”




“Eggggggcellent.” Jack addressed the group. “Okay boys and girls, let’s get going. With no comms, we’re going to run with two teams: Terawatt plus Action Girl, and everyone else following within visual distance. Tera, you lead. You’ve got the best idea of the layout, the best infiltration capability, and the fastest movement.”




Jill added, “Plus she can check in places no one else can. Like in a vase on top of a life-sized sculpture on a pedestal in the art room.”




Alex said, “Jill’s good with lockpicks and demolitions, so she can get into all kinds of places.”




Jack smiled broadly. “Oh, I think there might be a few people around here who can do that kind of jazz.”




Oh yeah. Jack was supposed to be a Spec Ops whiz when he was younger. He was probably pretty awesome on lock-picking and explosions and stuff. And some things Alex totally didn’t want to think about that made him into the kind of officer who could say ‘we have to burn the whole forest even if I have people in the middle of it.’




Okay, he was the kind of officer who could say ‘we have to burn the forest even though I have people in there, so I’m going in after them despite the forest fire we can’t stop and unknown numbers of monsters in there.’




For that matter, what was wrong with her that she thought it was a really good idea? There were cute birds and furry woodland creatures and stuff like that, and they were all going to die. Only, if there wasn’t this fire, they’d die way more horribly when they got infected by this mega-creepy virus.




She wasn’t sure she was going to be able to look herself in the face once this op was over. She was thinking about wiping out a forest of cute, furry animals. She was thinking about killing zombie-guys who maybe could be saved by some super-brilliant scientist. She wasn’t thinking like Alex Mack anymore. The thought scared the tar out of her. She didn’t want to become the kind of person who would say ‘why don’t you just shoot him.’




And she was in a creepy old mansion with a secret lair and tons of mega-creepy monsters, all in the middle of a huge forest fire. That hardly even sounded real. It sounded like a really stupid plot for a SciFi Channel Original Movie with a name like ‘Monster Virus-Snake!!’ with extra exclamation marks for dopiness points.




Maybe ‘Venom Versus Virus!’ or ‘Virusnake!’




Jack pointed toward the back of the mansion, where the garden and the new building were. Alex figured the secret stuff was going to have to be under one of the two. Or under the heliport, because who needed a heliport at an old mansion? In Iowa?




But getting to the garden by herself wasn’t the same as getting to the garden with a team of regular people. Even if she was talking about two Orphans, Action Girl, Klar, and Jack O’Neill. Okay, she was taking two highly trained military guys who were the cream of the crop and putting them at the bottom of her list, because she knew Sergeant Scott and Sergeant Walters were pretty darn impressive too.




She led her team through the gallery and out the door into the gardens. She had to use her tk to pop the lock, but it wasn’t that hard. All the crows in the whole room were already fried, so she wasn’t worried about anyone getting pecked and infected.




Jack looked at the dead birds and snarked, “Crow. It’s what’s for dinner.”




Alex thought about telling him that if she tattled on him to Willow about his smarty-pants-ness, he’d be eating crow for sure. She didn’t.




As soon as they stepped outside, more of those creepy dogs were on them. Not that the dogs had much of a chance against Hanna and two Orphans. The three of them blasted both dogs before Alex had the chance to hurl a lightning bolt.




Jack calmly ordered, “Let’s take turns firing, instead of emptying our weapons. Fastest reaction times first, so Action Girl, then Finn, then Valentine, then Scott, me, Walters, and Klar last. Anything Tera blasts, don’t shoot it unless it gets back up. And double taps or three-shot groupings, please.”




“Yes sir,” Riley said for the group.




They moved through some rusty gates and had to shoot a couple more of the zombie dogs. They got to a pond or swimming pool that had some nasty-looking snakes swimming in it.




Jack muttered, “Cottonmouths. Great.”




Riley suggested, “Sir, they could be infected too.”




Jack looked over to the side and asked, “Tera, can you move that sluice gate? That oughta drain this thing and let us get to the far walkway.” Another snake dropped to the far path and slithered into the water. “And you may need to sweep those snakes off the path for us.”




Alex nodded, “Can do.” The sluice gate had a big crank part that was missing the crank, but that was no problem for her. She just grabbed the cylinder with her tk and rotated it half a dozen times. The gate moved, and the pond emptied, sucking the swimming snakes out with the water.




While the team leapt down onto a walkway that would have been way underwater, and they rushed across to the far side, Alex used her spare tk to sweep up every snake she saw and toss them all over the brick wall. Then they dashed along the path.




Two snakes dropped down in front of the group and were instantly very sorry, because Hanna had her bat-grapple guns along in thigh-holsters. She used one grapple and thirty feet of line like she was a ninja chain-fighter. She whirled the grapple around and hurled it forward. It sliced one snake in half. Then she snapped the line back, pulled the grapple into a tight circle over her head, and let fly once more. She smacked the second snake off the walkway and maybe forty feet through the air into a wall.




Ouch. Alex had never thought she’d feel sorry for snakes. Especially not after running into that giant super-snake upstairs.




There was an open elevator there that obviously went down a level. Alex flew down under it and zapped the two zombie dogs that were just waiting to surprise anyone coming down in the thing. She swung open another set of rusty gates and zapped another pair of muto-dogs. She called out, “All clear! For now!”




She heard footsteps clanging onto the metal elevator floor, and the elevator buzzed as the motor lowered it. Hanna came swinging down the shaft around the elevator, using her bat-grapple without bothering to fire the gun-part. The rest of the team was crowded onto the small platform.




“Well, what have we here?” Jack grinned. “If it isn’t the ever-popular underground evil lair. I love a badguy who respects the clichés. I’ll bet the air ducts are big enough to crawl through, too.”




They went into what was probably once just a gatehouse or servants’ quarters a long time ago, but now was definitely a lot more than that. There was a hole in the floor, and when Alex flew over it, a massive tentacle-like vine came snaking upward, trying to snag her. And the end of the vine had something like fangs. If she’d just been walking along, she would have been in real trouble.




Hanna put a three-shot grouping into the vine, but that didn’t stop it. So Hanna just darted over to a big statue on a pedestal and shoved the whole thing across the floor until it covered the hole and sliced through the vine-thing.




Jack calmly nodded Hanna’s way. “Sweet. Okay, let’s watch for holes in the floor, walls, and ceilings, because we’ve got something else dangerous in here with us.”




Alex and Hanna did the room-to-room searches ahead of the rest of the team, with Alex unlocking doors and flying through, while Hanna moved into the doorways and provided heavy weapons support if needed. The door on the right had more bazooka ammo for Jill, even if Alex couldn’t imagine why unless Wesker was playing some sort of sick game. The door on the left had a couple zombies that Hanna headshot before Alex could even tell her the things were too slow to bother with. The door straight ahead had a couple dog-sized spiders that Alex didn’t tell Hanna not to shoot. There was a turn and one more door.




That led into an L-shaped hall and more doors. One door led into a big room with a huge beehive. As soon as the bees started pouring out and Alex saw the bees were like ten times too big for normal bees, she shoved Hanna back through the door and slammed it shut.




She went silvery and began blasting everything in the room with lightning. She set fire to the beehive and electrocuted everything that was flying around. The bees tried to attack her, but she was a silvery blob and she smacked anything that got near her with a tk flyswatter. It took her a good minute or two, but soon there was nothing in there that wasn’t a squashed bee or an electrocuted bee or a roasted shell of a beehive. And a key. Who the heck thought putting a key next to that beehive was a good idea?




She opened the door and announced, “All clear.”




Jack moved in and knelt down over a couple of the crushed giant bees. “Where, O death, is thy sting?”




Riley staunchly said, “1 Corinthians, 15:55.”




Jack smiled, “Finn, why am I not surprised you knew that?”




Alex frowned at him, “It wouldn’t have been funny if you’d walked in here with me.” She checked the other doors off the room. One room full of weird drugs and chemicals that Jack had Riley look through. One room with a zombie-filled bathroom. And…




“Oh crud.” Alex stared at the writhing plant-thing in the other room. It was huge. It was maybe twenty feet high and as wide as the whole room and covered in those creepy vine-tentacles, and it had some kind of massive root system that went down to a room below.




It lashed out with its tentacles, and Alex could see that each tentacle had a mouth-like part on the end. The ‘mouths’ were full of sharp teeth and looked really hungry. She zapped each of the tentacles that came at them, and those tentacles all dropped dead or retreated. But that left a ton of undamaged vine-tentacles waving around.




Jack calmly said, “Valentine, feel like trying out some of that free ammo for your grenade launcher?”




Jill stood just outside the room and fired at the giant plant monster. The grenade went through the branches and exploded against the back wall. The plant lashed out furiously at the entire room, and Alex slammed the door closed.




Jack just said, “Welp, now we know where that tentacle came from.”




Alex said, “There’s a lot more of it downstairs. If we have to explore the area below us, we might have a problem.”




Jack smirked, “Well, I might have a problem, but I think a flying, blasting, shapeshifting superheroine might not.”




She rolled her eyes at him. They moved out into the L-shaped corridor and Alex used her tk to unlock the last door. There was another room with notes that Jack scooped up, and a bathroom that had yet another zombie-guy. And, since Alex was flying well above the floor, she spotted the hidden door behind the bookcase. Hanna and Riley had no trouble dragging it away from the wall, and everyone could see there was a ladder going down to the floor below.




Jack ordered, “AG, back her up. Finn, take up station at the base of the ladder for support. All of you, feel free to yell for help.”




Alex flew down the shaft, while Hanna grabbed the sides of the ladder and just slid down after her. They moved down a corridor that had a huge gap full of water. Alex flew over it, and Hanna jumped it. Then they got to the door.




The basement was half-flooded with water, and there was no telling how many of that monster plant’s vines might be snaking around under the surface.




Alex insisted, “You stay here.”




Hanna naturally argued. “It is only water. It is not even deep enough that I would have to swim.”




Alex told her, “Hanna, this is what ‘fear’ is for. We know there’s a giant man-eating plant in here. We know it has tentacle-y vines with mouths and teeth and stuff that are all through this place. It would be dumb to assume none of the vines are down here. And… Oh crud!”




Alex darted up to the ceiling as the massive shape scythed through the water and the huge jaws came up out of the water after her.





145. Resident



Alex winced as she stared down from where she was plastered against the ceiling. It was a great big mutated shark! Who on earth thought making a mutated shark was a good idea? Who on earth thought flooding the basement and letting the mutated shark loose in it was a good idea? What was wrong with these people?




Hanna had already put a three-shot grouping into the thing’s head before it ducked under the water and darted around a corner. She calmly said, “If there are sharks loose in the water, there are probably not any vines that would attack them.”




“Hanna!” Alex snapped. “Giant mutated sharks aren’t okay either!”




Hanna just looked at the water wistfully. “I have never gotten to fight a shark.”




“No! Absolutely not! And if you even try, I’ll tell Jack, and then I’ll tell Janet!”




Hanna sighed. “Fine. I will wait right here. But if you yell for help, I will come.”




Alex flew over the water and opened the doors with her tk. One door was a room chock full of creepy roots for the plant monster. She hit the roots with a couple major blasts of lightning. One door was a control room where someone had turned off the giant lever to run the sump pumps. When she flipped the big lever, the water quickly got pumped out of the level.




When she got back to Hanna, she was totally not surprised to see Hanna staring at two mutated sharks that were flopping helplessly on the floor. Alex said, “No way. A shark’s jaws can bite down with something like a ton of pressure. Even you wouldn’t survive that.”




Hanna stared at the sharks and insisted, “I would not get bitten.”




“No. We’re done down here, and we’re going back upstairs.”




Hanna looked like she wanted to pout, but she followed Alex back to the ladder and up. Riley climbed up after them and said, “I heard the fuss. What was the matter?”




Alex frowned at Hanna, “Someone wanted to go in water up to her armpits and fight mutated sharks.”




“Did they have ‘frickin’ laser beams’ on their heads?” Jack smirked.




Hanna looked over at Jack. “It looked like it would be challenging.”




Jill looked at Hanna and wondered out loud, “Is she… umm… not quite normal?”




Jack gave her a smile. “Yep. There’s a reason she’s called Action Girl. Don’t ever dare her to try something wacky. Like shark-wrestling. If she’d been in the movie ‘Jaws’ it would have been a half-hour short, because she would’ve just leapt into the water and beaten the shark to a pulp.”




They moved back to the elevator and went back up to the gardens. It only took Riley about a minute to find another elevator, this one without power. Alex grinned, “No problemo” and ran a spark between her hands.




Jack nodded, “Okay boys and girls, let’s try the Tera-express.” Alex gave him a look.




Alex grabbed the battery terminals and ran a current through them. She hoped she didn’t burn the whole thing out. Hanna used her bat-grapple and swung down the elevator shaft like it was a kid’s swing. Everyone else rode down crammed together.




When the elevator got to the bottom, Alex flew down after them. Hanna was standing there next to two dead snakes. And she was soaking wet. “There’s a secret ladder behind the waterfall!”




Jack just grinned at her and slowly shook his head. He said, “Okay Tera, can you give us a little umbrella?”




Alex used her tk to make an arch that everyone could walk through without getting soaked like Hanna. Jack had Riley and Hanna go on point, while Jill stayed with Alex to cover their six.




At the bottom of the ladder it looked like the place was badly carved out of the rock itself. Actually, a lot of it looked like sort-of-flat rocks had been stuck all over everything to make it look more rugged. There was a door by the ladder, and around the ‘U’ of the room there was a huge hole in the floor that Hanna or Riley or Jill could leap over easily.




Jack said, “Scott and Walters. Take up positions. Klar, watch that far door for any surprises. We’ll take this door first, and then move back to re-group.”




They went through the door, and a frog-thing went for them. Hanna put a three-shot grouping in its face, and it keeled over before it could jump at them. A second one came around the left corner, and Alex zapped it as soon as she saw it.




Jack walked over to one of the frog-things and studied it. He muttered, “Maggie, what on earth were you thinking?”




They were in a hall that branched. Alex took one path and Hanna took the other, and they opened their doors together. Alex was sort of surprised to see they ended up at opposite ends of a narrow generator room. There were a couple more frog-things that either got fried or shot in the head.




Alex and Hanna moved through the last door, and… nothing. They moved down the hall and around the corner to find…




Another Team Bravo guy, lying on the hard rock and not doing so well. Hanna yelled back, “Colonel! We have a survivor!”




Alex jetted over as the guy feebly tried to lift a gun. She used a little tk to take it out of his hand, and she knelt down beside him. “You’re okay. Do you know who I am?”




He breathed raggedly. “You’re… Terawatt. I’m Enrico Marini… Bravo Team leader… Sabotaged… Chopper blown out of air… These monster dogs… Lost most of the team… Umbrella Corporation… behind all of it…”




She nodded. “We know. I’m with Jill Valentine and a team from the Department of Homeland Security. We’ve got a field medic. And we’re pretty sure Albert Wesker’s working for Umbrella too.”




He breathed, “Medic? Won’t do… much good… with this shit.”




Riley came rushing over and pulled a small canvas pack out of the back part of his Tactical Load Bearing Vest. “Let me take a look at you.”




Jill rushed over too. “Oh Enrico! Oh no!”




Enrico groaned, “That pack… won’t help me.”




Riley checked him over and frowned, “He’s been bitten on the leg, arm, and abdomen. I’d say two bites from those dog-things and one from a zombie. He’s probably infected.”




Enrico breathed, “Rather be dead than… turn into one of those… things.”




Alex asked, “You looked in that drug room. Anything useful in there?”




Riley looked at Enrico and reluctantly shook his head no.




Enrico gasped, “Doesn’t matter about me… just get out of here… and tell everyone… Umbrella Corp is behind all of it…” He stuffed a handful of papers into Jill’s hands.




Jill shoved the papers into a large pocket and said, “We’re not leaving you.”




Riley said, “I’ll carry him back to the ladder. Terawatt can get him up the ladder when we’re ready to evac.” Alex would have guessed that Enrico was as heavy as Riley, but Riley easily lifted him off the floor and carried him.




Enrico groaned, “Maybe you can… carry me… but the ladder…”




Riley just gave him a grin. “That’s what we have superheroines for.”




They moved slowly back to the ladder room, and Riley gave Jack a quick report. Jack knelt down in front of Enrico and said, “Okay, tell me everything you’ve got.” He looked over at Alex and said, “Go up high enough to beat the signal jammer and alert Miller they need to hunt for an antiviral while they’re in there.”




Alex flew up the ladder, through the waterfall, and then straight up about half a mile. “Terawatt to Miller, come in please. Terawatt to Miller. Can you read me?”




“Tera, this is Miller. Am I glad to hear you. We’re having trouble here. Umbrella has security forces that are trying to keep us out of the basement levels, and there are things down there too. Fortunately, we have Lupo and Carlson.”




“Tera to Miller. We have a Team Bravo witness, but we need antiviral or he’s probably going to turn into one of these zombies. And be sure not to get bitten or scratched by these things, because we think it’s a really nasty virus. We’ve got to try and find the rest of Alpha Team before the forest fires get here.”




“Roger that. Good luck, and we’d appreciate any assistance you can manage. Over and out.”




She flew back down to the room under the waterfall and gave Jack a heads-up. He nodded and quietly briefed her, “Good ol’ Enrico here still thinks it couldn’t be his buddy Albert, and he’s pretty obsessed about not losing his spot as Bravo Team leader to Redfield or Burton. He doesn’t seem to want to face the fact that there is no more Bravo Team, just little pieces of them scattered around the estate.”




“Eww.”




He raised his voice, “Okay, let’s see if we can check out the rest of this snakepit and then get Officer Marini somewhere safe. A.G. and Finn, go with Tera. Everyone else take up positions around me and Enrico.”




So Alex flew over the big hole, and Hanna and Riley jumped it. She opened the door and moved into a passage that ran sideways to the first passageway. At one end was a huge boulder. Wow, that looked totally safe and non-suspicious. Not.




She flew up to the boulder, and nothing happened.




“A.G., get back here on the double!” Riley barked.




But Hanna was almost at the boulder, and it suddenly started rolling right at her. Alex was going to swoop down, grab her, pull her into Alex’s morph, and puddle into a corner to let the boulder roll past. But Hanna was fast. She was already back at the alcove for the doorway before the boulder got near her. The boulder rolled past and smashed into the wall. So Alex just went silvery and ducked into a corner of the ceiling to let the boulder rumble past her.




And two of the frog-things were coming right after the boulder. Alex zapped one, but Riley blasted the other one with a perfect headshot before Alex had a chance to zap the thing.




Riley scowled, “Action Girl, I need you to take fewer risks. Got it?”




Hanna grinned, “Yes sir!” She looked over at Alex and mouthed, “That was fun!”




There was some more bazooka ammo for Jill at the far end behind where the boulder had been, so Alex grabbed it and flew it back to the group. She couldn’t figure out what all the bazooka ammo was for, unless Wesker knew she had that guy’s bazooka and was playing some sort of creepy game with her, or leading her into a trap.




Jack casually asked, “Any problems?” Like he hadn’t heard Riley yelling and a rumbling boulder crashing down a hallway.




Alex told him, “No, just a giant boulder designed to squish anyone walking in the hall.”




She darted back and led the way for Hanna and Riley. There was a short hall they could get to now, and it led to a door. Alex opened the door and gasped, “Holy crud!”




It was a spider. It was a giant tarantula-type spider the size of an elephant. She hit it right in the eyes with a massive jolt of electricity, and it frantically backed away. It also spit poison, which went all over the wall instead of where Alex was. Alex blasted it in the face.




Suddenly, Hanna and Riley were on either side of her. Riley was firing three-shot bursts into the thing, while Hanna was picking off poodle-sized spiders that were crawling across the walls toward them. The spider opened its pedipalps to spit more poison, and Alex gave it a mammoth blast right in between. And Riley threw a grenade right into its tiny mouth. “Grenade!”




Then Riley yelled, “Hallway!” They all ducked out of the room as the grenade went off and blew the spider’s head apart.




Alex flew back in and winced. There was exploded spider all over the room.




Suddenly Jack yelled from behind them, “Support is incoming! Sitrep!”




Riley calmly said, “Just a little bit of trouble, sir. But we have it under control.”




Jack looked in the room and went into an Inspector Gadget voice. Or whatever it was supposed to be. “That’s the second biggest spider I’ve ever seen!” Riley tried not to laugh out loud.




Hanna asked, “Is that Maxwell Smart or Inspector Gadget?”




Jack gave her a smile. “Maxwell Smart. Not that you can tell, because Don Adams did the same voice for both characters. The key difference is Maxwell Smart has more catchphrases you can sneak into a conversation.”




Boy, the stuff you learned from hanging around Jack.




Alex searched the rest of the underground area, only this time she deliberately tripped the other boulder trap without Hanna being in the path of the thing. That was way easier. All she had to do was go silvery and duck into a corner of the hallway so the boulder could roll past and crash all on its own. She found another magneto-optical disk and a book, both of which she turned over to Jack. She was pleased to see from the stuff Jack was carrying that Jill had turned over the stuff Alex and Enrico had handed her instead of doing something sneaky like ditching them to conceal evidence.




Jack had Alex use her tk on two crank spots on the walls. Both rotated a chunk of corridor so the big hole in the floor became a hole on one wall, and everyone could walk past the problem. Then everyone moved to the new elevator, with Riley carrying Enrico.




Once they got up to the garden level, they were at a big circular fountain. Alex flew up forty feet and took a look. The heliport was right on the other side of a solid wall, so she flew back down and stood on top of the wall. Then she used her tk to lift Enrico off the ground, over the wall, and across the heliport to the SRI chopper. She put Enrico on the floor in the passenger area, and she lifted into the air again.




When she flew back, Jack said, “Nice work, but we need someone monitoring him so he doesn’t zombie out and eat our pilot’s brains. Take Scott and Walters and have them guard him and the helo.”




Alex pulled both of them into her morph and had to push with her tk to get both of them up the wall. Then she dropped them off next to the chopper and flew back.




Jill blinked a couple times and murmured, “Pretty useful power set.”




Alex admitted, “It has its pluses and its minuses.”




Jack waved her over to the fountain. “See this crack along here? Can you squeeze through there?”




Alex looked at it. The thing looked like the big fountain full of water was actually two pieces that would pull apart. She looked for the widest part of the crack, up above where the water level was. “Umm, I think so.”




She flew up over the crack and went silvery again. Then she squeezed into the thing. It was pretty tight. She wasn’t exactly a drop of water. She had to push pretty hard with her tk too. But then she oozed into a dark area that was huge. She made a few lightning arcs so she had some light, and she looked around.




Ooh, a big switch. Perfect. She flipped the switch with her tk, and the two halves of the fountain retracted into the walls. That left a huge spiral staircase for her team to walk down. She noticed that Jack had Hanna and Jill on point, and Riley and Klar on everyone’s six. Or maybe Alex was really on point, since she was going first.




At the bottom of the staircase, there was another open elevator with an up/down lever on the one side that was a wall instead of just a railing. The front side of the elevator was totally open, without even a railing. It took them down to a small room. The room had a side door, and also a doorway which was just a ladder going down to the next level. Alex quickly checked the side door, and it was an empty corridor to an emergency elevator. Based on where the thing was, Alex was guessing it would come up in the helipad.




The next level had a staircase. And another three zombies. Only these zombies spit acid or something at Hanna and Jill, but Alex blocked the spit with a fast tk shield while Hanna made one perfect headshot and Jill dove off to the side. Riley and Jack both opened fire and blew the other zombies’ brains out. Jill found a carousel of slides right about where she ended up after rolling across the floor. Jack pulled them out and peeked at them with a little flashlight as backlighting.




“Here, take a look at this one.” He showed it to Jill.




Jill studied the picture for a second before she cursed colorfully.




Jack grimaced, “It’s a shot of some long-time consultants on this project. Wesker’s in the pic.”




Jill fumed, “So he’s been in this from the beginning! That bastard!” 




Alex checked the side room while Jack went through the images and shoved the slides in his pack. The side room had a slide viewer that held carousels, and a bunch of other stuff, including another M-O disk and more papers, both of which she gathered up and tucked into her fannypack.




Alex flew down the staircase with Hanna and Jill moving behind her. There was another zombie. And a thing that looked like the scientist guy in the old black-and-white movie ‘The Fly’ after the teleporter accident, only even grosser. Alex hit both of them with lightning bolts, and when the fly-man started to get back up, Jill finished it off.




Once everyone was downstairs and in position, they moved through the door on her right. She was in a small hallway with a door on each side and one in front of her. She unlocked all three doors and then went one by one into the rooms with Hanna. The rooms on her right and left had more zombies and more papers. After Hanna blasted the zombies, they let Jack and Riley check out the papers.




Alex moved through the final door and found a row of prison cells. She called out, “Is someone there?”




“Get us out! And look out for Wesker!”




Uh-oh, Alex recognized that voice. It was Rebecca Chambers.




Alex waved Jill in, and used her tk to unlock each of the cells. One cell had Chris Redfield. Jill threw herself into his arms and hugged him, even though he was bleeding a bunch from what looked like a bullet in the shoulder. The next cell had Rebecca Chambers, who was bleeding from what looked like a bullet in the leg. Jill hugged her too, only not as enthusiastically. The third cell had the corpse of Barry Burton.




Chris scowled, “Wesker made him do it. The bastard’s got Barry’s family. And then, when Barry did what Wesker wanted, he shot Barry anyway.”




Jill frowned, “Wesker’s been in this from the start. And it’s worse than you know.”




Rebecca limped slowly out of her cell and said, “We’ve got to get Chris to a doctor.”




Jack stepped into the room and said, “We’ve got some intel I think we can use to make Mister Wesker’s life a little more miserable. Jill, go with Klar and take them up to that emergency elevator, then get ’em onto the chopper. Wait there for us.”




Alex asked Jack, “What do we have?”




Jack smiled wickedly and showed her the papers. Oh. Someone was spilling top-secret login names and passwords for the computer system. They hunted in a couple more rooms to find a computer terminal they could use, and then Hanna and Riley stood guard while Alex checked a couple more rooms and Jack wreaked havoc with the computer system.




“There. That ought to do it.” Jack smirked, “Stop, Dave. Will you stop, Dave? Stop, Dave.”




They moved through the level to a down elevator which had no power. Jack unlocked a panel with a set of lockpicks she didn’t even know he had, and she powered the elevator so it would go down one more level.




Hanna asked, “How many levels are there?”




Jack shrugged, “No idea. But the official movie rule for evil lairs is the really good stuff has to be in the bottom level, along with the obvious deathtrap.”




They stepped off the elevator and found themselves in an empty room. Alex flew forward with Hanna right behind her, and they turned a corner to find a massive garage-door-style security door that was wide open.




Alex flew into what looked like a huge laboratory. Well, a huge laboratory if you were Maggie Walsh. Because there was a row of big cylinders full of liquid along one wall, and there were people in each one. Well, people-like things, or maybe things that might have been people once upon a time. And there was a big section of more cylinders in the center of the room too, and they had equally gross stuff in them.




Well, maybe the things in the cylinders were people once upon a time, but now they were something really different. Jack cursed under his breath.




The security door slammed shut behind them, leaving Riley on the other side of the door. Alex flew up to about twenty feet and hastily looked around.




Albert Wesker’s irritating voice echoed into the room. “Terawatt. What a pleasant surprise.”




“Not!” Alex retorted




But the voice just kept going, like it hadn’t heard her. “I’ve heard such interesting things about you. It’s a surprise to find someone who lives up to their PR.”




Jack said, “It’s recorded. Wesker’s doing something else right now.”




Alex worried that it was something to do with Riley, who was now on his own. Or worse, it might be something to do with Grover, who was with three people who didn’t trust him.




“Now I think we should find out just how tough you are. And how selfless you are. Because I doubt even you can protect two unenhanced norms from our finest work here. We call this model… the Tyrant.”




Alex gulped as two of the cylinders began emptying. Inside both of the tubes were immense humanoid things that looked like they were eight or nine feet tall. They were horribly misshapen monstrosities with a giant claw on one hand that would make Wolverine wince. Both looked like they hadn’t grown any skin over their enormous muscles, and both had a thing like a heart pulsing on the outside of the chest for that extra creep factor.




The cylinders opened, and the things stepped out toward Jack and Hanna.







Klar wasn’t happy getting stuck with escort duty. Escort missions were the suckiest videogame missions ever. And he had the two worst escortees ever. An unarmed woman with a bad leg who was barely hobbling along, and an unarmed guy with a bullet in the shoulder, and they needed to get up a freaking ladder. How were they supposed to do that? Chambers’ leg had pretty much given out on her, and Redfield couldn’t even move his arm anymore. The guy could hardly breathe now.




At least Valentine had an automatic and that bazooka. Even if he didn’t trust her. She was too damn pretty not to be another Orphan, and Jack had said she might just be pretending to be a goodguy. Jack thought it was even possible that Wesker and Valentine were both working for the Collective, just on rival teams.




He went up the ladder first as a scout.




Shit. That elevator was coming down from up top, and he could hear there were maybe three or four of those zombie-dogs snarling away in it.




Valentine called out from below, “Klar! We got problems! There are more than a dozen of those fly-headed things coming up the stairs at us!”




Christ, did he hate escort missions.







Riley looked at the security door that had just slammed shut in his face. He rushed over to the keypad by the door. He had looked at all the papers the colonel had found, and he had a memory that was just short of photographic. He tried the three different number combinations he had seen on any of the papers.




Nothing. The door didn’t open. The security seals didn’t release. The thing was airtight, so even Alex couldn’t get out. And he couldn’t even use his comms to contact the colonel. He tried typing in the numbers in reverse. That didn’t work either.




“Major Riley Jerome Finn. The highest-ranked member of The Collective in the entire U.S. Armed Forces… so far.”




Riley dove off to the side and rolled, bringing up his ‘203 in prone position. The room was still empty. The sound was coming from a speaker hidden in the wall.




“Let me introduce myself.”




Riley interrupted, “I’m a man of wealth and fame.”




The voice laughed. “Why Major Finn, I wouldn’t have taken you for a Rolling Stones kind of guy.”




Riley slowly rose to his feet, keeping his weapon aimed at the far wall. He had no idea where the threat would come from, but he was fairly sure it wouldn’t come from the security door behind him. “I’m really more of a Christian Rock man myself, but when you hear the musical preferences of a thousand other soldiers, you pick stuff up.”




The voice said, “A number of us have been wondering. Are you building your own personal bloc, like ours only smaller, or are you really the naïve do-gooder you appear to be? Either way, you’ve been an immense pain in our Collective ass.”




Riley tried, “Why don’t you come on out and ask me in person?”




The voice said, “I have a better idea. Why don’t I put your people in mortal danger and see whether you treat them as minions or as partners? That would answer my question so much more… honestly.”




A section of wall flickered into life as a wide-angle view into the lab on the other side of the security door. He could see two immense monstrosities lumbering forward at the colonel and Hanna.




Another section of wall flickered, and Riley saw what was happening there. He cursed under his breath. Chambers and Redfield were slumped against the base of that ladder, while Valentine tried to stop a wall of those fly-headed humanoids, and dogs barked ferociously overhead. And there was no sign of Grover.




Something like a Taser hit Riley on the top of his head.







Jack looked up at the ‘Tyrants’ and said, “Ya know, putting the vital organs on the outside is never a good idea.” He put two rounds into each of the beating ‘hearts’.




Blood — or something blood-like — squirted nastily, but the things didn’t stop.




“The least they could do is have the courtesy to slow down.”




Terawatt complained from way above him, “Not funny.”




Action Girl asked excitedly, “Can I engage directly?”




“No.” He corrected himself. “Make that ‘hell no.’ Even if you could take one of these things, you might get exposed to the virus. And we have no idea what the stuff might do to you.” He had a momentary image of Hanna turning into a monstrous thing that was part human and part snake and part spider and part something even worse. They still didn’t know exactly what some of her DNA was really from, thanks to Wacky Maggie being the ‘psychotic bitch’ version of a mad scientist.







Riley blinked and opened his eyes. Damn, that thing really hurt. He felt like every muscle in his body had been stomped by guys in track shoes.




He was face down on the floor in the room, only he wasn’t the only person in the room anymore.




A tall blond guy with overly-styled hair and dark glasses was watching him with a smug expression. The guy hadn’t even bothered to change out of the S.T.A.R.S. uniform that Valentine and her people were wearing.




The guy said, “Sorry about that. I couldn’t let you keep that M203, or your sidearm, or your tac vest, or your combat knife. Or your cute little holdout strapped to your ankle. Not if I wanted to find out how effective you really are. Granted, you’re at a disadvantage. Several disadvantages, in fact.” He smiled and smoothed the sides of his hair upward.




Riley forced himself to his feet and used one of the colonel’s most dangerous weapons. The mouth. He gave Wesker a nasty smile and said, “At least I don’t have the disadvantage of having my mommy naming me ‘Albert’.”




Wesker whipped his dark glasses off and flicked them across the room at Riley’s face. Then he moved like greased lightning.




But Riley wasn’t some under-trained bozo who would fall for that kind of distraction. He ignored the sunglasses and focused on Wesker.




Wesker moved quickly in a practiced aikido glide-step and launched a kick at Riley’s throat. Riley used an aikido block to knock the flashing foot off to one side, and he followed up with a muay thai strike to Wesker’s still-extended knee.




The sunglasses hit the wall behind Riley and shattered.




Wesker spun away from the strike and turned it into a backspin kick coming the other way that launched a combat boot at Riley’s face. Riley blocked it with a hard knuckle punch to the calf and went for the leg-trap, but Wesker was too fast and got his leg back before Riley grabbed it.




Riley went with his best Jack O’Neill. “Does that glasses trick really work on anyone?”




What he really wanted to ask was about Wesker’s eyes. Without the dark glasses, it was obvious Wesker was a monster himself. He had cat-eyes that glowed a dull, sickening red. Was that what the virus was doing to him, or was it what the anti-virus did?




“You’d be surprised,” Wesker smirked. He smoothed his hair back into place.




Wesker’s hands came down in a flash, and his fists came tearing forward. Riley blocked the first two, took the second one in the face, and slipped a right cross past Wesker’s guard to smash him in the nose. He kicked upward aiming for Wesker’s crotch, but Wesker was making the same move, and their shins cracked viciously. The impact felt like maybe his tibia broke.







Grover scrambled up the ladder and took up position opposite the elevator. The last thing he wanted was four or five killer zombie dogs coming down an elevator after him.




No, the last thing he wanted was people dying because he screwed up again. He had already screwed up too many times in his life. His best friend was dead because Grover thought an invisibility formula would be awesome. He’d nearly got Riley and himself eaten by a giant blob monster by not following orders. He wasn’t doing that crap anymore.




The booms from Valentine’s gun were almost deafening, but she was keeping the fly-things back. For the moment, until she needed to reload. That left a pile of zombie dogs for him.




As soon as the elevator was low enough that he could see the legs of the things, he moved. Those were some scary dogs, but at this distance he could hardly miss.




He pulled his dad’s old New Model Super Blackhawk out of his pouch and he shot the front two in the chest. He knew that wouldn’t kill the things, but their heads were still above the ceiling. Still, .44 Magnum ammo had enough kick to deal with things like this.




The front two squealed and fell over, giving him clean shots at the back two. And he could now see their heads. His big advantage was they couldn’t see him. They stood still, and he shot both of them in the head. Then he finished off the front two as they tried to get up. That was the real advantage of using his dad’s gun: he knew how to fire it, and he knew where the bullets would go. He was way more accurate with it than the automatic Jack was teaching him to use.




And he had an elevator that might or might not work. All he needed was to get trapped between floors with Christ only knew what coming down the elevator shaft after him.




But he didn’t need to get on the elevator, he just needed to move it up and down. He reached into his pouch and pulled out a ball of string and a short length of quarter-inch rope.




He tried to ignore the bloody mostly-canine corpses as he stepped onto the platform. There was an elevator control that was just a lever you swung up or down. He tied a length of string to the end of the lever and dropped it on the floor. Then he tied another length of string to the end of the lever, ran it up over a stanchion, and tossed it back to the floor too. After that, he tied one end of the rope to one of the guardrails of the elevator, and he threw the other end of the rope down the ladder.




He yelled, “Chambers! Grab that rope!”







Alex zapped one of the ‘Tyrants’ in the face with a big burst of lightning, and it pretty much ignored the jolt. That was so not good. It took a swipe at her with that massive claw hand that was like something off a mechanical harvester. A really disturbing, creepy mechanical harvester. Those claws were longer than Hanna’s legs, and the Tyrants were fast with them.




Alex darted up and back, moving well out of either thing’s reach. But Jack and Hanna couldn’t get away like that.




Hanna was putting bullets in the Tyrants’ faces, but they weren’t stopping. Jack was putting bullets in their knees, which was at least slowing them down. But it looked like they kept healing up again.




There was a big thing of more giant cylinders in the middle of the room, with lots more things in the tubes. More Tyrants, and more of the fly-head things, and other creepy stuff. The Tyrants were moving down either side of the section, so they were going to have Jack and Hanna trapped pretty soon.




Alex figured she’d wait until the Tyrants got all the way to the end of the row so they thought they had Jack and Hanna trapped, and then Alex would swoop in and pull her teammates into her morph. She figured that if she timed it just right, one of the Tyrants might even accidentally claw the other one with a swipe of the arm.




But Jack dragged Hanna back to the end of the section, looked up at Alex, and yelled, “Grenade!”




Alex darted out of the way as fast as she could.







Riley watched as Wesker turned the collision into a backflip. He tried to kick Riley in the face as he moved back out of range. Riley used a guide parry on Wesker’s foot to slap it away from his face and turn Wesker’s graceful backflip into an awkward tumble.




Riley tried to take advantage of the tumble, but Wesker rolled to his feet in a flash. And his hand came from behind his back in an underhand throw.




Riley recognized the move, and was already making his counter before the knife came flying through the air at his stomach. He pivoted out of the blade’s path in a smooth tae kwan do move while using a move from a wing chun kata he had never tried in a real-world situation. He slapped his hands together.




Wesker stopped and stared. “Damn, I gotta admit, that’s fucking impressive.”




Riley stood there with the knifeblade captured between his palms. He pulled his hands apart and grabbed the knife’s hilt before the knife fell to the floor. He had a wicked cut across each of his palms from the edges of the knife, but neither was serious… unless Wesker had already contaminated the knife with the virus.




Wesker reached behind his back and pulled out a matching combat knife. “Let’s dance, bitch.”




Riley gave him a ruthless smile. “The last time one of your people said that to one of my team, it didn’t go so well for you guys.”




Wesker lunged forward with the knife at his top speed, aiming for Riley’s throat.







Grover pulled the second string, and the elevator’s control lever got tugged upward. It rose smoothly, and the rope went with it. Chambers came sliding up the ladder and onto the floor.




Grover tugged the other string, and the elevator came back down.




Chambers leaned over the ladder and hollered, “Chris! Come on!”




Redfield weakly called back, “Ready!”




Grover tugged the second string. The elevator rose again, and Redfield came up the ladder. He was stepping on the rungs and just barely hanging onto the rope with his one good arm. Frankly, Grover thought the guy looked like walking up a ladder was about the max you could ask of him anymore.




Redfield stepped onto the floor and gasped out, “Thanks. That was pretty smart, Klar.” He tossed the rope back down and called out, “Come on, Jill! Move it!”




Valentine called back, “Ready!”




Grover pulled the string, and the elevator rose. He peeked over the edge. Valentine was holding onto the rope one-handed and facing away from the ladder so she could keep shooting the things that were trying to get to her. Grover grabbed his Ruger Blackhawk, slapped in a reloader, and emptied one shot each into the heads of the things that looked like they might get close enough to grab Valentine’s legs.




Valentine rolled onto the floor and said to him, “Thanks. Good work. Let’s get the hell out of here.”




Grover emptied the hot shells, slapped in another reloader, and nodded. Which was stupid, since no one could see. He still hadn’t gotten rid of a lot of his old mannerisms. He said, “Right.”




They moved into the emergency corridor, Valentine on point and Grover helping Chambers limp along.




He hoped the emergency elevator wasn’t booby-trapped or anything. One of these days, he was going to be the person who gets told ‘cut the green wire’ and he’d be screwed because he couldn’t see colors anymore.





146. Under My Umbrella



When Jack yelled “Grenade” he didn’t mean he was going to lob a pineapple at one of these things and hope it landed somewhere useful. No, he had something more directed in mind.




He shot one Tyrant in the knee again, and when it roared at him, Action Girl fired her M203. Hanna’s aim was somewhere between awe-inspiring and terrifying, so he was trusting this would work.




She put a 40mm HE round right through the thing’s teeth. The explosion took off its entire head.




The second Tyrant didn’t like that, and it moved faster. Terawatt dropped to the floor behind it, which probably meant she was going to do something using as much telekinesis as she could wield. He stopped to watch, because he figured it would be impressive.




The Tyrant took another step toward him, and its leg suddenly veered off to the side. It looked like Tera was yanking its foot as far off to the side as it would go. The thing’s foot hit the floor but kept skidding off to the side.




The thing landed in a split right on top of its own claw-hand. Ouch. Jack had to make an effort not to clench his thighs together. It opened its mouth in a silent scream.




The sudden snap of Action Girl’s grenade launcher being reloaded told him to move. He yelled “Nade!” as he dove behind the block of cylinders. But Action Girl moved a lot faster than he did, and Tera was already jetting behind something protective.




The Tyrant’s head went the way of its brother. Monster goop and shrapnel went everywhere.




Jack looked at the half dozen cylinders that were now leaking fluid. There were some very nasty-looking things in those tubes that might or might not come to life once the liquid seeped out. “Okay kiddies, let’s get out of here before we get more party guests.”




Action Girl calmly asked, “And how will we get out of here?”




Tera flew over to the electronic panel beside the security door. She just stood there and stared at it. Tiny bolts flew off from the sides. The case popped off and went flying. Electronics leapt out. Wires disconnected and jumped out of the way. Bolts and screws backed out of their little holes and flew off to the sides. In less than ten seconds, there was a big opening into the workings of the door.




Something clanked, and the door shivered. Terawatt asked, “A.G., could you see if it’ll go up now?”




Action Girl rushed over, squatted down, and grabbed the bottom of the door. Jack guessed the thing weighed maybe an eighth of a ton, even with the counterweights that had to be on something that massive.




She straightened up and threw the door upward.




As soon as Jack saw it sliding so quickly, he guessed what might happen, so he ran for the opening. “Move it, move it, move it!”




The door slid on its rails until it was all the way open, at which point it hit something and bounced back down. An alloy door thick enough to stop a Tyrant plummeted back into position with a crash.




He looked at Action Girl and Terawatt. Neither seemed the least bit concerned that they might have had an enormous mass of indestructible alloy crashing down on them. Maybe he was getting too old for this.




No, they were both looking at Finn.




Jack winced inwardly. Wesker was very dead on his back in the middle of the floor. His throat was cut until his head was half-off his body. One arm was twisted and broken the way arms weren’t supposed to go. A combat knife was buried in his chest where his heart was supposed to be.




But Wesker was even less human than Jack had expected. The open, staring cat eyes were bad enough. The fang-like things jutting out from his mouth were a lot worse. He looked like that one vampire in every horror flick who needed serious orthodontia.




And it was pretty obvious what the fangs had done. There was a nasty rip in the side of Finn’s neck just where the collarbone was, and Jack was pretty sure the white of the bone would be showing if it wasn’t for all the blood.




Finn stood up. “Sorry, sir. I wasn’t expecting him to grow fangs.”




Jack noted that Finn also had bleeding cuts on both palms, a bloody knife slice on his left forearm, a couple knife slices through his shirt, a nasty bruise on his face, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth, and blood seeping through his pants from some sort of injury on his right shin.




Terawatt flew over to Wesker’s body. The shirt ripped into strips, which sailed up toward Finn’s neck. The first strip wiped up a discouraging amount of blood. The second strip pressed down on the injuries, and the third strip tied itself over the second one and through Finn’s opposite armpit to try and hold it in place.




Finn looked at Terawatt and said, “Thanks. But I’ve got a medic kit somewhere around here wherever—”




A loud, computerized voice announced, “Wesker Omega Four protocol in place. After all consultants and researchers have been conclusively dead for at least ten seconds, self-destruct sequence is initiated. Three minutes and counting.”




“Damn it!” Jack swore. “Why do these dorks have to be such stereotypical badguys? Let’s move it. If we run into anything, we may need more than three minutes. Unless we’re Tera.” They headed for the elevator. Jack noticed that Riley was limping slightly. That probably meant he was in a hell of a lot of pain.




Finn held the cloth tightly against his neck and said, “Sir, you have to consider that I’m infected now.”




Jack said, “I’ll bear that in mind, major. Right now I’m more concerned about getting out of here and you not bleeding out from a torn carotid.”




The elevator wouldn’t budge.




“Two minutes, forty seconds and counting.”




Tera put her hands across the battery terminals and gave it a big spark. Still nothing.




Finn said, “It’s locked down. Probably part of the protocol.”




Tera said, “Okay, I can take everyone up the elevator shaft one at a—”




Action Girl stepped onto the open platform and fired her bat-grapple up the shaft. Then she shot upward.




Tera corrected herself, “Okay, I can take both of you at the same time. Hang on…”




Jack had been through this before, and he didn’t enjoy it. But he didn’t complain. Getting sucked into a silvery glob and dragged along with no control over his own movements? Not his favorite amusement park ride. On top of that, he’d spent the entire time feeling like he needed to breathe, and he’d been unable to inhale until Tera dropped him out of her morph.




He took a deep breath and tried to relax his muscles. This kind of thing made him a lot more sympathetic toward Victor Cready, aka Captain Worst-Power-Set-In-The-World.




Finn rigidly insisted, “No ma’am. I am not risking contaminating either of you. Action Girl can drop her grapple gun back down, and I’ll take that up.”




Tera shrugged and went silver. Jack let Tera drag him into her morph, and he could see as they scooted up the side of the elevator shaft. The bat-grapple dropped past them, presumably because someone with too-good hearing heard Finn. They were nearly at the top of the shaft when a grapple came shooting up, wrapped around a steel pipe, and Finn came shooting up on the end of the line.




“Two minutes, twenty seconds and counting.”




Jack waited another second until Tera dropped him out of the morph, and he instinctively took another breath. “Okay team, let’s get a move on.”




They moved quickly through the halls to the base of the stairs. He muttered, “Oh crap.”




There was a small army of those fly-headed things already up there, and they started coming down the stairs after him and his team. And Finn was no longer armed.




Tera leapt into the air and flew straight up the stairwell. She began hurling lightning bolts like an angry Zeus. Jack was sort of surprised badguys didn’t just piss themselves when they saw her coming. Action Girl had already opened fire, carefully putting one shot into each forehead of every fly-thing that even moved her way.




“Two minutes and counting.”




Tera came back. “They’re blocking the whole level, but they can’t climb up the ladder. I can puddle you and A.G. up to the next level and come back for Riley.”




Finn disagreed, “No. You take Action Girl’s grapple with you and secure it. I’ll hang onto the ‘gun’ part. I’ll see if I can go straight up the stairwell and through the doorway and up the ladder opening in one shot.”




Jack said, “That’s gonna be a pretty bumpy shot, and you’re gonna expose yourself to a lot of damage.”




Finn insisted, “Sir, there’s also a chance they’ll ignore me since I’m infected too.”




“One minute, forty seconds and counting.”




Jack didn’t like his choices, but he had no time left. And if this stuff was a virus this infectious, maybe Tera could get infected just from having Finn in her morph for a few seconds. “Fine, we’ll play it your way, major. Tera, do it.”




Once again, he got pulled into that silver morph, along with Hanna. Terawatt zoomed up the stairwell wall, over to the next level’s wall, around a corner, through the doorway, along the wall near the ceiling, and up past the ladder to the next level. Hanna threw the grapple around a ceiling pipe and gave the line a merciless tug.




The line shivered and went taut. Jack heard some banging and smacking, and Finn came flying along as the grapple-gun reeled in the line.




Finn scrambled to his feet. “A little rougher than I expected, sir, but could’ve been worse.”




Jack chose not to say anything about the outside of Finn’s left leg where the fabric had just been ripped off and there was now a road rash the size of a ham. “Let’s move it, troops.” They ran into the emergency tunnel.




“One minute, twenty seconds and counting.”




He muttered, “I am really getting tired of that… Oh crap.”




The rest of the group was still standing in front of the emergency elevator.




Klar called out, “Sorry sir, but it’s not just the battery. The entire gearbox is locked down. Even with Terawatt, we wouldn’t be able to move it.”




Jack snapped, “Action Girl, take Valentine. Tera, take Redfield and Chambers, get the grapple, then come back for me and Klar. Finn, you’ll use the grapple-gun and have our six. First person to the chopper makes sure it’s starting up as fast as it can and already moving off the ground. Let’s go!”




Hanna wrapped an arm around Jill’s waist, pointed the bat-grapple upward, fired it, and a second later just sailed out of sight. Terawatt went silvery, grabbed the two other S.T.A.R.S., and puddled upward.




“One minute and counting.”




He stood there, looking up the elevator shaft. He wondered if he should start humming the ‘Jeopardy’ music.




Finn stiffly said, “Sir, if we don’t survive this, it’s been an honor and a privilege serving under you.”




Jack replied, “If we don’t both survive this, I am definitely telling your mother on you.”




Finn gave him a weak smile.




Terawatt came zooming down the shaft. She tossed the bat-grapple to Finn and said, “The chopper’s running and already lifting a few inches off the ground.” She grabbed Jack and Klar, and pulled them both into her morph.




“Forty seconds and counting.”




One thing he didn’t complain about was Tera’s sheer speed. She must have flown down the elevator shaft at a hundred miles an hour, and she probably puddled back up at forty miles an hour. She was out of the elevator shaft before the bat-grapple shot up and latched onto a pipe overhead. She puddled all the way across the helipad to the chopper in just a few seconds. She had them climbing into the chopper before Finn was on the tarmac. Fortunately, Eddings was the best chopper pilot Jack had ever run into, and the guy already had the chopper four inches off the ground and ready to move out.




And Finn was fast. Even with his injuries, the guy still ran like a track star. Maybe a track star on amphetamines. Jack slipped into the co-pilot’s seat and said to Eddings, “Let’s move it. This blast is probably going to be big.”




Finn leapt into the back of the chopper, and it took off. Eddings knew his business. He was moving up, but he was also tilting the whole chopper and moving forward as fast as he could, just to get as much separation as possible from the blast. The forest fire was closing in all around them, too. This was not going to be a fun place to get left behind.




The chopper was a good quarter mile from the helipad when Jack heard the explosion behind him. The shockwave wasn’t too bad, because the blast was pretty much straight up from that underground lab. He peeked back and watched as a good-sized fireball erupted upward, turning the garden and mansion and everything else into fiery fragments.




Unfortunately, people were going to have to come back and excavate that disaster area, just to make sure they got everything. He was going to recommend remote-controlled backhoes and Caterpillars. With Abrams tanks arranged around the excavation to blast anything that tried to get out.




“Miller to team. Miller to Terawatt. Can anyone hear me?”




Jack grimaced at the tone of voice. Good news? The signal jammer had been blown to shreds. Bad news? That meant he could hear Team Two was in trouble.




“O’Neill to Miller. We are clear of mansion and heading your way. What’s your situation?”




“Miller. As far as we can tell, we’re in the middle of a hostile takeover. One set of security forces tried to take over William Birkin’s lab and staff, while another set tried to support Birkin. The staff’s been slaughtered, most of the security teams are dead or turned into zombies, Birkin’s been infected, and we’ve stopped him. Twice. Maybe three times. He just keeps mutating and coming back as something even worse. Lupo and Marshall are isolated in an underground lab, with Lupo providing security while Marshall tries to analyze the research and find an antidote for your witness. Carlson and Bailey are on the twenty-eighth floor in the IT level, trying to protect the computers so Acid Burn can do her stuff remotely. I’m in the ground floor lobby, trying to keep the rest of this bullshit from escaping out the front doors into the streets of Davenport, because the cops here have no idea what Umbrella is doing, except the guys I have with me who are trying to keep everything in the building. We’ve got fucking zombies, and zombie-things with ten-foot poison tongues, and mobile mutant plants, and some things I’m pretty sure used to be guard dogs for the building security. And I have no idea where the Birkin-monster is now.”




“O’Neill. We’ll be there ASAP. We’ve got Terawatt, Action Girl, and Klar, plus Officer Valentine. But not Finn. He’s been bitten, so we really need that antidote.”




“Damn it! I mean, yes sir.”




“Over and out.” Jack disconnected and called George Hammond on the sat phone. He switched the comms so no one else in the chopper would hear him.




“Colonel O’Neill? What in Sam Hill is going on up there? I’ve got complaints from a U.S. Congressman, a state Senator, the mayor of Davenport, lawyers for the Spencer estate, the Davenport police chief, and three different executives from the Umbrella Corporation.”




Jack scowled but stuck to his guns. “Just the usual from our Plan A friends, sir. Only it looks like Umbrella Corp is Plan B. They’re responsible for all the deaths out here, and they’ve been brewing mutagenics and mutagenic viruses, and from the look of some of the bio-weapons, they’ve been in contact with Wacky Maggie. Find every single person who calls you to complain, and mark them as Red Team.”




“What?” Hammond fumed. “U.S. Representative Alan Kort? Iowa state Senator Noah Prescott? Cortland J. Spencer? Mayor William Harmon? Police Chief Brian Irons?”




“Yes sir,” Jack insisted. “Harmon and Irons may just be getting pressure from Umbrella, but Kort and Prescott are on our little list. As is C.J. Spencer’s son the venture capitalist. They need to be apprehended, and the arresting officers need to be prepared for unusual strength and speed. As for Umbrella, we have evidence that they’re dirty from the top down, starting with their board of directors and their funding sources. And we need support personnel to find Officer Barry Burton’s family, who are being held against their will to force Officer Burton to cooperate with Umbrella operations.”




“Colonel, if you’re wrong about this…”




Jack frowned, “Sir, I’d give anything to be wrong about this. But it’s not just me. It’s Acid Burn, and my IT people, and everything else. Plus we just fought our way down to an evil laboratory out of a James Bond movie and saw what these whackos have been doing. They had prison cells so they could keep people locked up for experimentation! I’ve got witnesses, one of whom is either dying or about to turn into something monstrous. And now they’ve got a building full of badness that my Team Two is trying to stop. We need more National Guard units all around their HQ building, and we need the FBI and the DOJ pulling in everyone connected with Umbrella, and we need the CDC and a possible city-wide quarantine, and we may need to Option Failsafe the entire Quad Cities!”




Hammond said, “You’ll get the CDC. I talked to them after your first report, and they already have a work area going up on the west side of the city. And I will personally call the director of the FBI about this, as well as the DHS contacts in the Department of Justice.”




Jack sighed inwardly. “Thank you, sir. I’ve got Team Two trapped in that building right now, and it looks like they’re in the middle of a Plan A civil war, complete with monsters on both fronts.”




Hammond groaned. “I’ll get you those Guard troops as fast as I can, but we’re over-extended thanks to your forest fire right now. I may have to get creative.”




Jack said, “Creativity can be an awesome thing. Sir. But whoever you get, warn ’em that this stuff is viral and highly infectious. Finn’s been bitten, and we’re worried that there may not be a cure.”




“Understood. Anything else, colonel?”




“That’s it, sir. Over and out.”




“Good luck, colonel.”




He flipped comms back. “Everyone okay? I asked for lots of help and told a nice general that Umbrella Corp is full of naughty, naughty children.” He pretended he didn’t see the looks on Valentine’s and Chambers’ faces that plainly said ‘is this guy serious?’




Eddings responded, “According to your IT team, there’s a helipad on the roof of the Umbrella building, sir.”




Jack warned him, “Do not land on that rooftop, marine. We may have to quarantine that entire building, and there may be threats on the roof which we do not want getting at our transport. Some of us will rappel down from forty feet onto the roof, and some of us you’ll take to forty feet from street level. Then you’ll take the remaining people onboard, including Major Finn, to wherever the CDC has established quarantine protocols. Should be west of downtown. Once you’ve done that, come back to the skyscraper, find the closest helipad, and take up station there until we call you.”




“Yes sir.”




Jack looked back behind him. “Tera, you will take Klar across the helipad and down the side of the building to assist Captain Miller. Your primary mission is keeping this crap from spreading into the streets. Once that is accomplished, you may move to the underground levels and assist Lupo and Marshall. Scott and Action Girl, you will rappel with me onto the roof helipad and we’ll move to support Bailey and Carlson. Walters and Valentine, you will rappel down into the street and move into the ground floor behind Terawatt to support Miller. Remember that Klar is see-through, so do not shoot him. Major Finn, you will make sure everyone else gets into CDC quarantine including yourself. You will explain in as much detail as you can the types of threats that may be involved, and if they don’t believe you, call me ASAP. Do not assume they’re going to believe this crap without some proof.”




“Roger that, sir.”




“Cool. Eddings, how long until we’re over that firezone?”




“About eighteen minutes to a rappelling position, sir. And thirty seconds to two minutes after that for street-level rappel, depending on forces in place and road width.”







Alex was worried. She was worried about Riley, and she was worried about the op, and she was worried about her friends in the building, and she was super worried about what would happen if they couldn’t stop this nightmare.




The Collective was such a bunch of jerkheads.




Klar’s shoulder pouch leaned her way and he asked, “Can you fly out with me too?”




She admitted, “Well, it’ll be more of a parachute to the roof, and then a puddle down to street level. The first bit might be sort of a rough landing. But it’ll be okay. Trust me.”




Klar muttered, “Oh, my brain totally trusts you, it’s just the rest of me that’s doing the bawk-bawk-bawk thing.”




If she hadn’t been so worried, she would have giggled.




Jill looked over and told him, “Klar, you can partner me anytime.”




Alex said, “He’s also great on biochemistry, so if you need science help, he’s great there.”




Jill asked, “Are we going to need to get him down to that underground lab where your teammates are?”




Alex shook her head no. “Lieutenant Marshall’s an amazing biophysicist. He can do this, if anyone can.” Okay, that was an exaggeration, because she figured there was stuff Maggie Walsh could do that not even Lieutenant Marshall or Bill Lee or Grover or anyone else she’d ever heard of could do. Not even her dad or her sister. But she wasn’t going to say ‘he isn’t as good as Maggie Walsh but he’s really good.’ That just sounded wrong.




So Alex spent the next chunk of time chowing down on energy bars and swilling down energy drinks. Everyone else was eating one or two energy bars and drinking maybe a cup of water. Well, everyone else was concentrating on reloading. Even Klar. He had a huge Ruger Blackhawk that looked like it could shoot through grizzlies, and he had these cool six-bullet reloaders that you could just slap in to reload the whole revolver at once, but you had to load ammo into each reloader first. And he had gone through four of the reloaders, which meant he’d had to shoot a lot of stuff. Maybe he’d impressed Jill a bunch when they were going up to the emergency elevator with Chris and Rebecca.




And she had to consider that she was reloading too. Just in a different way. She even put a couple more energy bars in her fanny pack and made sure all the intel she had stuffed into the pack was in Jack’s hands. Okay, so she had already watched to make sure Jill really did turn over everything Alex had given her, and wasn’t trying to hide anything. It was a relief to know she could trust Jill at least this far.







The pilot crisply announced, “Moving into position over helipad, sir.” The chopper dove downward while Jack and his group checked their rappelling gear.




Alex asked Klar, “Ready?”




There was a pause, and then Klar said, “Damn, I gotta stop nodding. You’d think I could remember not to.”




She smiled, “I bet Cindy doesn’t mind.”




Klar snorted with amusement, then said, “Let’s do this thing.”




She grabbed him and went silvery, pulling him into her morph. The chopper dove down to forty feet above the helipad and pulled up just right so the chopper just abruptly stopped in mid-air. Man, that pilot was amazing.




She dove out the side, while Jack’s people jumped and rappelled. She spread herself out like a flapjack, which it had turned out was exactly the same as a pancake, just with a different name, which had totally made her feel stupid when she looked it up.




With her weight and Klar’s weight and his gear together, there was no way she could fly. But she could lift maybe 220 pounds with her tk, and she tried to parachute down with the rest of the weight.




They hit with a flump that wasn’t too bad. Well, it wasn’t too bad for her. She hoped Klar was okay with it. Jack and Hanna and Sergeant Scott all hit the helipad about the same time as she did. She puddled off the helipad and over the edge, which was a little tricky because the helipad jutted out about ten feet past the edge of the building, with big metal braces angling from the helipad edge down to the steel structure. She puddled down one of the angled steel pieces, and then straight down the glass and steel wall of the front side.




She knew that Sergeant Walters in the chopper had to pull up the rappelling lines so they didn’t get tangled in anything when the chopper moved over the street and dropped down. So the chopper needed maybe an extra few seconds before it could even start moving. She was already nearly down to the ground floor by then.




The front doors were a row of six fancy glass doors that opened into a little airlock kind of thing before you went through matching glass doors into a huge atrium with plants and low trees and steps and fountains and stuff. The atrium looked like it was big enough for a full-court basketball game if the floor had been leveled out, only it was a huge open area that went up maybe twenty stories with several big, fancy five-story-high chandeliers lighting up the whole place.




Graham was in the airlock area, shooting at stuff in the atrium. There were two dead policemen on the floor of the atrium, near the airlock. There was one police officer near Graham and shooting at stuff through another doorway. Down the steps from the front doors, there were twenty or thirty police officers behind a big barricade in the street, and they were all armed with rifles and big handguns and riot shotguns as they nervously awaited a rush of hideous monstrosities that might try to overrun their town.




And there was stuff in the atrium. A lot of stuff. Maybe thirty zombies, most of which had creepy-long tongues slobbering all over the place, and half of which were still wearing the remains of their security uniforms. Half a dozen zombie dogs that were running around trying not to get shot by Graham’s M203 and the police officer’s shotgun. Several things the size of a lion that looked like walking four-legged plants with massive writhing flower-like things for heads. A couple of the fly-headed zombie-person things. Three horrible-looking flying things like twenty-foot-long houseflies only with skin like a person who had been flayed alive. A massive, writhing mess of seaweed-like vines that had taken over the biggest fountain. And a Tyrant that was just lumbering up the far stairwell from the basement levels. Alex knew that thing wasn’t going to be stopped by heavy security glass. Or much of anything.




And she’d heard Graham’s report to Jack, so she knew there was something even worse loose in the building. What was wrong with these jerkheads? Because it sure looked like their genius plan for destroying the continent while staying safe wasn’t working at all if this virus was mutating Orphans even worse than it was affecting regular people.




This was not going to be fun.







Jack led his team down the roof stairs, past the now-empty penthouse office level — yeah, he was completely shocked that the penthouse suite types had bailed before they started the big battle — down to the IT level. Umbrella Corp had opted to put all their computing power up near their satellite dishes and internet connectivity. Considering how close Davenport was to the Mississippi, Jack figured having all the IT hardware in a sub-basement was probably a supremely bad idea. They were probably also too busy using the basement levels for ‘subterranean evil lair’ projects. Still, that made it harder for the badguys to cut the connections from the hardware to the satellite dishes. Jack was surprised the badguys hadn’t just cut the power to the IT level. Yet.




Oh wait, the IT floor was lightless and suspiciously lacking in normal building noises like HVAC motors. Maybe the power had been cut. He still had no trouble following the trail of mangled security men and monsters, along with the creepy horror-movie noises, to the key location. Four zombies and some kind of half-plant half-horse thing were pounding on a steel door that had seen better days.




He clicked his earjack. “O’Neill to Bailey. Come in please.”




“Bailey here, sir. It’s good to hear you.”




He just said, “Sitrep and reqs.”




“We’re not too bad off now that the creatures took out most of the security teams. It sounds like there are three or four zombies still trying to get past our checkpoint, but the door is holding. Power’s been cut, but they apparently forgot this is the IT level. We have more UPSes than most of the rest of the city. We still have connectivity with Acid Burn, who’s uploading files and ransacking boxes as fast as I can get ’em on-line and operative. We have comms with the captain and our 2IC, but we’re severed into three tiny sub-teams with no way to support each other.”




Jack explained, “I’ve brought help, so we’ll remedy that. Give us a couple, and then expect us at your checkpoint. Over and out.”




He backed his team up and said, “Okay. Zombie equals easy target. What about our topiary lion?” He didn’t actually expect Hanna would get his “The Shining” ref, but it had to be done.




Action Girl gave him a big grin. In one hand she held up a bat-grapple. In the other hand, she held a flare.




“Okay, that ought to work, if we can put the fires out afterward…”







S.T.A.R.S. Officer Jill Valentine had done rappelling before. It wasn’t like she hadn’t learned the ins and outs of it when she was a member of the Army’s Delta Force. But she didn’t usually do it when her helo was squeezing between two buildings with so little clearance that she was constantly expecting the rotor tips to shatter against steel and concrete. Whoever Colonel O’Neill had as a pilot, the guy was damn good.




Still, that meant there was no leeway, so she was rappelling down on top of a police department command vehicle, and the locals were already pissy about S.T.A.R.S. taking over on any case that might make them look really good. Not that S.T.A.R.S. wanted the cases that would make them look good. S.T.A.R.S. wanted the cases that the locals couldn’t handle without losing a shitload of hostages.




Not that her S.T.A.R.S. even existed anymore. Wesker was dead and had been a traitor. Enrico might be dead by now, or perhaps something even worse. The rest of Bravo Team was dead. Alpha Team now consisted of: one chickenshit chopper pilot who had taken off only God knew where; one guy with a bullet wound in his shoulder joint which probably meant he would never be on active duty again; Rebecca, who was injured so badly she couldn’t even limp her way up a ladder; and her.




Jill didn’t know what she would be doing in another week. But she might not even be alive by the end of the day. Not with another building full of monsters. If it hadn’t been for Terawatt, Jill doubted she would have survived her first hour or two at the Spencer Mansion. Instead, she was rappelling into another firefight alongside superheroes and a mysterious black ops agency of the DHS.




And these people were good. Terrifyingly good. She knew how tough Wesker was, and the guy was unbeatable with a knife or a pugil stick, but Finn had obviously taken Wesker in a knife fight to the death. Terawatt looked pretty much unstoppable. The invisible guy was a lot more than just a guy you couldn’t see. And then there was the girl. Jill’s whole team had gotten a briefing on Action Girl after the ‘Big Apple Battle’ that had netted Poison Ivy and Bane, but a few seconds of action footage didn’t capture Action Girl in the flesh. If anyone could take on this building full of death, it was this team.




She could hear the gunshots from the atrium, even while rappelling down underneath a helo. That wasn’t a good sign.




She landed with a thump on top of the command vehicle, while Sergeant Walters landed hard on its hood. Someone was going to be upset about that dent. Someone was storming out of the vehicle to complain, even as the chopper lifted off again.




And… Oh hell, it was Lieutenant Dan Andrews. She’d run into him before. He was one of Chief Irons’ cronies, and a first-class jerkoff who had gotten promoted over better cops.




“Valentine! I should’ve known it would be you dicks causing trouble here! Where’s your buddies Wesker and Marini?”




She icily snapped, “Wesker? Dead. Marini? Dying. They may not be able to save him in time. Rest of Bravo Team? Extremely dead, and in little teeny pieces in a couple cases.”




He blanched. “Oh Jeez. I’m sorry. I hadn’t heard.” He pulled himself together and said, “The chief’s still ordering us back. He’s gotten word that Umbrella has all this under control.”




She just stared at him for a second. “Then maybe you should go right up there to the atrium in person and tell your people it’s perfectly safe to withdraw, and the things that are eating them are not a problem.”




Andrews glanced up at toward the atrium. The raw fear on his face was all Jill needed to see. The little bastard knew what was going on. He knew his own people were dying, or being mutated into things. He knew the monsters in that building were about to escape and infect all of the Quad Cities. He knew it, and he was going to let it happen. He knew it, and that fat bastard Irons knew it.




She thought about Wesker’s betrayal, and Barry’s death, and Chris’s injury, and the Bravo Team members who had been ripped apart by monsters or turned into a zombie. And Enrico, who might die in the next few hours, or else might transform into his worst nightmare. She wanted to rip Andrews’ balls off.




She leapt off the roof of the vehicle and landed right in front of him. “You little shit, you know. How can you do this to your own men?” She pulled out her automatic and loudly commanded, “Lieutenant Daniel Andrews! You are under arrest for aiding and abetting a felony, accessory to multiple felonies, accessory to murder one, and betraying your own goddamn men!” She pressed the muzzle of her firearm against his left nostril so he could smell she’d been firing it a lot, and very recently. Then she hissed, “And if you give me any trouble, I will first shoot you in the nuts. And then I’ll get really unpleasant!”




Andrews’ knees started to give out on him, but Sergeant Walters was the kind of guy who could intimidate even your average drill instructor. He grabbed Andrews by the shirtfront in one massive hand and hauled him upright. He growled, “Now you can either confess to these men right now, or I will haul you with us through those doors and you can face the things inside there. And let me tell you, they’re not out of your worst nightmares. They’re fifty times worse.”




Andrews looked at the atrium, and up into the fiercely unyielding eyes of Sergeant Walters. He began to cry. “I had to! You don’t understand, Irons told me I had to, or they’d disappear me and use me in their experiments! I had to!” Walters just about threw Andrews at a couple furious police officers.




Jill snapped, “Handcuff him, and search him for anything. Handcuff keys, thumbdrives, business cards, cellphones… You’d better do a cavity search on him too.” Walters snorted with amusement at that. She continued, “Everyone stay behind this barrier, and call for more backup to surround any other exit point they might have, which could include windows and the city storm drains. We should have the National Guard here soon, but for right now we’re all that stands between the citizens of the Quad Cities and a literal fate worse than death. The sergeant and I are going in there to provide immediate backup. These things are nasty, but they’re not indestructible. Get your best shots up front and your snipers in position on the surrounding buildings, and concentrate on headshots. There won’t be any mistaking one of us for one of those things, because there’s nothing remotely human about them anymore.”




Walters just touched his earjack and said loudly enough for everyone around to hear, “Colonel, we just got testimony that Police Chief Irons is dirty too, and most of his inner circle are probably the same. We’ll need FBI and DOJ to round them up before they can make things worse around here.”




Jill made sure her weapons were ready, and she headed up the steps to the entry doors. Walters was right at her side.




She told him, “Thanks, but I really wanted to shoot Andrews in the nuts.”





147. Raining More Than Ever



Naval Lieutenant Hank Marshall, Ph.D. (biophysics) stared at the computer screen. Someone had screwed up these files, because there was no way an RNA sequence like that would do what they were claiming. That meant he was even farther away from an effective anti-viral than he had been twenty minutes ago.




He had met Riley Finn, and the guy seemed really nice. Granted, the captain talked about Major Finn a lot, so Hank’s view of the guy was probably skewed by those stories, but Finn seemed a lot nicer and more wholesome than most guys you met. And now, Finn was probably infected. If what Hank was reading was correct, then Wesker had been given an experimental antiviral that was supposed to protect Orphans, and might — or might not — have a similar effect on ordinary mammals. The documents from Birkin referred to regular people as homo inferior. What a sweetheart.




Still, Hank wouldn’t have wished Birkin’s transformation on anyone. Not even on Birkin himself. And the virus was forcing uncontrolled mutations on the guy because it was having to patch up all the damage they had managed to do to him every time he came after them. Now he was a four-legged monstrosity with its front third covered in indestructible spikes, and it got stronger every time they fought it off. He wondered if Birkin’s mind was still in there anymore.




He would have been toast if it wasn’t for Lupo. Someday, Lupo was going to spar against Terawatt, and he was going to bust his buns to get front-row seats for that one. That would make Freddie vs. Jason look like a nursery school squabble. There was no way Lupo deserved to be stuck at lieutenant, only he was figuring the four-stars would shoot themselves before giving a known Orphan a promotion.




Lupo fired off two rounds and then waited thirty seconds before firing off one more. “Making any progress?” she called from across the lab. “This door isn’t going to provide a lot of security if Birkin comes back.”




That was putting it mildly. It was a solid steel alloy security door that had been in a steel alloy frame, and Birkin had torn it off its hinges before they had managed to drive him off the last time. Lupo had the door lying on its side and blocking the bottom half of the doorway, but really the only thing keep that entry secure was Lupo herself.




And it wasn’t like they could just crawl through the airvents to make a Hollywood-movie escape. The ductwork was way too large for a normal building, so a person really could crawl through it. But that meant a lot of the things down here could crawl through the ductwork too. There was a mass of carnivorous vines that was lurking somewhere out of sight in the ducts. It had already snaked its way out of a vent and gone after them. He had mixed up a nasty herbicide from chemicals on some of the lab benches, and he had dosed it while Lupo hacked the shit out of it with a fireaxe. It had scrambled away as fast as it could, but he didn’t think it was dead yet. And there were noises from the ducts that suggested even worse things might be loose in there, too.




He replied, “Not as much as I’d like.” If he had to assume the computer files had been damaged, then maybe he could make some headway with the paper files he had salvaged…







Willow typed furiously from her house computers. This was the most stressful hacking job she’d ever done. Not because she might get caught. Oh no, there was no chance of that, not when the DHS was working with her. But because of what was lurking in that building and might get at her friends if she wasn’t fast enough.




Lieutenant Bailey was really good, and really sneaky. He had already figured out what needed to be powered up and what didn’t, so he not only had a UPS on every box that they needed, but he had a pile of UPSes for backup and for the hubs and for the satellite dish and for the firewall box and for the gateway. The massively parallel computer system for Umbrella’s computational genetics work took up a huge chunk of their IT capability, but it was basically a super-fast hand calculator as far as Umbrella was concerned. Bailey had seen that it was nothing but CPUs and math coprocessors and really fast RAM. Willow figured from what she could see of their internals that the CPUs and coprocessors were probably seriously overclocked when they ran the set-up. She thought that was an uber-bad design for something this important. But all the useful computations got stored afterward on some hard drives that Bailey had already moved to a slower computer with better net access. Willow had copied everything good off those drives already.




And she’d copied everything bad off them too. These badguys were so sick and wrong they made Maggie Walsh look like Mary Poppins. Okay, Mary Poppins had been pretty scary when she wanted to be, and she was a totally badass witch even if she was pretending she wasn’t all magical and dangerous and stuff. But still, these creepazoids had been experimenting on people, and they were planning on unleashing a zombie apocalypse to wipe out all of North America except their own private reserves.




And they were about a jillion times less competent than Maggie Walsh, because it sure sounded like their amazing virus to just mutate people and targeted species also mutated other mammals and reptiles and birds and fish and amphibians and everything including plants, which would mean there would be nothing left except creepiness, not even food you could grow in a garden. And their files said that their secret anti-virus had turned out not to work right, and that Albert Wesker was turning into something creepy and feline, and according to Lieutenant Marshall, William Birkin had injected himself with something to make him a more powerful Orphan, and the chatter she was monitoring on her earbud and her third computer screen from the surviving building security people made it pretty clear that Professor Birkin had turned himself into something so horrible that even zombies didn’t like it.




Willow studied the tables and used a quick Perl proggie to compare DNA sequences. Eww. “Lieutenant?”




“Bailey to Burn, we’re fine here for now.”




“That’s good, because somebody tampered with the files for the secret antidote stuff. They changed some sections of the synthetic DNA stuff, so it would be really bad creepiness.”




“Bailey. That would certainly explain what we’re seeing here. If we have a civil war going on within the Collective, then we’re looking at extensive sabotage from a mole with computer access.”




“Okay, Burn to Bailey, how many more computers do you want to loot?”




“Bailey. I finally got the email server unlocked and sysadmin status on it, and I’m getting all the backup mail files live. We need to copy as much of this as we can, so we can hit as many Collective opponents with incriminating evidence as we can.”




“On it. And… oh crap, I’m getting more chatter from the ‘sanitation’ teams. Could they be any creepier with the naming? Two of the badguy teams just killed something nasty in the emergency access, and they’re climbing over it and heading up to the roof to make with the blowing up of the satellite dishes so they can cut you off.”




Lieutenant Bailey said a couple words that Willow was willing to bet Alex never ever said.







Alex used her tk to yank on each of the outer doors of the front ‘airlock.’ All of them were locked. Which was a good thing, because who wanted creepy viral monsters rampaging through the streets of Davenport? She puddled under one outer door and went normal with Klar right beside her. He took a deep breath like he hadn’t had any air for a couple minutes.




Graham was keeping one inner door open about half a foot, and firing at anything that came his way. The young-looking patrolman a couple doors down was doing the same thing. There were two police officers lying on the atrium floor within thirty feet of the airlock doors, and both of them were really horribly dead. One of them looked like he’d been eaten by lions, and the other one looked like he’d been whipped to death. There was no telling how many other police officers were in there and horribly dead. Or worse than dead.




People who thought superheroing was a glamorous job were in dire need of a clue.




Graham said, “Terawatt, it’s good to see you. Leon? Meet Terawatt. Terawatt? Rookie officer Leon Kennedy, the only survivor of the LEOs who came into the building.”




“Pleased to meet you, ma’am.” Officer Kennedy didn’t take his eyes off the atrium. She appreciated that, because she didn’t want any of those things to get into the airlock area.




She told him, “It’s nice to meet you too. This is Klar, who’s invisible. Make sure not to shoot him, even by accident. Klar? Take up station like Captain Miller and Officer Kennedy. I’m going in.”




Graham warned, “Watch out for those giant flying bug-things.”




“Will do.” She went silvery and slid through the small gap Graham had between the door and the doorframe.




There was a low wall of dead zombies and zombie-ish things and monsters about fifty feet in. It looked like Graham and Leon were biding their time and mainly saving their ammo until something came their way. She flew up to about forty feet and zapped the zombie-things lurking behind the wall of bodies.




The dogs came barking at her, even though they couldn’t possibly get at her. She zapped all of them and kept flying through the atrium to the back of the building.




One of the giant fly-things came buzzing after her. Up close, it was a hundred times ookier than it had looked from the outside of the building. It was all she could do not to barf, and that was even while she was silvery. She hit it with a massive bolt of lightning, and it sort of exploded hideously. Nasty, slimy, icky fly-bits rained down on monsters that didn’t care at all. She was totally glad it wasn’t exploding all over her.




She got to the back of the atrium, and found three revolving doors that looked like they were locked. Good. And the massive, four-legged walking plant-things that were pawing at them were way too big to fit in revolving doors anyway, which was extra good. She hit them with lightning, and they burst into flames. They didn’t like that, but they didn’t have enough sense to go jump in one of the fountains.




Now that she had a firebreak blocking the back doors, she flew back toward Graham. That Tyrant was lumbering in his direction, and she already knew she couldn’t stop it, and if it got to him he was a goner, and most of Davenport, Iowa would be too.







Jack smirked as Sergeant Scott used their last fire extinguisher on the charred remnants of that topiary lion thing. He murmured, “Red… rum… red… rum!” Action Girl overheard him and looked his way with puzzlement written all over her face. “I’ll explain it later.”




She just nodded and went back to work. Her plan had even gone off pretty well. They headshot the zombies and let the plant-lion chase them into an ‘open office’ area. Then Action Girl used her bat-grapple to lasso its front legs together, and as soon as it fell over, they torched it.




Fortunately, they had also found enough fire extinguishers to put the fire out afterward, because it turned out to be pretty darn flammable for something that was supposed to be alive. And the fire suppression systems, which ought to be pretty damn awesome considering this was the IT floor, seemed to be completely off-line. That could not be good.




“Bailey to O’Neill, come in please.”




“O’Neill here. Your checkpoint is now clear.”




“Acid Burn reports two Umbrella teams are taking an emergency access to the roof to deny internet connectivity.”




Jack replied, “It never rains but it pours. On it.”




“Thank you sir, because we’re working on their email server now and we need time to get all that transferred.”




Jack had a feeling that would be juicy. He turned to his little group. “Okay, let’s saddle up. We need to get back to the roof and see if we can deny the red team access to our satellite dishes.”







Jill was kneeling down at one of the inner doors, waiting for one of the monsters in the atrium to move her way so she could shoot them. That had turned into more ‘wait’ and less ‘shoot’ because Terawatt was loose in there too.




And Christ, was she glad Terawatt was on her side. The licking-things were down. The regular zombies were down. The plant things were on fire and down. The zombie dogs were down. Even the plant monster in the fountain was in trouble, because Terawatt had blasted the fountain apart and the plant’s water was going everywhere but on the plant. And the Tyrant was delayed, because Terawatt had managed to drop one of those giant fly-monsters right on it, so it was busy clawing its way out from under.




The entire atrium, which had been a zoo full of deadly nightmares only a couple minutes ago, was now nearly clear. There was one giant fly monster loose which was buzzing high up around the atrium ceiling trying to get away from Terawatt, one Tyrant which was still trying to get out from underneath a giant dead thing, and one seaweed monster that looked like it was in serious trouble.




If there was a monster out there with Terawatt’s powers, Jill did not want to have to fight it.







Alex checked the atrium again. The Tyrant was still fighting its way out from under the giant gross fly-thing. The last fly-thing was trying to get out the top of the atrium, where there was no opening, just a whole floor of glowing bluish light. The seaweed-plant-vine-thing was looking like it desperately needed to be watered.




She ducked past one of the massive steel-and-glass chandeliers, and she watched the Tyrant struggle to its feet. Crud. Those things just would not quit.




She could not let it go for those front doors. Or the rear doors. Or any windows. Or even a wall. It was strong enough to rip its way out of the building and be a public menace. And her lightning didn’t stop it, and her tk wasn’t enough to do more than give it an annoying groin pull. And…




And she had an idea. She opened a pocket on her utility belt and got a little tk going. After all, there was a reason she’d wanted a utility belt, other than having a place to hide food. She flew down to the floor of the atrium.




The floor was really gross pretty much everywhere it wasn’t damaged, but she wanted as much tk as she could afford, so she went ahead and stood on a stone bench that was pretty clean, even if it was broken in half. Then she used her tk to pick up a good-sized chunk of rubble that was probably from one of Graham’s grenades. And she did the stupidest thing possible. She yelled at the Tyrant to get its attention. “Hey!”




It didn’t pay much attention to her, so she hit it in the side of the head with a big lightning bolt. It didn’t like that, even if it wasn’t hurt.




When it turned to face her, it got about two hundred pounds of marble and concrete and rebar slammed right into its face. It definitely didn’t like that.




“Raaahhrr!” It lumbered right at her.




She put the chunk of concrete down and floated away, moving only about as fast as the thing wanted to go. Then she landed on another clean spot and pulled on her chunk of concrete. She scooted it around so it was in front of her, and she slammed it right into the Tyrant’s stomach. And its face. And then the stomach again. And twice in the face. It definitely came after her then.




She carefully avoided one patch of floor, and she floated in a little semicircle to get to just the right spot. Then she really went to work with her tk.




The Tyrant moved under the chandelier, and started to take one more step. Perfect. She pulled the trick that had worked so well in Wesker’s lab: she yanked as hard as she could on its raised foot, pulling it straight out to the side as the Tyrant tried to step forward. The Tyrant did a perfect split, even if this one didn’t land on its claw.




Then, while it was down and off-balance, she hit it as hard as she could in the face with that chunk of concrete. It tipped over backward with a really loud thud.




And she felt the cutting wheel finish its work. The chandelier went out with a hiss as its electrical connection went, and then the wiresaw sliced through the last cables where she had been cutting relentlessly for the last minute. The whole steel and glass thing dropped like… well, like a giant fifty-foot-high chandelier with no support.




It fell about a hundred feet straight down. The metal frame holding all the glass cylinders together was stronger than she thought. It punched right through the Tyrant’s chest and crunched into the floor.




Alex suddenly felt like she might throw up. But Terawatt didn’t get luxuries like that. Little Alex Mack could be a wimp with a weak stomach. Terawatt had to be hard as steel. She used her tk to pull her wiresaw and her cutting wheel over to her and tuck them back into her belt pocket.




She was about to move closer to check on the thing, when she heard the explosion way overhead. Had the giant fly-thing done something? Had the Umbrella security guys done something to ward off the giant fly? Maybe something really stupid?




She darted away and went silvery, which meant she could see behind her as she flew as fast as she could toward Graham’s position.




One of the bluish walls at the top of the atrium was exploding into the open area, blasting the giant fly out of the air. The explosion came with water. Thousands and thousands of gallons of water. The ‘wall’ shattered for over a quarter of its perimeter, and water cascaded downward. More of the glass ‘wall’ gave way. And more. Huge things flowed downward in the waterfalls of water, only to smash two hundred feet below on the already-damaged atrium floor.




The water kept coming. It poured across the floor, rushing down steps and flooding little privacy pits. Graham and his people slammed their doors closed and tried to hold them against the force of the water.




But the water kept pouring out of that upper level. Was one whole floor a giant aquarium or something? Who would build something like that?




And there were things in the water. Even if most of them had been crushed when they fell twenty stories to the atrium floor, they were still recognizable as big, mutated sea creatures. Sharks, and stingrays, and giant eels, and one enormous octopus.




Did these jerkheads have a giant aquarium up on the twentieth floor and full of mutant fish monsters? Apparently the answer was ‘heck yeah.’ Or maybe ‘well duh!’ Alex momentarily wondered if they had watched every bad spy movie ever and made notes like they were supposed to do stuff the way the movie villains did.




And then she realized. Water was pouring down the elevator shafts and flooding down the stairway she could see. And Jo and Lieutenant Marshall were down there trying to find a way to save Riley! Crud!







Jack already had his spec ops periscope out before they reached the helipad exit. He nodded at Sergeant Scott, who quietly opened the door a couple inches.




And damn, there were already at least six guys in black security uniforms and tac vests, moving across the roof toward the sat dishes. He whispered, “At least six, on the move. I go right, Scott goes left, Heller goes on top.” He pointed upward, so Hanna would be sure what he meant. They both nodded. He held up his fingers and silently counted down from three.




They moved. He popped out of the door, turned to his right, and opened fire on the lead team. Scott went to the left, moved around the roof exit, and opened fire from his position. Hanna jumped straight up, clambered onto the top of the roof exit, and opened fire on the rear forces.




Unfortunately, the Umbrella Uglies had the high ground, since they had some big-ass HVAC systems on the other side of the roof that they could shoot from. And they had more shooters. In a matter of seconds, he and Heller and Scott were pinned down behind the shape of the roof exit.




He peeked around the side of the structure with his tiny periscope, and he saw the badguys were moving forward with a support team and two guys in full Advanced Bomb Suits. The bomb boys were carrying what looked like two three-block packages of C-4, which was overkill when they only needed to cut the power cable or the data cable going down to the IT floor. Jack really wanted to call and have Eddings drop in and gatling these guys, but the SRI was using a borrowed Super Huey with no externally-mounted weaponry, so he was SOL.




Action Girl signaled that she had a plan, and she moved. She sprinted away from the dishes and toward a much smaller roof structure on the far side of the helipad. The Umbrella teams opened fire on her, but none of them were expecting someone that small or that fast or moving in that direction, so they weren’t tracking her effectively. Yet. Jack shot at as many of them as were exposed just to give her cover, even if that sniper was changing his aim back toward Jack.




Hanna dove for safety, doing a belly-slide across the smoothness of the helipad.




She slid past the roof access, under the far railing, and went right off the edge of the roof.







Hanna dove off the side of the helipad and out into space. She knew this was dangerous. She knew she was supposed to be afraid.




She wasn’t. She knew she was stronger and quicker and better coordinated than the Batman, and he could do this at night.




She fired her first grapple gun at the farthest angled helipad support. The grapple snagged it cleanly, and she swung in a big semicircle toward the far corner of the building. There was a metal rail structure all along the edge of the building for window cleaners, and that looked easy to grab.




She fired her second grapple gun at the corner where the metal rail went around to the other side of the building. She could see that her grapple hooked on, so she pulled on that line and released her first grapple.




The grapple guns worked so cleanly. They were really a pleasure to use. She really had to think about something nice to do for Mister Paine, because there was no way she could afford to buy him the kind of gift he deserved for sending her these toys. She triggered the reel and quickly reeled in the first grapple. Meanwhile, she swung around the corner of the building.




It was almost like flying. She wanted to move to a big city with lots of skyscrapers, so she could do this every day, or maybe every night when no one would be watching her. She wondered if the Batman would be grouchy if she swung around with him some evening, just for fun. He did seem to be really grouchy.




Mega-grouchy, as Alex would say. Of the grouchy, as Willow would say. Hanna was fascinated with idioms and speech patterns and dialects. Her father had told her that knowing a handful of common speech patterns for any group would let her blend in with that group so much easier, and would let her appear to be from that group when she was undercover with a different group. She was already using that information in high school. According to teen movies, high school girls were sneaky and manipulative, but she was finding they were surprisingly easy to fool.




She used the grapple gun’s reel just a little as she swung around the corner of the building, so she was moving up instead of down, along with her sideways motion. She fired the first grapple gun at a stanchion halfway along the edge of the roof, and she released the second grapple.




And she was ready. She pulled hard with her right arm, even as she used the powerful reel to take in the line as fast as it would go. She soared up toward the edge of the roof.




And there. One of a number of huge, boxy HVAC units on the roof with pipes all over each of them. She used the other grapple to hook one of the upper pipes, and she soared up over the roof’s edge up to the top of the HVAC unit. This would be perfect as a sniper’s nest.




She knew the red team had already done that. There were two snipers within twenty feet of her, and not a hundred feet away, one of the Umbrella security men was lying in prone position, trying to get a shot off at Colonel Jack. Or maybe Sergeant Scott, who had a very cute little daughter so she was not about to let him get injured either.




She landed on top of one sniper and kicked him in the back of the head. Then she did a somersault that put her in perfect position to strike the next sniper in the back of the neck. She fired a grapple at the distant sniper’s head. It was really easy, despite what Janet and Colonel Jack said. Major Riley had explained it all to her. She just had hand-eye coordination that was far outside their range of experience, so they didn’t understand how simple it was for her.




The grapple hit the sniper in the side of the head and knocked him completely off the HVAC unit.




She leapt down onto the fireteam below her before they even realized anything had happened to their sniper teammates. She grinned ferally. They had no chance when she had the strength and the speed and the toughness and also the element of surprise.







Jack was using his spec ops periscope a lot, since the Umbrella Uglies had snipers in good positions, and two supporting fireteams pinning him and Scott down, and a forward team protecting the two demolitions men. And their bomb boyz were wearing those Advanced Bomb Suits which also made them less vulnerable to ordinary rifle fire. Not good.




Fortunately, he had a crazy teenager who thought possibly leaping to her death was totes kewl. As soon as he’d seen Heller was reaching for one of her grapple guns, he’d known exactly what wackiness was about to ensue.




He just hadn’t expected her to dive off the edge of the helipad like an otter sliding into a creek.




On the other hand, he had expected the red team to have a huge surprise a couple seconds later.




When the snipers went silent and one fireteam stopped firing about a second later, he’d known what was going on. When Action Girl opened up on the second rear fireteam, he knew it was time. He gave Scott the hand signals to begin the assault.




He whirled around his side of the roof exit and took down the two forward team riflemen on his side. He trusted Scott to take out the two on the other side.




The booming from the far side of the roof exit told him his faith wasn’t misplaced. He focused on the bomb boy about to place the now-armed C-4 on the first satellite dish’s support frame. And seriously, what kind of moron armed your C-4 before placing it, especially in a firezone? He aimed and fired. One shot in the head, two shots in the body, one shot in the side of the leg.




That was the problem with a really good ABS. It stopped most impacts. The helmet starred but didn’t shatter. The guy staggered from the impacts against his torso, but didn’t drop. The one in the side of the leg got him, though.




The guy staggered to the side about three steps too far, and fell over the window cleaning rail.




Unfortunately, Scott was right on task, and the other bomb boy keeled over at the same moment. Right on top of the fire control box.




The C-4 pack exploded maybe three or four floors down. Judging from the size of the explosion he could see, the blast probably took out windows on a dozen floors, and probably damaged plenty of stuff across the street too. The only good thing was that Bailey and Carlson were holed up in the interior of the IT floor, so they should be safe.




Well, relatively safe.







Pete Bailey looked over at Sergeant Carlson when the boom went off.




Carlson frowned, “That wasn’t up on the roof.”




Pete hastily checked, and the internet connection was still up.




Carlson said, “They may be moving in through a window.” He picked up his machine gun and moved quickly through the rooms to check.




Pete hurriedly checked on Acid Burn’s progress, just in case they were about to lose connectivity, or maybe even have their position overrun.




Carlson ducked back in. “I have good news and bad news, sir.” Pete just gave him a Mister Spock eyebrow lift. “Good news? No incoming forces yet. Bad news? Maybe every window on the east side got blown out, and we have a pretty big fire sweeping through the open office area there, with wind from the outside whipping through and driving the fire.”




Pete muttered, “Great.”




Carlson added, “And if this floor’s on fire, we have to figure the floors above and below us are in the same shape. And whatever those assholes did, the halon fire control systems aren’t kicking on. So we have to hope the sprinklers on the other floors are working.”




Pete stepped into the nearby bathroom and flipped on the taps. Nothing happened. “Sergeant, I think we have to assume there is no fire control whatsoever up here anymore.”




Carlson just grinned. “I saw this movie on tv once. Which one of us gets to be Paul Newman?”







Graham had been stupid enough to relax when Terawatt pinned that thing with a fifty-foot chandelier-harpoon. He definitely hadn’t been prepared for the explosion at the top of the atrium, or the deluge of water. And there was no way to prepare for a five-foot-high wave of water coming at them. He’d managed to get his door shut and locked, but he was the only one with a door key.




Valentine had thrown herself flat on the floor and stretched until her feet were against the outer door and her hands were against the inner one. He knew from the colonel that she was an Orphan, but there was no way she was strong enough to hold back that wall of water.




Walters threw his weight against that door too, but they were still shoved aside when the flood of water hit that door.




Klar and Leon got out of the way of their doors, and the wave of water still smacked them against the outer doors. It was bizarre to see Klar as nothing but an empty space in the floodwaters.




The water hammered against the outer doors, but he had them all locked at the tops and bottoms, just in case. Only two shattered, but water still poured down the steps toward the street. And Graham had no confidence that the water wasn’t contaminated with poisons or viruses or something even more disturbing.




As soon as they weren’t all submerged or drowning, he yelled, “Count off!”




“Valentine!”




“Walters!”




“Klar!”




And then, after some coughing up of water, “Kennedy!”




He tapped his earjack, which — amazingly enough — was still working. “Lupo. Marshall. You’ve got floodwaters coming your way. Try to get to higher ground. I’ll have Terawatt moving your way ASAP.”




“Roger that, sir,” Lupo’s crisp tones came back.




He snapped, “Kennedy, Valentine, and Walters. Get down those front steps and keep anyone else from touching this water if you can help it. We have no idea what it might have in it.” Kennedy looked pretty alarmed, while Valentine just looked angry. “Interface with the LEOs — and the Guard when they get here — and keep this place cordoned off. Find someone who can block off any storm drains, sewer lines, underground passages, anything that might let this crap out into Davenport proper. Walters, make sure the Guard knows to set up a wider CBW perimeter, just in case.”




“Yes sir.”




He turned toward the extremely soggy pouch floating in the air beside the dripping water that was outlining Klar. Water was still streaming through the entryway and out the two broken doors. Graham could see an empty space where Klar’s feet and ankles stood in the flowing water. He made a mental note about it in case he ever had to fight invisible opponents.




“Klar, you and I are going to assist Terawatt. We’re going downstairs. We’ve got even nastier stuff loose down there, and there’s a monster that used to be William Birkin. Avoid it.”




“Yes sir,” Klar said crisply.




That kid had improved far beyond what Graham had expected. Less than a year ago, he was a high school nerd whose big goal in life was spying on the cheerleaders in the showers. Now he was the kind of guy who you called on to save the world.




Granted, something similar could be said about Terawatt. A few years ago, she was one more high school girl who wanted to be popular and didn’t want to have to work hard in her classes. Now she was the kind of person that even the President wanted to meet. He was damn lucky he had the superheroes of the world saving his ass on a regular basis.




Graham moved out through the shin-deep water. There was nothing left alive in the atrium, except the feebly-writhing giant octopus-thing that was more-or-less beached on the higher portions of the atrium, and the seaweed monster which was now plastered against one of the far walls. He checked, and he only had two white phosphorus grenades left in his tac vest. He decided he’d better save his ammo for later. It wasn’t like he was going to find grenades and mags of ammo just lying around down in the basement levels.




He tapped his earjack again. “Terawatt, come on down, please.”




She came flying down from somewhere on high, like an avenging angel in white and black. She hit the octopus-thing with a massive blast of lightning from her hands, and it writhed helplessly. The lightning passed through it, turning it momentarily translucent so it looked like it was lit up from within. Then it collapsed like she had turned it into an octopus-shaped baggie of jelly.




He didn’t think Alex had any idea how impressive or intimidating Terawatt in action could be.




She hovered a couple feet above the water and asked, “What do we need to do next?”




He explained, “The floodwaters can’t be good for the lower levels, and that’s where Lupo and Marshall are. And they have more threats down there, including whatever Birkin’s mutated into by now.”




She nodded. “And we need an antidote for Riley. And Officer Marini.”




He didn’t tell her that he was assuming anything these Umbrella assholes were working on might not work on anyone except Orphans. It seemed like they also had their entire families involved in this mess, but he wasn’t counting on any member of Umbrella showing any sort of loyalty to anyone except Numero Uno.




Graham made Klar clean that Ruger while he field-stripped his rifle enough to be sure it would work after getting soaked. Granted, the Ruger was a revolver, so Klar didn’t have to do a lot more than making sure the barrel and chambers were clear.




The water slowly subsided, which was probably a bad thing. It had to be pouring down into the basement levels and maybe even into the storm drains. Completely flooded levels would be impossible for anyone except Terawatt to move through, and if this stuff got in the storm drains it might be able to infect the entire damn city in hours.




He didn’t want to think about the consequences if the city of Davenport just let the storm drains empty straight into the Mississippi River.




“Miller to O’Neill.”




“O’Neill. Go.”




“We’ve got a flood of probably-contaminated water that may be going into the city storm drains or sewer system.”




“How big a flood are we talking about?”




“Sir, we’re talking enough water to flood their entire atrium to a depth of several feet.”




“Great.” The colonel used as much sarcasm as you could get into an earjack. “We’ve got the top half dozen floors on fire on the east side and spreading, with no working fire control systems, so we could really use that water. Power’s out. No elevators. The emergency roof access is on fire, and the other stairwell has something that looks like twenty tons of really angry vines.” The colonel changed his tone of voice. “Bailey, you got all that intel to Acid Burn?”




“Bailey here. Yes sir. She says she’s updating real-time for the CDC, the Guard, General Hammond, and also the FBI agents who are moving on Davenport city officials as we speak.”




Terawatt asked over the comms, “Will that be enough?”




The colonel muttered darkly, “If it isn’t, we all know what’ll happen.”





148. Hard Rain



Alex winced inwardly. She knew exactly what Jack meant. Option Failsafe. She hated Option Failsafe, and she was scared silly they might have to use it someday, especially if they had to use it on an American city.




And it was all the fault of these stupid Collective jerkheads.




She asked Graham, “Can you two even get down the stairs to Jo and Lieutenant Marshall?”




Graham frowned, “We have to try. You don’t know how to get down there, and I don’t know if Marshall needs any biochem assistance, so I want Klar along.”




She guessed, “It’s not just a simple stairwell, is it? At the mansion, you had to go from an elevator over to a ladder then around to a stairwell and then over to a different elevator, and there were all kinds of things in between, so it would be a nightmare for a normal person.”




Graham admitted, “And we’ve got Birkin to deal with. He mutated from a mild-mannered scientist into this… thing that looked like its skin was wrong side out, with a right arm and shoulder the size of a side of beef, and the new growth looked like it was mostly one enormous eyeball. And then he got worse. Now he looks like some sort of four-legged alien thing that couldn’t have ever been human. And every time we stop him, he mutates more, and gets stronger and tougher.”




Klar muttered, “Swell. Can hardly wait.” He took his Ruger out of his pouch. Alex wasn’t sure if he was holding it in a threatening way, but he was definitely holding it. “Do you want me on point?”




Graham thought for a second and said, “No. You’re not invisible as long as you’re sopping wet or we’re wading through water. Tera on point, I’ll take our six.” He hefted the M203. “Let’s move out.”




Alex heard the signal over her earjack. “Lupo to Miller, we’re taking on water but we’re not flooded out yet. We’re two feet deep right now, so Marshall can still work, but if it rises much more we’ll lose almost all the work surfaces.”




“Marshall to Miller. But we’re on it.”




“Miller to Lupo. What about computers and electricity?”




“Lupo. Gone when the water reached the wall sockets. But the computer data were already useless. Marshall figured out someone tampered with the RNA and DNA sequences in the computer files, so the virus isn’t doing quite what they planned and their ‘cures’ will be worse than nothing. We’re making do, but just barely.”




“Miller. Okay, we’re on our way down, but there’s no telling how long it’ll take.”




“Roger that. Over and out.”




Alex asked, “If they have no computers and no electricity, how are they doing anything?”




Klar said, “I doubt they’ll be able to make do with bunsen burners and alchemy. Marshall probably figured out something ingenious.”




Graham said, “They’re both smart and resourceful. They’ll have something up their sleeves.”




Alex’s earjack buzzed again. “O’Neill to Miller, come in.”




“Miller here, sir.”




“We’re having to evac up here. The fire’s spreading like crazy. Something on one of the floors below us is stupidly flammable. Maybe Umbrella’s ‘children’s pajamas’ division. We have the chopper coming in now, but assume you have a really short time before the building starts coming down around your ears.”




“Roger that, sir. We’re going into the basement levels to try and extract Lupo and Marshall. Please keep us apprised of structural integrity.”




“Will do. O’Neill out.”




Graham looked at them and said, “Sounds like we’d better hurry.”




Alex thought about asking him if he wanted her to take them both in her morph, but she knew he wouldn’t be able to tell her where to go if she did that. She just hoped the water didn’t slow them down much.




Okay, she was really hoping that a few basement floors full of monstrosities wouldn’t slow them down too much. Or kill them. Or do something worse.







Jack had to drag Lieutenant Bailey away from his keyboards. But Willow was downloading crap for as long as the computers had power. Well, as long as the computers and the hubs and the gateways and the satellite dish all had power. As soon as one of them went, that would be it. Not counting the three hard drives the lieutenant had managed to pull and stuff in his pack.




But the area was starting to fill up with smoke. The fire on the east side was turning into an inferno, and the penthouse offices on the floor above were even worse. They had to move before the exit to the roof was impassable for anyone except Action Girl and maybe Carlson.




They moved out, with Bailey wisely keeping all his grumbling to himself, since he was talking to his commanding officer’s commander. Scott was already in position at the exit topside, while Heller was in position on this side of the staircase with the door firmly closed.




He looked at Action Girl, and she gave him the hand signals for three opponents. Great. Three man-eating monsters in zero visibility.




But this was Action Girl. She signaled for him to move Carlson and Bailey off into a closed office to the right.




As soon as he had the office door closed, she moved. The office door had a one foot by two foot glass panel, so he could see exactly what she was doing. He was sorry to see it was exactly what he was expecting.




She flung the stairwell door open and fired off a blind three-shot grouping into the thick, black smoke. Three of the plant-lions came barreling up toward the noise. She screamed and ran toward the east side of the building, so naturally the things chased her.




Smart girl. He knew she was only screaming to get the attention of the creatures. Now all she had to do was lead them in a circle back to the stairway and shut the stairwell door in their faces.




“A.G. to O’Neill. Am leading red team into the fire. Will take alternate route down.”




He snapped, “Goddamn it Heller, just lead ’em in a big circle and…” There was something roaring angrily a couple stories down the stairwell, and probably moving upward. “Negatory on that. Take that alternate route. And if you get so much as a scraped knee, I will be giving Janet full disclosure!”




He growled at Carlson and Bailey, “Everyone, try not to breathe in the stairwell. I have point, Bailey, you try to keep up. Carlson, if either of us folds, feel free to sling a commanding officer over your shoulder like a sack of potatoes.”




Carlson grinned, “Yes sir!”




Jack breathed deeply for a couple seconds and then took as big a breath as he could before diving into the smoke. He closed his eyes, felt for the handrail, and ran up the stairs, all the while telling himself it was just like moving in a pitch dark stairwell. But the smoke was hot and cloying. And he was worried about Bailey. All right, he was worried about Hanna too, but he wasn’t going to say so.




He burst out onto the roof, and found Scott monitoring the east side of the roof.




Crap, the fire had already turned the whole helipad into a weenie roast. Eddings had the chopper hovering over the roof exit instead. Scott gave Jack a boost onto the roof of the exit, and he jumped up into the chopper. Bailey was only a few seconds behind him, and Scott was right on Bailey’s tail. Jack looked out in time to see Carlson take a running jump to grab a handful of gutter and flip himself up onto the exit’s roof. Carlson staggered a tiny bit and smoothly leapt into the chopper.




Jack snapped, “Okay, let’s move this piece of crap!”




Eddings pulled up and wheeled away from the fire. But Jack could see that the top floors were doing their ‘Towering Inferno’ imitation, and everything below including the surrounding buildings was at risk.




He wasn’t a happy camper that the ‘everything’ included five of his people.







Hanna held her breath as she sprinted through the burning hallway toward the east wall. The plant things ignored most weapons, but they were on fire now. She dove out through one of the shattered windows and took a deep breath of clean air. She wondered idly if the plant-lions would stand there and burn to a cinder, or leap after her and fall to their deaths.







Jill Valentine looked up when she heard someone gasp. Oh shit, someone was leaping to their death out of a burning room. That was twenty-five or thirty stories up. And a burning four-legged monster leapt after her.




Then Jill realized it was Action Girl.




Jill yelled, “Get clear! Incoming!” And she started moving police officers out of the zone where that monster was going to hit.




She watched as Action Girl extended one arm and…




Holy shit, that was that grapple gun she’d used to pull the two of them up that elevator shaft. Jill watched in amazement as Action Girl pointed one arm at the building across the street and then swung in that direction on a cable that wasn’t even visible from twenty stories away.




Action Girl swung across the street, around the corner of another building, and a few seconds later, came swinging back on the far side of the same building, only fifteen stories lower. She landed expertly on top of a firetruck, tucked her grapple guns into their holsters as she touched down, and then in the same motion did a double front flip onto the street. She landed it perfectly.




About fifty policemen and firemen and National Guardsmen just stared open-mouthed and started applauding, like it was a circus act.




Action Girl just ignored the applause and ran over to Sergeant Walters. She looked like she hadn’t done anything more strenuous than skipping in a breeze. Jill clenched her teeth and told herself that she was not going to feel utterly jealous.







Alex gaped in astonishment as she flew into the lab room.




The water was over three feet deep. The lab tables were totally submerged. The equipment was ruined. The wall outlets were underwater and shorted out. There was something nasty swimming between the tables, and it had a massive fin jutting up above the surface.




And Jo and Lieutenant Marshall were high and dry. Well, mostly.




They had yanked several long countertops loose and put them across the gaps between the really solid tables. Then they had pulled the movable tables and stuck them on top of the solid tables. And they had electronic gear and chemistry equipment going on top of those tables.




One of them had yanked a couple cables out from some of the ceiling panels and wired the electronic gear they wanted into that, so they still had ceiling lighting and they still had power for their hardware. And they were just ignoring the deadly mutant shark-thing swimming hungrily under and around them.




“Oh, hi,” Jo said casually, like she wasn’t facing a flood and monsters and zombies and zombie-monsters. “I take it we can swim our way out now?”




Alex flew over to the shark-thing and hit its fin with a massive jolt of lightning. It writhed a couple times and then sagged. It floated belly-up, its huge toothy maw wide open.




Lieutenant Marshall politely asked, “Could you drag that out into the hall? If anything else comes this way, I’d like the appetizer course somewhere else.”




Jo asked, “Is there anything else down here?”




Alex told her, “Maybe not. We found some pretty nasty stuff that looked like it had been ripped apart and chewed to pieces.”




Lieutenant Marshall nodded. “Probably the Big B. We haven’t seen it for a little while, and we would’ve heard if you guys ran into it.”




Graham waded into the room with Klar right behind him. He grinned, “The ‘Big B’? Is that a technical term, lieutenant?”




Alex kept listening while she used some of her tk to pull the dead shark-thing through the water and out into the hall.




Lieutenant Marshall said, “I think I’ve got a potential antiviral that ought to knock out the t-virus. But I’m working from paper files because the computer files have been tampered with.”




Jo cut in, “Probably sabotage.”




Lieutenant Marshall nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I figure, too. So we got the gene sequencer and some other hardware up here where they’re out of the water and still powered. I should have several samples in another…” He glanced at his watch. “…four minutes. And three extra samples a few minutes after that. But that’s assuming the water doesn’t rise any more, and nothing else comes in here feeling especially hungry.”




Jo added, “I’m not even sure Big B can fit through that doorway anymore. Maybe not even down that little hallway. He’s gotten a lot bigger. And a lot tougher. But now we have Terawatt, and you’ve got your M203, so we have more options.”




Graham frowned, “Because firing grenades in a narrow hallway is always a fun option.”




Lieutenant Marshall said, “It may be the only option. We shot it, and it grew bulletproof skin. We roasted it, and now it seems to be fire-resistant. So it may be mutating to adapt to whatever damages it.”




Graham turned, “Tera, take up station at the end of that hallway and let us know if we have incoming. Use your earjack.”




Jo said, “We may need to call you back here. We’ve got crap in the air vents too. That mutant plant does not take a hint. And based on the sounds we’re hearing, I figure there’s some non-plants threats in there too.”




Great. Alex couldn’t wait to get out of this place. Okay, she wasn’t leaving without the antidote, and as much of it as Lieutenant Marshall could make. But she wanted out of here, and she didn’t want to have to deal with Umbrella ever again. And they were all mega-jerkheads who deserved to go to prison for a thousand years. Or to have to put up with Maggie Walsh.




She was still watching at the end of the hallway for more creepiness when her earjack buzzed. “O’Neill to Miller, report please.”




“Miller here. Entire team is safe… for now. Lab is half-flooded and waters don’t seem to be subsiding. But at least they’re not rising any further. Marshall has a possible antidote, and we expect to be able to move out of here in minutes. We may have to deal with Birkin, though.”




“O’Neill. Describe current form.”




“Lupo, you’re up.”




“Lupo here. When last seen, it was about the size of a rhino, pretty much bulletproof, able to charge through a wall when we set it on fire with some of Lieutenant Marshall’s homemade napalm, and its front third has turned into a wall of two-foot-long indestructible spikes.”




“O’Neill. Does it stalk or just plain charge?”




“Lupo. It’s pretty much charge and ‘hulk smash’ now. We have no idea if it has any intellect left.”




“O’Neill to team. Get back up here as soon as you can. Expect support at the top of the steps leading to the atrium. Do not let Action Girl charge down the steps at anything. She’s already gotten to play with her toys from that guy in Gotham.”




“Carlson to Colonel O’Neill. Sir, she’s giving you the pout now.”




“O’Neill out. Be careful down there.”




Alex listened as Graham checked, “Marshall, you close to wrapping up?”




“Yes sir. Three vials being generated and sealed now, last three in under three minutes after that.”




“Miller to team. As soon as Marshall gets his antidote, we move out. Terawatt on point, me with Klar and Marshall, Lupo has our six. If Tera runs into Birkin, she detours and leads it off while the rest of us move for the ground floor. If Lupo engages Birkin, Terawatt and I move to the rear to support, and Klar and Marshall run for it. The most important thing is getting that antiviral to the CDC and Major Finn. I would also like to get everyone out of here before a burning skyscraper collapses on us.”




Alex just gritted her teeth and told herself it would work out. After all, they got down here without much trouble. Even if the reason why was probably Birkin ripping every other monster to shreds.




Lieutenant Marshall stowed his vials in a padded steel case, shoved a bunch of papers into big ziplock baggies, and tucked everything into his backpack. Graham moved them out toward Alex’s position. Then she flew forward, retracing their route down to the lab. It wasn’t too bad, and once they got up to the next level up, things were way better. The water had almost all drained down into the bottom two levels, so they were just splashing along in less than an inch of water.




They got up to basement level two when Jo started firing her machine gun way behind everyone.




“Tera, support!” Graham snapped over the comms. But Alex was already on her way. And…




Oh crud. The thing roared like a dozen lions, even if there wasn’t a mouth Alex could see. It looked like an oversized buffalo covered in orange spikes. Every spike in front looked like two feet of orange-painted steel sharpened to a nasty point and going back until it was maybe three or four inches across. Jo’s bullets looked like they were just bouncing off.




Alex hit it with a massive jolt of lightning. It jumped back a couple feet, but didn’t look hurt.




Lieutenant Marshall’s voice came over the earjack. “Did we mention we electrocuted it once to drive it off?”




“Crud.”




Jo calmly said, “Call it an homage.”




Graham ignored the chatter and snapped, “Clear!”




Jo ducked around a corner, and Graham fired a grenade that went right underneath the thing. He ducked around the corner too, and the grenade went off just behind the Birkin monster.




It leapt forward about twenty feet and roared angrily, but it didn’t even sound like it was seriously hurt.




Graham said, “Okay, let’s try the WP…” He fired the second grenade right into the thing’s front spikes, and the grenade exploded in a ferociously white-hot fire.




Oh, right. WP was white phosphorus. Ick.




The monster just charged them.




Alex darted in front of Jo and yelled, “Yo! Over here!” Then she darted down the side hall, loudly smacking the floor with her tk as she flew. It charged after her, even if it had trouble making the sharp right turn. And it was still on fire from white phosphorus, and it acted like it didn’t care




Graham called into her earjack, “Just run it in circles until we tell you it’s time to retreat up the stairs to the atrium.”




“Roger that,” she replied. “Oh crud!”




She had just flown into a dead-end hallway.




“Miller here. Do you require assistance?”




“I’m okay!” she squawked into her comms. She flew to the last doorway in the hall and popped it open with her tk. Birkin rampaged down the hall after her, but she was still a lot faster. And a lot better at making turns. She slammed the door behind her, went silvery just in case, and darted up to the ceiling.




Oh great, two of the long-tongued zombies were in there, and one immediately came after her.




Birkin hit the door and smashed the entire doorframe out of the wall.




Holy crud, just how strong was he now?




The door, the door frame, and a big chunk of the wall around the doorframe went flying into the room ahead of Birkin. If she hadn’t gone and hid up near the ceiling off to the side, she probably would have been swatted into the floor like a fly. And not one of those gross giant flies that were in the atrium, either. As it was, that first zombie was now just a smear underneath the door, which slid most of the way across the room.




Birkin roared and attacked the other long-tongued zombie, which was still on the other side of the room. Birkin charged and opened up its mouth. Alex gulped in horror. It had an immense vertical mouth which started at the bottom of those front spikes. And it bit the zombie in half with a bunch of teeth that would have scared off a great white shark. And it was pretty much ignoring the thing about it still having fire all over its front.




Alex got the heck out of there. She ducked out into the hallway. Then she went normal again and called out, “Oh Mister Birkin!”




The monster wheeled about and chased her down the hallway. She led it into an elevator shaft and back down to the half-flooded level. It didn’t seem to care that the water was up to its haunches. It just chased after Alex like she was made of extra-delicious chocolate. Still, it was way slower when it had to plow its way through all that water.




She ran it around a loop of hallways. It didn’t seem smart enough to realize it was just going in a circle and would never catch her.




“O’Neill to Tera. Party favors in place. First guests off to visit a sick friend. Come on up.”




Alex took off for the elevator shaft. She figured Jack meant that Lieutenant Marshall and at least one other person were rushing the antidote off to Riley. And she figured Jack had a nasty surprise in place for what was left of William Birkin.




She darted up the elevator shaft. Was the thing trapped down there now, or could…




There was a roar, and Birkin leapt completely up the shaft and landed in the hallway, tearing the elevator frame apart along the way. Crud!




She took off for the ladder. She flew up the ladder shaft and headed for the stairway. It was relentlessly following her. It leapt up the ladder shaft in one bound and raced down the long hallway. She wondered if it was following her scent now.




She darted up the stairs and saw what Jack meant by ‘party favors.’ Yikes. She darted over to where Jack and Hanna were kneeling in front of the airlock doors.




Jack yelled, “Fire in the hole!”




Hanna twisted the trigger in her hands, and the C-4 planted all along the stairs exploded. Concrete and steel and everything else blasted up and out of the stairwell, even as more concrete blasted in the other direction and even more concrete collapsed in on the staircase. She grinned at Jack, “That was fun!”




“Whew.” Alex breathed a sigh of relief, because she didn’t want to have to take on something that just got stronger and tougher the more you fought it.




Blam!




A wall of rubble erupted out from the wreckage of the stairwell, and one of Birkin’s front legs came punching upward behind the explosion. Then another leg knocked a massive pile of concrete and steel out of the way. It was going to be loose in the atrium in a couple seconds.




Jack calmly said into his earjack, “Sergeant Scott, you owe me ten.”




Hanna grinned excitedly, “Can I attack it now?”




Jack said, “Hell no. You and I are making a tactical retreat. Right now.”




Alex asked him, “Got any more ideas?”




“Already got it ready.” Jack pointed at a pile of empty three-gallon buckets. “How’s your Jackie Chan fu?”




The buckets all said ‘surfactant’ in big block letters. And she knew what that was, thanks to her dad and Annie. She even recognized the chemical name.




And she knew what Jack had done. Surfactants mess with surface tension. Most surfactants get used in soaps and detergents. And most surfactants make water soapier or bubblier or foamier or goopier. This one made water extra slippery.




There was water all over the atrium floor. And all of Jack’s buckets were empty. So that meant… She almost giggled out loud.




She darted back toward the stairway as Birkin plowed its way out of the rubble. It charged right at her, so she drifted through the air until she was right in front of a massive support block. Birkin roared and leapt for her.




Its feet slipped out from under it, and it crashed head-first into the wall. She darted up out of its reach, but there was now a Birkin-sized crater in that wall.




Jack yelled “Olé!” over her earjack.




She darted off to the side, and Birkin scrambled after her, slipping and sliding as it went. It only got traction when it could find sections of damaged flooring to push off of.




Like right there. It leapt into the air after her and took a ferocious swipe with a paw that looked like it had borrowed Lady Deathstrike’s fingernails.




She darted to the side. It was stupidly strong, but even when it jumped it couldn’t go as fast as she could. And it sure couldn’t change directions in mid-air.




It missed her with its swipe, but it still tore a chunk out of the marble-clad concrete wall. Alex gulped, because it had just ripped a chunk over a foot across and going up to two feet deep into the concrete. And it didn’t seem to notice when it ripped right through part of a steel girder.




And she had an idea.




She darted across the atrium. She pretended she was really scared. “Oh no, don’t come after me over here!”




Okay, she was plenty scared. This was an indestructible creepy monster that could bite her in half, or claw her into six pieces with one wicked slice of a paw. And she knew it might have virus-contaminated blood, and it might have other even-freakier powers. But she’d faced scarier things than this. Heck, this thing didn’t even make her top five.




And what was wrong with her life that she even had a Top Five and Top Ten Scariest Things Ever Faced, and this thing wasn’t making the top five? Maybe it was time to start a Top Twenty.




She stayed still as it charged at her. At the last second, it leapt at her with its front paws out and its claws extended. She jetted straight up. It slipped and couldn’t make a correction. It ripped two massive furrows in the wall. Each gouge looked like a narrow backhoe had just clawed through soft dirt.




She jetted across the atrium to a huge concrete support column that had to be five feet thick and went all the way up to the ceiling, two hundred feet overhead. She stopped right in front of it and waited for Birkin. She didn’t have to wait long. Whatever she’d done to get it mad at her, it wasn’t quitting. It scrambled across the floor, sliding into the side of a fountain and crashing right through. It got traction in the remains of the fountain and sprinted her way.




It leapt for her, and she darted straight up. Its claws shredded the column before it went face-first into what was left. She flew sideways in case the column dropped. It really looked like it might, since now there was a four-foot-high section where nothing was left except a few pieces of concrete-speckled rebar on the back side.




She flew back to the elevator block and led Birkin slipping and sliding over there. After it ripped most of the elevator shafts apart trying to catch her, she led it over to five more of the support columns. Then a big marble-clad structure opposite the elevator block. Then the last three support columns.




The building groaned. It wasn’t a little noise, either. The whole building groaned like it was in pain. She looked over to make sure there was a door open so she could jet through the airlock, because she’d been in a collapsing building before, and being buried alive under thousand of tons of rubble wasn’t all that it was cracked up to be.




Yeah, someone thoughtful had wedged open an interior door that was opposite one of the busted outside doors. Probably someone named Jack.




She looked around for anything else that might be supporting the upper stories, but the entire atrium had been beaten senseless. That pretty much left the outside walls, and there was no way she wanted Birkin busting through one of them and getting loose in the streets of Davenport.




“O’Neill to Tera. Got the interior stripped?”




“Tera here. Roger that. But the place is still vertical.”




“O’Neill. Not for long. The upper floors are all on fire, and we’ve finished soaping the outside steel support girders. When we blow them, the entire structure should drop straight down onto the atrium floor. I’ll give you a countdown, and I want you out past the outside doors before ‘one’ no matter what. Got me?”




“Roger that.” Because there was no way she was hanging around and hoping everything fell where it was supposed to, and not on top of her. Even if Jack and his team were doing the demolitions.




A huge chunk of ceiling fell between her and Birkin, but all the ceiling stuff was on fire. She darted backward and avoided the flaming debris that flew everywhere. Birkin didn’t enjoy having tons of stuff falling down, and made a big detour around the chunk to get at her. And it still kept slipping every time it tried to change directions.




And there it went, all four of its legs slipping in different directions so it went sprawling on the floor, sliding along and spinning like a monster-shaped top.




The whole thing would have been really hilarious if it wasn’t an indestructible monster that weighed over a ton and was trying to rip her to shreds while a burning building fell down on top of them.




“O’Neill to Tera. Countdown commencing. Twenty… nineteen… eighteen…”




She flew off to the side, trying to lead Birkin back toward the middle of the atrium.




“Seventeen… sixteen… fifteen… fourteen… thirteen… twelve… eleven…”




The monster realized it could get traction on the newly-fallen material, so it sprinted through the burning rubble right at her, completely ignoring that it was running through a fire.




“Ten… nine… eight…”




She squealed like she was terrified, and just hovered while Birkin charged. He leapt into the air.




“Seven… six…”




She darted upward twenty feet, so Birkin would pass underneath her. Then she went silvery and flew straight down as hard as she could, using her tk as a shield to smack Birkin in the back, and letting her own weight add to the impact. It was like flying into the side of an SR-71, except Birkin didn’t have as much mass. She slammed Birkin into the floor and darted back upward. She made sure she was moving away from the doors.




“Five… four… three…”




Birkin leapt right up and looked around for her. So she went normal and yelled, “Over here!” As soon as Birkin moved her way, she darted back the other way. He slipped as soon as he tried to follow her, and fell on his face to slide ungracefully until he bumped into more of the damaged areas on the floor. She went silvery




“Two…”




She darted through the inner airlock door and headed out of the building.




“One…”




She jetted across the street.




“Fire!”




A series of loud cracks came from all around the building, and the whole thing just sort of dropped thirty feet. Then it picked up speed. The entire thing collapsed straight down. The burning upper floors came crashing down on everything underneath, until there was an enormous pile of rubble spilling out onto the sidewalk, with fires still raging across the top of the mess. As dust billowed everywhere, she stayed silvery so she didn’t end up covered in grey yuck.




“Tera! Report in!”




She popped her tPhone out of her morph. “Tera here. I’m okay. I’m in front of the big orange-ish stone building.”




“Carlson here. I have her under visual. She looks okay as far as I can tell.”




Everything was pulled way back. The barriers and the fences had all been pulled back to the far sidewalks, and everybody was well back behind the barriers. Even the police. Even all the National Guard who must have shown up while she was down in the basement levels.




She spotted where Jack had to be, because there was a knot of fancier-looking cars and trucks off to one side, along with a couple Humvees and an armored personnel carrier. So she darted over there and waited for the dust to settle. She went normal and landed over where Sergeant Carlson was slapping dust off his clothes.




Jack stepped out of one of the Humvees and smiled at her. “Maybe you should have named yourself ‘Pristine’ because you sure don’t look like you’ve been in flooded levels and fighting monsters and wrecking a building.”





149. After the Rain



Alex worried, “Do you think that’s gonna take care of Birkin?”




Jack frowned, “It’d better. But just in case, I already called Big Cheese. He’s sending us a fully-loaded Warthog, and one of those babies can take out an entire tank battalion. And if the Warthog isn’t up to the job, he’s talking to the Joint Chiefs about a cruise missile.”




“Eww.” She didn’t like the sound of that, but at least it was still way below Option Failsafe.




Hanna walked over and smiled at Alex. “I got to use my grapple guns.” Then she frowned, “But it wasn’t fair that I didn’t get to go down the stairs and engage the enemy. I have not disobeyed a single order all day.”




Jack rolled his eyes. “No, you just slid off the roof of a skyscraper and trusted your grapple guns would work perfectly and you could find grappling points every time. I think you gave me a thousand more gray hairs.”




Sergeant Scott contributed, “And I think twenty different people down here got it on their cellphones and already uploaded it to YouTube and Instagram.”




Jack muttered, “Great, now we’re going to need to go around telling people ‘don’t try this at home.’ Because they definitely will.”




Hanna nodded, “I have looked at many videos on YouTube, and a large number of people lack the strength and coordination for the stunts they are attempting. However, I do not understand why it is funny when someone fails to land a stunt and smashes their teeth in.”




Jack patted her on the shoulder. “It isn’t. It’s only funny in cartoons and slapstick comedies.”




She nodded intensely. “You explain things much better than anyone else.”




Alex wondered if that was really true. Maybe Jack understood Hanna better than Janet or Cindy or Grover or even Charlie did, just because Jack understood how hardened spec ops people thought, and that was way more Hanna than, say, your average teenaged girl.




It was totally not fair that Hanna and some other girls were genetically engineered like they were, and then Hanna got her entire life education from a creepy black ops nutbar who kept her from having a real life and trained her to be a soulless killer. And it was even more unfair that Marissa Weigler had all the other kids like Hanna murdered so they never even got the few life lessons Hanna had gotten.







So Jack did the meeting thing, which he hated, and Alex and Hanna did the ‘zooming around looking for badguys’ thing, which was just a ton of fun now that Hanna could swing from building to building with her grapple guns. Alex flew around, keeping down around Hanna’s speed, and they chatted about boyfriends while they soared around a hundred feet above the streets and searched the area around the Umbrella Corp building for monsters and creepiness.




After maybe an hour, Jack called them on their earjacks and told them it was time to come in from the playground, like they were still eight. Although Hanna never got to be a schoolkid who got to run around on the playground with her friends.




Jack and Sergeant Walters drove them and Grover to a nice motel which was part of the area the CDC and the National Guard were using. Jack had a nice motel room for Alex and Hanna and Grover, and he sat and ate lunch with them, even though it wasn’t even noon yet. But Alex was starving, and exhausted, and just ready to sleep for about a year. After she ate again. And the motel’s cheeseburgers were really big and really good. And Jack had ordered them just the way she liked them.




Jack grimaced, “The three of you were great. We wouldn’t have survived the mansion without you, and we wouldn’t have gotten the antidote or stopped Birkin or kept the red team from blowing up our sat dishes. But the CDC’s been making real progress with the t-virus, thanks mainly to Lieutenant Marshall, so after naps we get medicals.”




“All of us?” Alex checked.




“Even me?” Klar wondered.




Jack muttered, “Well, it may be a little tricky for someone who has invisible blood, although Marshall has been talking to the CDC about options for you. We’ll work something out. You’ll get a dose of the antidote just in case, and Janet will give you an extra physical when you get home, whether you like it or not. But we all need to get checked for a really dangerous, really contagious, really nasty virus that we cannot let loose no matter what. I’m detailing Marshall to ramrod the checks on my people, and no one is going to get to find out just how special Alex and Hanna’s blood is, and anything that doesn’t get used gets disposed of properly.”




Jack had normal clothes for Hanna and Grover, and a gymbag for Alex. So they all changed into casual stuff and went to sleep. Alex and Hanna took one queen-sized bed and Grover took the other. Jack went to a room just down the hall.




Alex woke up with nightmares twice. Grover woke up at least three times that she knew about, because he wasn’t that quiet. Hanna didn’t have any nightmares, even if she woke up every time anyone else did. Or whenever someone walked down the hall outside their room.







Alex was really glad Jack let them sleep until five in the evening, but then they all had to put on their uniforms and ride over to the main CDC lab building, which was way too ‘X-Files’ for her taste. They even had plastic liners in the rooms and the hallways, and lab guys in bunny suits with special air supplies.




Okay, considering what they were dealing with, that was way more reassuring than if they weren’t taking tons and tons of precautions against the t-virus getting spread all over the place. Alex decided this was way better than ever having to deal with another zombie again as long as she lived.




They were ushered into a big room with half a dozen gurney-like medical tables covered in plastic. Graham and Jo and Sergeant Carlson and the two lieutenants were already there and obviously just finishing up, along with Jill Valentine and Officer Kennedy.




Jack asked way too cheerfully, “Any updates while I was taking a well-earned nap?”




Alex watched as Graham tried not to smile. “Yes sir. We’ve been able to verify that the bottom levels of the building aren’t emptying out into the sewers or the storm drains. The city engineers tell me there are special pumps installed in the building to do that, and as long as we don’t run those pumps — which are probably crushed into tinfoil right now — the contaminated water is just going to sit down there until we have a treatment plan in place.” He turned his head, “Marshall?”




“Yes sir.” Lieutenant Marshall faced Jack and explained, “I’ve been working with the CDC and the Army Corps of Engineers, and we’ve got a test operation already in place. We’re using a Corps pump system and running the water through ceramic filters that’ll capture even viruses and prions. We have to keep backflushing the filters regularly to clear them, so it’s not going to be fast, but it looks like the outflow is completely clean. The CDC is running tests right now, and if they give us the all-clear, we’ll have ten pumps like this going by nightfall, and we’ll have the basements emptied out by tomorrow night.”




Jack nodded. “Well, at least there’s some good news.”




Graham smiled wickedly, “And somehow, newspeople all over the country have gotten leaked material on Umbrella and the zombies and the mutated monsters. Someone must have hacked into the Umbrella security camera systems, because there’s footage all over the net of Terawatt flying into that atrium and frying everything that was loose, and then playing matador with Birkin until the entire building collapsed.”




Alex just cringed.




Lieutenant Bailey looked at her face and whispered, “It wasn’t me!”




Yeah, well Alex had a pretty darn good idea who did it, and while she figured the lieutenant was a pretty good hacker, he wasn’t even being considered. No, her top three candidates were Willow, Willow, and Willow.




Candidates four through ten were also named Willow.




Jo added, “And you’ll be completely shocked to hear this, sir, but Umbrella Corporation is already going with tons of press releases explaining that they’re not at fault.”




Jack sighed, “Yeah, I’m completely stunned to hear that one. I suppose we’ll have to let our anonymous cracker spread intel all over the internet and to hundred of reporters, just so this doesn’t look like ‘evil black ops organization’ vs. ‘wholesome foods and medicines people.’ Has Big Cheese given us permission to talk to the press?”




Graham shook his head no. “No sir, but Rebecca Chambers and Chris Redfield have been talking to every reporter who comes their way. They seem to be pretty pissed off about being betrayed by their boss and fed to the lions. And the chief of police had a psychotic meltdown in front of thirty newscasters when the DOJ hauled him out of his office in handcuffs, so his statements are getting a ton of play, and they’re making Umbrella look a lot worse.”




Lieutenant Bailey grinned, “Even better, he had a bunch of secret rooms and cabinets built into the walls of the police station! He’s been taking massive payoffs from Umbrella, and he’s been buying works of art and hiding them in his station. And they found film footage he took of him killing one of his cronies and threatening the rest, so that weasel Andrews will probably get some sympathy votes when he goes to trial. And on the same film, Irons is telling them how he’s going to hunt down and kill and stuff the mayor’s daughter, and if any of them cross him they’ll be next, so no one in city government is going to be backing him now.” He smiled unpleasantly. “That film’s one of the top news items today, and it’s going to get played at six and eleven on every news station in the country.”




Jo put in, “And video of someone swinging from building to building across the skies of Davenport is getting almost as much internet traffic as the security camera footage of Terawatt.”




“Cool!” Hanna grinned. “Can I make a thank-you card for the Batman and get someone to deliver it for me?”




Jack checked, “And what’s the word on Finn and Enrico?”




Lieutenant Marshall pursed his lips. “Really good on the major, really bad on Officer Marini. The antiviral seems to have killed off all the t-virus in Major Finn’s system and already created recognizable antibodies, but that may be because it’s also given him a supercharge on his healing rate, and we don’t know how long that will last. But Marini went zombie before the antidote arrived, and the damage appears to be irreversible, even after dosing him with the antiviral. The CDC’s already using the samples and my notes to crank out hundreds of doses, but that won’t help him.”




“Why not?” Jack asked.




“Because the virus does irreversible damage to the brain and the body first. We got Marini frozen in a block of plastic so he couldn’t move—”




“Not frozen in carbonite?” Jack smirked. Lieutenant Bailey and Klar both laughed for a moment.




“—not frozen in carbonite sir, and we put him through a CAT scan. There are incredible amounts of lesions all over his cerebrum. His higher brain functions are just… gone. There’s nothing left but the primitive functions we’re already seeing. And the damage to the skin and eyes and internal organs is permanent. There’s nothing we can do for anyone we don’t get to well before the primary symptoms show up.”




Alex totally got it. The zombies they had killed couldn’t be saved. She didn’t know whether to feel relieved or furious. Okay, she was totally relieved she hadn’t killed some guys who could be rescued. And she was mega-furious at these Umbrella jerkheads who would do such a thing. She hadn’t thought anyone could be worse than Danielle until she ran into Wacky Maggie’s work, and she hadn’t thought anyone could be worse than Maggie until she saw what these creepazoids were doing. These jerkheads made Maggie Walsh look like Saint Francis of Assisi.




Jack said, “Good job, all of you. Now go get a really good dinner and get some sleep. We’ll be on patrol most of the night, just in case something else pops up around that building, until the Guard can get their choppers off the mansion detail.”




“Thank you, sir.”




Then Alex thought the CDC doctors were really nice. They only took one sample of blood each from Alex and Hanna and Grover, although Grover had to help with his blood draw because no one else could see his veins. Then some smart CDC lady who had been listening to Lieutenant Marshall did Grover’s labwork under an infrared imager so they could see what they were looking for. And they even let Jack and Lieutenant Marshall stand there and make sure they used all of the samples so nothing ‘accidentally’ wandered off into the hands of, say, Colonel Harry Maybourne. Since the t-virus was so fast-acting and so virulent and so distinctive, they already had a fast test for its presence. So Alex and Hanna and Grover and Jack and the sergeants were labeled ‘clean’ within an hour. They still got antivirus injections so they’d have antibodies in their systems in case they ran into this kind of stuff again.




Jack said, “Okay. We’re gonna go visit the sick, and then we’re gonna get more food into Tera, and then we’re going on patrol all through downtown Davenport on a grid centered around the Umbrella building so Action Girl can play more with her grapple guns.”




Hanna grinned excitedly and almost hopped on the balls of her feet like a ten-year-old.




They weren’t allowed into Riley’s room. But there was a big viewing window that had a curtain Riley could close when he felt like it so he could have a little privacy. Alex would have totally wanted as much privacy as she could get, since they had Riley in one of those tiny white hospital gowns that didn’t even close all the way in the back.




Boy, Riley looked really hot in that teeny thing. She hadn’t thought anybody could look good in one of those things, but Riley looked way too good for someone who was in a hospital gown.




And he looked way, way, way too good for someone who was in a knife fight to the death and had his throat ripped open last night. She could see his entire neck, and there wasn’t even a bandage on it now. There wasn’t even a scar. Okay, that was creepy. She was suddenly really afraid for Riley, because he might be turning into one of those things like Wesker or Birkin.




Jack didn’t say any of that. He just led off with, “Hey Finn, have they let you call your folks and your wife?”




Riley frowned, “Yes sir. My folks are pretty upset. Not with you, sir. The Spencer Trust has been selling stock in Umbrella Corp for years all over the region, and that means someone used some of dad’s money and the money of a lot of their friends to kill people and torture people and mutate animals and try to wipe out every human on the continent. If I know my mom, Umbrella is about to get hit with the biggest class action lawsuit in the history of Iowa. And Sam said she was going to call in some favors with every virologist she knows, and some of the ones she called are already here with the CDC so they let me know I’m getting the celebrity treatment since I’m married to Dr. Samantha M. Finn.”




Jack smiled, “Yeah, it’s always good to have an incredibly smart and talented significant other. I recommend it highly.”




Riley grinned some, “Sam said a few phrases in Swahili and Hausa that she doesn’t think I know. My mom would wash my mouth out with the laundry soap if I said those things. Well, the English translations.”




Jack smiled back. “You’ll have to teach ’em to me so I can use ’em the next time Gates starts cursing in Russian.”




Hanna asked, “Is your healing as fast as it looks? Your neck is all better.”




Alex winced a little, but she tried not to show it, because that was sort of what she was avoiding saying.




Riley grimaced, “Umm, yeah. It’s not exactly Wolverine-speed, but it’s pretty darn fast. More than Spiderman, at any rate. They had to get all the stitches back out, because my cuts were healing up ridiculously fast.”




Jack craned his neck like he was taking a better look at Riley’s neck. Alex was pretty sure Jack had noticed that first thing. Jack smiled a little, “Well, it definitely looks more Logan than Peter. I’m glad to see your neck’s all healed up without any scarring. That was a nasty bite.”




Riley sighed, “Yes sir. But the doctors are extremely worried about it. So they’re going to need to keep me quarantined for a while longer until they understand the biological mechanisms and they know whether I’m contagious.”




Jack went for the ‘guy who doesn’t understand’ thing he did all the time. “Contagious? Who wouldn’t want to heal up faster?”




Riley patiently said, “Sir, I know you’re joking, but they’re expecting my cells may go cancerous at an extremely accelerated rate. Or I may get serious auto-immune disorders. No one knows.”




Jack swore, “Damn. Well, I’m ordering you to get well and not get any unpleasant side effects, soldier.”




Riley gave him a weak smile. “Roger that, sir.”




Alex felt really bad for Riley, so she said, “I hope they let you out really soon, Riley.”




“Thanks, Tera.”




“Me too!” agreed Hanna and Grover both.




But Alex was worried, because if Riley was contagious and the super-healing thing was dangerous, or just a side-effect of the real problem, then they might never let him out again.




She was so worried she only ate four of the motel’s cheeseburgers, with three diet cokes. And just one order of their nacho cheese fries, even if one order was supposed to be a hearty appetizer for six to eight people. She let Hanna and Grover have a few of her fries, but Jack had to ask really politely first, because he tried to snitch half a dozen without asking. But Jack had to know that had like zero chance of working out, when he was eating with one super-fast super-strong person, one person with telekinesis, and one person who could reach out and block him without Jack being able to see it, so he was probably just doing it to be a smarty-pants.




Sergeant Walters drove Alex and Hanna and Sergeant Scott back to the wreckage of the Umbrella Corp building. Sergeant Scott pointed at the wreckage, “Well, so much for the Oswell E. Spencer Building. The colonel wants all of us patrolling around for the next four to eight hours, backing up the National Guard forces in case anything ugly rears its head. They’ve got choppers coming in later tonight for the official patrol duty, and we’re the stopgap until then.”




Alex hadn’t even known the building had a name. The sergeant laid out the search patterns they were going to take. His job with Sergeant Walters was ground-level exploration around the edges of the rubble and moving out to cover most of the nine-block area that had the rubble at its center. Hanna’s job was to use her grapple guns and sweep in squares and rectangles inside a five block by five block square around the rubble. And Alex was supposed to fly around in a nine block by nine block search pattern looking for stuff. She even got this weird headpiece that had a night vision monocular with a zoom lens on it. It weighed about ten or twelve pounds, which would have been really uncomfortable after a while if she couldn’t hold it up with her tk. She figured Hanna didn’t need one. Hanna was already about as close to a nocturnal predator as humans got.




So Alex studied the patterns drawn on the sergeant’s map. Then she checked her earjack and she took off into the air. She was really on edge as she waited for stuff to happen. But she remembered the thing with searching for Jo Baker, and she tried to make herself relax. She might have to wait for hours before anything happened. She might go all night without any surprises.




Okay, it would be a totally great surprise if nothing else got loose during the night.




About all she did for the next four hours was fly around, check in regularly, and look at stuff. There were little rat traps and small animal traps scattered all around the rubble, in case something rat-sized or terrier-sized got loose from the building, but nothing got triggered. Sergeant Scott and Sergeant Walters didn’t run into anything. The worst thing that happened to Hanna was she found out one of the copings she hooked with her grapple wasn’t sturdy enough to hold her weight, and she had to release that grapple and hook something else really fast. As for Alex, she was bored stiff after half an hour, and it only got worse. She started counting the number of laps she flew. She tried writing her next lit paper in her head, although that didn’t work as well. Boy, was she glad when Sergeant Scott called her and Hanna in for a coffee break.




Okay, he had hot chocolate and three energy bars for her, and tea for Hanna. It was really great that the SRI knew what she liked, and what Hanna liked.




Sergeant Walters looked at her and Hanna and told them, “Yeah, I know it’s really boring. Guard duty is like that. Incredible amounts of boring, with occasional short bursts of uh-oh. That’s why enemy teams are most likely to strike toward the end of a long duty period, when the guards are most likely to be bored and sleepy and lax. Same for shortly before sunrise, when your body is instinctively telling you to go get a nap.”




With hot chocolate in her tummy, the next four hours were even worse. She just wanted to get some sleep. She went silvery and started timing herself in sprints across her search area, trying different shapes to see if she could go a little faster. She settled on a thin fish shape that cut a noticeable amount of time off, so then she went back and did her search patterns while doing the math in her head, which wasn’t as easy as she thought it would be. She had to check all her calculations with the calculator app on her tPhone. But her new fish shape got her up to maybe a hundred twenty miles an hour, which she thought was awesome when she hadn’t been able to go faster than eighty-six miles an hour less than a year ago.




Okay, maybe her increased strength with her tk had a lot to do with it too.




After that, she tried changing her shape into an airplane wing to see if she could get some lift. That was really hard, because she just didn’t have that great a control over her shapeshifting, and she couldn’t make a sharp point like the back of an airplane wing. But at least it wasn’t boring.




At two in the morning, Sergeant Scott finally called them in and turned over the guard duty to four National Guard helicopters that were going to fly around the area in pairs, two hours on and two hours off, because helicopters couldn’t stay in the air forever. Alex figured that anything that could stand up to the rocket pods mounted on those choppers would probably be too tough for her anyway. It wasn’t like she had another spare building to drop on any more t-virus monsters.




They got back to their room and found Grover was sound asleep and face-down on his pillow. And snoring. Loud. She looked at Hanna, and they totally got the giggles every time Grover made another loud snurking sound. Alex showered and put on her peejays from her gymbag and hung up her uniform to air out overnight. She was already asleep before Hanna finished showering and then drying her hair.







Alex woke up when her tPhone rang. Her first thought was that it was another desperate emergency with more creepy zombie and monster outbreaks. Then she realized it was playing ‘Basketball Jones’ which was totally not one of the songs she had programmed in as personalized ringtones. She was still sleepy, but she’d still managed to work out who it was before she picked up the phone and saw Ray’s name.




Okay, someone had changed it to ‘The TeraHoney.’ She just knew Jack had talked Willow into messing with her phone.




“Hi, Ray.”




Ray sounded really worried. “Are you okay?”




Oh, right. This had to be all over the news. “Yeah, I’m totally fine. Jack and Hanna and Grover too. Didn’t Acid Burn give you any updates?”




He admitted, “Yeah, like once an hour. Even during the night, so I figure she wrote a computer program to upload new Terawatt bulletins while she was sleeping. But I still feel better hearing your voice. Was it really as bad as they’re saying?”




Alex frowned, “I don’t know what they’re saying, but it’s bound to be worse than what’s on the news, because if people around here knew the whole truth, they’d either be panicking in the streets or they’d be hunting down every living member of Umbrella Corp and lynching them. Or both.”




“Yikes.”




She told him, “I’m not usually big with the Punisher thing, but these people are worse than Maggie Walsh. This was totally sick and evil and just plain wrong.”




“But everybody’s okay?”




She said, “Riley’s in the hospital. He’s okay right now, but he may be contagious. So we don’t know if he’s going to stay okay, or if he’ll need to be quarantined forever, or if he’ll get a super-aggressive cancer like tomorrow, or if he’ll turn into a monster that makes those silicates look like housepets.”




“Damn. From what you told me, he sounded like a nice guy.”




She smiled a little. “He’s also totally John McClane. He had a one-on-one knife fight to the death with a super-strong, super-quick guy who was mutating into something even more dangerous, and he totally ruled, even if the badguy cheated at the end and grew these fangs and bit Riley in the neck.”




“Like a vampire?”




She said, “No, more like a werewolf. So then he’s got these knife slashes all over the place and a big rip out of the side of his neck, and he just stands up and moves out like everyone else.”




“Is he okay?”




She admitted, “Maybe not. We just don’t know yet. The whole thing is just so creepy I don’t know what to do.”




Ray said, “Well, I love you, and I worry.”




“I love you too, honey.”




He finished, “So I’m gonna get going and give everyone else a heads-up.”




She looked at the time. It wasn’t even ‘rush off to school and work’ time in Paradise Valley yet. She felt really guilty after Ray’s call, so she called home and talked to her mom and Shar. Her dad was already off to the office, but her mom promised to call him and let him know she was okay.




After breakfast, they had to go back over to the CDC labs for another check-up, and then Jack said they would all be going home. He explained, “We’ve done as much as we can. The National Guard and the Army Reserve are moving in around here, and around what’s left of the Spencer Mansion now that the fire’s mostly out. Officially, we’re all cleared except for Riley, and I want Klar home ASAP so Janet can do an extra work-up on him just in case. And I want to be back east before Acid Burn finishes leaking computer files to whoever thinks they’re the next Woodward and Bernstein, because D.C. ought to be like a hornet nest someone hit with a rock. It ought to be more fun than humans are allowed to have.”




So it turned out to be that simple. Alex changed into the fresh Terawatt uniform in the gymbag, along with clean underwear. They gathered up all their stuff and took a ride to the CDC labs, which just did quick physicals on everyone visible and a repeat of the test for the virus. Then they drove over to the nearest air force base. There was the original Cessna for Alex and Team Two, and the newer Cessna for Team One. Alex hugged Hanna and Grover, and then flew into the Team Two Cessna.




The Cessna took a detour north of Edwards Air Force Base, so it got within about a hundred miles of Paradise Valley. Alex had all her reports for Jack done before it was time to take off. She packed her gymbag and left a note on it that she’d worn the peejays and the uniform and the thermal uniform and a set of undies. She went silvery, bailed out, and jetted home.




She got home early enough to eat lunch and start dinner in the slow cooker. Then she showered and took a nap and then ate a ‘late lunch.’ Then she started looking to see what the internet was buzzing about.




Wow. Willow had really been busy. There was security camera footage of the monsters in the atrium. There were emails downloaded from Umbrella’s private email server connecting Umbrella to secret payouts to local businessmen and local politicians and the Davenport chief of police Brian Irons. There were emails from important Umbrella board members to other Umbrella board members talking about how powerful they were going to be, and how they were going to get rid of most of ‘the riff-raff’ and rule over the rest. There was even an email from Oswell Spencer to his grandson thanking him for making Oswell’s vision finally possible. Plus there were millions in illegal campaign funds to Orphans like that U.S. Representative guy. And there was money paid out to Glenn Howard! Yes!




Alex took the time to do a victory dance all over the upstairs. Even on the walls and the ceiling.




Ooh! An email from Willow, showing her victory dance when she found the dirt on Glenn Howard. That was really funny. Willow was pretty graceful when she wanted to be, but she was mostly acting like a spazz in her video. So Alex got some camera footage of herself as Terawatt dancing on the floor and the walls and the ceiling, and sent that off to Acid Burn.




Even better, Willow released the Glenn Howard thing through the internet and then to a bunch of ‘truther’ websites, just before she leaked it to a host of reporters, so it looked like the government got the info last.




It was all over the news stations and the internet news sources. Even Fox News was eating this story up, because some of the illegal campaign funds went to moderates and left-wingers too. And it wasn’t like Umbrella Corp had ever been a Fox News revenue source. And maybe they were mad at Glenn Howard for ditching them to run for office.




Naturally, Glenn Howard was denying it like crazy, because he was a big lying weasel. The news was reporting that some of the other politicians on the Umbrella lists were under arrest for really serious crimes, and a couple others had just up and vanished. And three of them besides Glenn Howard were standing their ground: one moderate was claiming he had no idea where the money came from; one liberal was saying she would give it all back because she had no idea Umbrella was evil; and one fundamentalist right-winger was insisting he was being framed and God would not have let him take dirty money.




Did people really believe stuff like that? These three people were Orphans and part of The Collective and as evil as Albert Wesker. And Alex figured they knew way more about what Umbrella was really up to than someone just getting campaign funds should know.




And when Alex told her folks about the ‘Glenn Howard and illegal campaign funds’ thing, her mom did a victory dance in the kitchen. It looked a lot like disco to Alex. Especially the ‘point up into the air at an angle’ thing.




That night, just before the six o’clock news, the President made a big announcement about the NID failing in their mission and illegally wiretapping huge numbers of America’s decorated military men and women, along with a wide array of other possible charges. Alex jumped up and down and cheered. Even better, since some of the bigshot businessmen and politicians behind the NID were now tainted by the Umbrella scandal, the NID was going to need a ton of reorganization from top to bottom. And then the President thanked Terawatt and the brave men and women of the DHS, plus the National Guard and the CDC, for saving the nation from the nightmare of Umbrella Corp’s nefarious plans.




He even used the word ‘nefarious’ too!




Alex’s mom and dad hugged her when they heard all that. Shar gave her extra hugs while telling her she should have taken Pyre along to burn up zombies and monsters. Alex just reminded her that because Shar lied to Jack and flew into a battlezone when she wasn’t supposed to, she was grounded from SRI ops for years, and it was all her own fault. Shar pouted for like ten straight minutes.




When Alex got back up to her room, there was another email from Acid Burn, and it had a video enclosure that was forwarded. Charlie O’Neill got it on his cellphone and sent it right to Willow. It was Jack doing his happy dance in his living room when the President made that announcement about the NID, and then complaining when he spotted Charlie filming him. The complaining part was even funnier than the dance.




And around midnight, Terawatt got a phone call on her tPhone. It was Hermione. She almost forgot to switch to her Terawatt voice because she was so excited to hear from her.




“Terawatt? Is this an inconvenient time to call?”




She darted down the hall and into the home office. She insisted, “Oh no, this is fine. My sleep schedule is all messed up from the Umbrella Corporation op.”




“That is what I wanted to talk to you about… Miss Farrell. Or may I call you Annie?”




Well, Alex had wanted to meet Hermione because Hermione was smart, so there was no sense in complaining because Hermione was too smart. She admitted, “That’s just a cover identity the SRI set up for me. Call me Tera. Colonel O’Neill does.”




Hermione said, “And I did want to thank you again for saving Ron and Harry. Ron said they were about ten seconds from dying in a really horrible way. I’m glad Ron could do something to help pay you back. And his grandfather is really happy with Ron for a change, now that he knows Ron is ‘heroically protecting the British Empire just like our ancestors’ as he calls it. The Wellesley men have done a lot of heroic tasks over the centuries, but Ron’s the first one to fight alongside a superheroine.”




Alex remembered something. “Oh, I forgot to ask. Is he really good at chess?”




There was dead silence on the line for a couple seconds. Hermione finally replied, “I keep forgetting you know a Ron from another dimension. Yes, he’s disgustingly good at chess. He still beats me about half the time, and draws about half the rest of the time. I keep meaning to read a couple chess books so I can even the playing field, but I just never seem to have the time.”




Alex asked, “So… did you want to talk to me about Umbrella Corporation?”




Hermione sounded like she was wincing. “Yes. We need to deal with Umbrella Europe, and very few people here are considering that things might get as grim as they did over there. Harry’s part of a team that is hitting the Ashford estates tonight, and the E.U. has a force going into a Spanish castle at the same time. Harry and Aart Hendriks both wanted me to ask you if you have any advice.”




“Yes!” Alex insisted. “I have a ton! Go over the video that’s on the net right now from security cams in the Umbrella Corp headquarters atrium. Anything you see there could show up. Zombies. Zombies with ten-foot lethal tongues. Zombie Dobermans. Things that look like they’re zombies with fly heads. Big spiders. Big snakes. Absolutely gigantic snakes. Flies the size of a Buick. Plant monsters. Four-legged plant monsters. And these things they call Tyrants that look like a deformed nine foot tall weightlifter without skin and one hand that looks like they read too many Wolverine comics.”




“Good lord.”




Alex went on, “Headshots will stop the zombies and zombie dogs. Fire will stop the plants. For the rest, I’m going to recommend your forces carry M203s and anti-tank weapons. Get some M32 multiple-shot grenade launchers or whatever the NATO equivalent is. And assume that any site you hit will have up to five or six basement levels somewhere for prison cells, labs, guard chambers, and God only knows what, with really complicated routes through the levels. Plus, there may be a self-destruct for the base, so make sure your forces have clear escape routes at all times. Contact the American CDC and ask for as much antiviral as they can send you, and get it on the fastest jet you can, because if anyone gets bitten and gets infected with this stuff, they may only have hours before they turn into another zombie, and once that happens, it’s irreversible. It does permanent damage to the brain, the skin, the eyes, the internal organs… At that point, there’s no hope for the victim and they’d want to be put out of their misery. I sure would.”




“That’s… more disturbing than I expected.”




Alex suggested, “Call Jack O’Neill right now and get his thoughts on the subject. He was with me in the Spencer Mansion, and he tackled the top floors of the Umbrella HQ while I tackled the atrium and his Team Two tackled the basement levels. And if you need help, I can fly out there as soon as he can line up a Blackbird for me.”




“Do you think we really need you?”




Alex thought it over. “Well… not if you’re prepared for what you might run into. And… Look, you dug up Alfred Ashford for the SRI investigation, so you should know what’s going on.”




Hermione paused. “Well… we saw what Colonel O’Neill and his IT staff were looking for. We have two orphanages in Europe that both had a bizarre spike in newborn admissions 25 to 31 years ago, with exactly ten newborns being turned in all at once in mid-summer every year. And Alfred Ashford and his sister were two of those orphans. We’re still trying to track down the rest, although someone at the orphanages went to a lot of trouble to ‘lose’ the files on the adopting families.”




Alex said, “This is top secret, but it could be critical. Ashford and his sister and anyone else in this group is going to be unnaturally good-looking, unnaturally strong and quick and tough, unnaturally dynamic and charismatic, unnaturally smart, unnaturally aggressive, or unnaturally athletic. Maybe most of those things. Maybe all of the above. The SRI used that profile to work backward. And these Orphans are all genetically engineered and part of a plot by Howard Royer Locke, who was on the board of your two orphanages and one in the U.S. and three others. And that connects up with—”




“Maggie Walsh!” Hermione gasped. “And Project Galinka! But that means the silicates… and the blob… and the giant spider… Was that Gojira thing part of this? Or the giant clam monsters in California?”




Alex admitted, “Yes. To both. Maggie Walsh is connected to a large group that the Orphans are connected to, and it’s an international terrorist organization with unique goals.”




Hermione thought it over. “With those silicates… and Gojira… and that blob… it sounds like the only thing they could be after is wiping out all life on Earth.”




Alex told her, “We’re figuring they really want to wipe out 999 out of every 1,000 humans, so they can take over the planet and rule the few million slaves who are left alive.”




“How charming,” Hermione muttered. “And I thought Miss Ashford was just a vicious, self-absorbed twit. It appears she’s far worse than that.”




Alex decided to go for it. “She may be a vicious, self-absorbed twit who can beat the snot out of an SAS team. And there’s a possible member in India you should watch for. Khan Noonien Singh. He matches the profile, but so do hundreds and hundreds of twenty-somethings world-wide. If he is one of these Orphans, then he probably has P$ychon4ut working for him out of Northern India where he’d be untouchable. So warn your people that they need to tighten up their computer security and block all the classic P$ychon4ut attack mechanisms. But they don’t know we know about the orphanages and the link to the international group, so you need to keep that part under your hat.”




Hermione carefully said, “I’ll spin it as Maggie Walsh being linked to these people. She’s already the most wanted woman in the E.U. after the silicate attacks.”




Alex added, “And tell Harry and Ron to be careful. Oh, and tell Ron’s grandfather that Terawatt personally extended her thanks for his phone call.”





150. Interlude XXIV



Harry Potter moved through the underground passage with his team. If Hermione hadn’t gotten all that intel from Terawatt, they wouldn’t even have thought to look for these underground areas.




And they definitely wouldn’t have been prepared when they got down to level four and these mad scientists tried to get away by releasing every evil thing they had penned up down here.




That had turned out to be an exceptionally stupid plan, as was obvious from the bits and pieces of mad scientists that littered the floor. So far, it didn’t look like any of the researchers had survived. Not that he had a lot of sympathy for people who were experimenting on and killing other people.




The team was having to go with heavy weaponry and bounding overwatch now, because of the twisting corridors and the obstacles in the hallways, on top of the actual threats. It was almost as if the place was designed to be exceptionally dangerous to even an armed combatant once the zombies and such were released.




Hermione’s voice crackled in his earpiece, all the way from the armored personnel carriers that were set up around the Ashford estate just in case. “Base to teams one and two. Team three has cleared the mansion. Team four has cleared the outbuildings. Team five reports no escapees or attacks.”




Harry knew Ron was ecstatic that Hermione was safe from any of this madness. On the other hand, Ron was pretty peeved that he was stuck on team five, which was guarding the perimeter and the APCs. Even if Ron said Doctor Stanley was pretty funny for an old guy who had his hand eaten off by monsters.




Harry quietly replied, “Team one. Basement level four under the guardhouse. Terawatt-level threats have been engaged. Requesting all available support.”




“Team two to base. Basement cleared, can support team one ASAP.”




“Base to all teams. Teams two and three, support team one. Team four, move out and form CBW perimeter around guardhouse. Team five, remain in place and stay alert.”




Something that looked like a mutated wolf with nasty tentacles writhing from its back lunged around a corner. Harry’s pointman Wainwright retreated, firing his submachine gun the entire time until the tenta-wolf was visible to the entire team.




“Now,” Harry murmured into his mike.




The team opened up with everything short of their grenades, but even after a couple headshots that dropped the wolf-body, the tentacles were still writhing dangerously.




Wainwright muttered, “That bloody Terawatt made this look easy.”




Thomas smirked, “It is easy… if you’re a super-strong invulnerable superheroine who flies at hundreds of miles an hour and can hurl lightning bolts like Thor. And you’ve got a rack like a porn starlet.”




Wainwright grinned, “I’ll skip that last part if you don’t mind.” Thomas and Hazlett guffawed, while the rest of the team snickered.




Harry admitted, “She makes everything look easy. Those silicates? Absolutely unstoppable. She tied ’em in knots — literally — and made them look pathetic.”




Thomas asked, “Did you see the news of her fighting that Gojira thing in Japan? I’m glad we just have zombies and wolf-octopus monsters that fit in a hallway. That thing was… what? Three hundred feet tall?”




Wainwright mentioned, “They say the Japs are still cutting that thing into pieces for disposal, and it may take them until next year to finish the job. Makes a dead whale on the beach look a laugh.”




Hazlett asked, “Hey Potter, isn’t your pal Granger supposed to be besties with Terawatt or something? I heard from some Bellochs I know that she’s in the E.U. Terawatt Liaison Office, which is hot stuff.”




Harry admitted, “She did get most of this intel from ringing Terawatt up.”




Wainwright stopped and stared. “Wait a bloody minute. Granger can just fucking call Terawatt up on the phone whenever she feels like it? ‘Oh hello Teri, how’s tricks? And what’s the word on these Umbrella monsters?’ That’s mad.”




Harry knew he probably wasn’t supposed to tell, but he still said, “Terawatt asked for Hermione personally for that liaison position. And she wanted Hermione to be the only liaison for the whole continent.”




“Oh, I bet that got some knickers in a twist,” snorted Hazlett.




Harry tilted his head toward the hallway ahead of them. “Let’s clear this level and see if there’s another level below it. Then once we’re out of here and having a drink, I’ll see if I can get Granger to tell you about Terawatt.”




151. Visiting Hours



So plain old Alex Mack missed two days of school while ‘meeting another potential Corcoran College mentor’ and had makeup homework to catch up on. Bleah. Fortunately, the perks of being a superheroine apparently included having Ray and Louis and Nicole get the homework assignments for her and include their own homework answers to make things easier, even if there was no way she was trusting Louis’s computations for her own chem homework. Louis was terrible on computing pH values. She so needed to sit down with him and go over some examples with him and help him get things straightened out.




She also had to remember Jack’s cover story about the videographer she met with, and what she noticed about Washington D.C. with the Umbrella story breaking all over the planet. It turned out that Jack’s IT guys were making sure that every time ordinary Alex Mack took one of these ‘trips to Corcoran College’ there were airline tickets and a seat assignment and a hotel room and the whole deal, so that no one was going to be able to go back and find that Alex hadn’t really made those trips.




On the not-so-great side, Jack called to tell her that Terawatt was going to have to make a press statement about the Umbrella Corp mess, and it would probably be next week. In Davenport, Iowa. On a schoolday. Ugh.







It turned out that Louis was messing up one step on the pH conversions to hydrogen ion activity and back, so Alex got that cleared up for him in like half a study period, even if logarithms and anti-logarithms were not Louis’ strongpoint. And then Marsha gave Alex a hug, because exams were coming up really soon and she was worried about Louis’ chem grade.




On Thursday, there was good news. Well, mostly-good news. Willow called on the tPhone. “Guess wha-at?” she sing-songed. “Riley gets to go home tomorrow! Or at least get out of quarantine!”




“Is he all okay now?” Alex worried.




“Weeeeell… sort of.” Willow backpedaled, “Mostly. They decided he’s not contagious at all, and he doesn’t have any more viruses in his system, and he’s got nice anti-evil-virus antibodies zooming through his system, but his healing rate is still really high.”




“How high?” Alex wondered.




Willow stalled, “Umm, so high that Jack’s calling him Sabretooth when he talks with me. And Hank Marshall says they’re really worried Riley could get freaky auto-immune diseases or maybe cancers that spread insanely fast. Jack says Riley better not get cancer, because he’d have to start calling him Deadpool instead, and Jack wants to keep the wacky funster thing for himself, and I told him that was totally not of the funny, but you know how Jack is.”




Alex nodded, even though she was talking on the tPhone instead of Skyping. “Yeah, he hides all the worry and emotion stuff behind the jokes. Lots of guys do that.”




Willow went on, “And Jack sort of magically got Jill Valentine into the SRI by telling Top Banana that the SRI can keep an eye on her better that way. That, and she’s already got Delta Force training.”




“Who’s Top Banana?”




Willow explained, “Umm, you’ve heard Jack calling George Hammond ‘Big Cheese,’ right?”




“Well, yeah…”




“So Top Banana is Big Cheese’s boss, General Jackson. Remember him? These days, George pretty much answers to him, the Joint Chiefs, the Secretary of Defense and the Secretary of Homeland Security, and the President. That’s about it. Jack says it’s because we’re so awesome that we’re making the SRI and the HWAAA and the whole DHS look really good.”




Alex checked, “But we can still call Jack Pinkie Pie, right?”




Willow giggled, “I accidentally spilled, and Jack found out, and he pointed at me and said, ‘that’s Pinkamena Pie to you and anypony else!’ And he did the Pinkie Pie expression thing like he was leaning in from outside the frame. It was really funny.”




Alex hadn’t thought Jack would be a ‘My Little Pony’ kind of guy. Even if Jack was totally a closet cartoon nerd. Jack was probably embarrassed to go to something like San Diego Comic Con because then everyone would find out he was a huge comic book and cartoon and superhero and movie geek. And he could totally do cosplay if he didn’t want to be recognized. Maybe he could go as MacGyver, or as that doctor on those really old soap reruns Alex’s mom watched when she thought no one was looking. He kind of looked like those guys to start with, so it would be easy.




Willow got back on track, “So Jack’s gonna keep Riley on-site for a little while with the CDC guys and Lieutenant Marshall and Jill Valentine, just in case, because everyone’s totally with the freaking about people trying to create a zombie apocalypse. Even if they got the yuck in the HQ basement taken care of before it leaked, and they got the storm drain runoff sanitized and anti-virused, and there don’t seem to be any infected ooky things running around loose, and the National Guard’s working with the CDC and the National Park Service out around the Spencer Mansion, trapping animals and checking for t-virus exposure.”




“Well, at least that part’s going pretty good.”







And then, a couple hours later, Hermione called.




Alex looked at the Caller ID and grinned, “Hi, Hermione!”




But Hermione sounded kind of grumpy. “Hello, Tera. I wanted you to know we got the Ashford estate cleaned without any loss of life, even if they had scientists in an underground lab working on the things you warned me about, and the idiot scientists let everything loose in a rather stupid attempt to make a getaway.”




“What happened?”




Hermione sighed, “As Harry put it, there were mad scientist bits all over the bottom two levels. But Harry’s team had enough heavy weaponry to stop everything, and then we moved in CBW teams to scour the place and make sure there won’t be anything else getting infected. The teams in Spain lost eight people, three of them infectees they didn’t treat with the anti-viral soon enough, so that op was quite nasty. And I was in an APC running communications at the Ashford estates, so at least Ron didn’t fuss about my putting myself at risk again. So please thank your Colonel O’Neill for the tactical intelligence and the U.S.A.F. jet with the doses of anti-virus.”




“I can do that,” Alex said. “And you can Skype with me if you’d like.”




“Thank you,” Hermione replied. She suddenly sounded grumpier. “And that’s the other thing. Harry apparently told his team I know you personally and I can call you at the drop of a hat.”




“You can!” Alex insisted. “You totally can. I would love it if you just called to say hi and tell me how things were going.”




“Umm… thank you.” Hermione sounded really embarrassed. “Somehow, I thought you would be more like Terawatt in person, or more like Annie Farrell. And Harry and Ron both think you’re a miracle worker. I have no idea how you got one of the early Double Oh Sixes to put pressure on the SIS, but they’re letting Harry be. For now, at least. And it turned out that taking down the Ashfords put a serious crimp in the funding for the late Lord Deathstrike’s forces, and the way Umbrella stock is dropping is hurting them even more, so Harry thinks they’re going to be crippled for the next couple years. Ron says Drake is going to have to figure out how to work for a living. I don’t like Drake or his parents, but cracks like that are really not fair. But Ron and Drake have disliked each other since they were toddlers, and their families really dislike each other, so they don’t seem to be able to put any of this behind them.”




Alex told her, “Well, if there’s anything Terawatt can do, or the SRI, just let me know.”




Hermione paused and then said, “I just find it very odd that you’re willing to do all this for me — and Ron and Harry — because of… someone else.”




Alex insisted, “Someone else who just happens to be so much like you it’s scary, and who really helped me a lot. That told me all I needed to know about you. And you’ve proven yourself. You’re the reason we were able to save Rome and New York and Tokyo, not me. I might have helped with the monsters on Petrie’s Island, but I never would have gone through those files and realized that other labs were doing the same experiment. And if we had delayed even twenty-four or forty-eight hours, we might have lost at least one of those cities. Maybe all three.”




“I’m glad we’re not Skyping, because I’m blushing like… like a redheaded Wellesley right now.”







Jack made her do these one-hour-long Skype sessions with a DHS psychiatrist, and she might have said no, but he was just so worried about her. It was really… well it was really touching and it made her feel like crying. She had to put on her Terawatt uniform for the sessions, though. At least the psychiatrist didn’t think there was anything wrong with even a superheroine needing to talk about something as icky as that op had been.




But on Friday, Alex got to be plain old Alex. In fact she got to be plain old ‘just Ray’s girlfriend’ and go to his basketball game and scream like crazy even though she was there getting video footage, and it came down to a last-second play, and Ray brought the ball down the court and faked a pass to Jackson that was such a great fake the guy guarding Ray totally went for it, so Ray took the open shot from just outside the three-point circle and won the game by one point at the buzzer! Alex jumped and screamed and acted like a maniac with the rest of the school for like a minute.




How weird was it that she now looked forward to times when she could be plain old Alex? A few years ago, back when she really was plain old Alex, she would have done anything to be popular and famous and all that. Being in high demand just wasn’t as great as it sounded.




Then she ‘got’ to be super-studious Alex, because she needed to study all weekend because first term exams were coming up next week, and she wanted to keep her ‘A’ average. And she had to squeeze some trips in there, too.







The first trip was Saturday night. She really wanted to go out on a date with Ray, but instead she had to fly to the East Coast in an SR-71 to go see famous billionaire playboy Bruce Paine. Yeah, like anyone outside Team Terawatt would ever believe that. And no one inside Team Terawatt was going to give her any sympathy for having to miss out on a date with Ray for this. Not even Ray, which was totally not fair. Even Shar and Willow thought flying off to New York City in a Blackbird to visit Batman was cooler than going out on a date with Ray.




A little before seven, she changed into her uniform and flew south down the interstate at eight thousand feet, like the last time. The chopper that met her whisked her off to the Blackbird on the tarmac at Edwards, and she was taking off before eight. She bailed out over New York City shortly before nine her time, which was midnight East Coast time, and she used Willow’s GPS app to zero in on stately Paine Manor, as Jack kept calling it for some weird reason.




At midnight on the dot, she dove down from a thousand feet up, rang the front doorbell with her tk, puddled under the door, and waited inside for Alfred. Alfred appeared in a couple seconds, like he’d been lurking nearby for her to show up. He gave her a slight frown when he saw she was already inside.




She explained, “I figured it would be better just in case anyone had you under surveillance if I didn’t stand out on the front doorstep and be noticeable while I waited for you to let me in.”




He dryly said, “It does appear as if our security systems may need to be upgraded.” He turned and gestured for her to follow him. “This way, Ms. Terawatt.”




“Just Terawatt, please. Or Tera. And I’m sorry about the thing with the door,” she apologized. “You could just improve the ‘weatherstripping’ under the outside doors. And install blocks in the chimneys when you’re not using them and put really secure screens in the openings for your HVAC systems. Oh, and I can unlock your doors and windows from the outside with my tk, so you should make sure they’re all on a security system if they get opened even a fraction of an inch.”




He gave her a slightly raised eyebrow. “You are being remarkably helpful, considering.”




She shrugged, “Well, I am expecting to get something in return.”




He led her into a sitting room that was nicer than anything she’d seen in Paradise Valley, even in Libby’s house. Bruce Paine was standing by the fireplace in a super-expensive gray suit, while Julie was wearing a couture gown Alex would never be able to afford and sitting in an armchair that looked like it was probably a really expensive heirloom. Bruce casually asked, “And what would you be expecting in return?”




Okay so he heard that. Good. She wasn’t going to be surprised if he had cameras and mikes all over the mansion so he could run off to his secret Bat-lair to study everything she did, once she left. She smiled, “Isn’t it obvious? I want you to trust me enough that we can help each other, especially on this kind of stuff. Like how Alfred used to be Double Oh Six before he retired, and he applied a little pressure on some SIS types just because I asked if he would. I really owe you guys for that.”




Bruce carefully pointed out, “I thought that the SIS very specifically told your Colonel O’Neill they were not going to let him look at Alfred’s files.”




She smiled, because this time she got to be the great detective, even though other-Selina had bragged on other-Bruce’s detective skills. “They didn’t. I have other resources. I found out from a European source that a former 006 applied some pressure to help my friend Harry. The only person that could be, given the circumstances, is Mister Pennyworth. QED. And we should introduce the Batman to Harry. He had his parents murdered in front of him when he was one, and the psycho who did it was after Harry for years, while Harry was still in high school and the psycho was running a secret cabal inside the English espionage community.”




Bruce just had to show off his vast knowledge. “That would be the legendary Lord Deathstrike?”




She nodded. “And in case you ever need the intel, that was Thomas Arkeit Riddle, who was killed four or five years ago, even if his forces are still a problem for a chunk of the SIS over there.”




Bruce just said, “It seemed obvious.”




Julie asked him, “Why would it be obvious?”




So Alex told her, “He designed his codename so you can rearrange his full name to get ‘I am Lord Deathstrike’ which I thought was incredibly pretentious when I found out.”




Bruce nodded, “Exactly.”




She added, “And the Ashfords are part of the Deathstrike group’s money source, so the Umbrella disaster may cripple them financially for a few years.”




Bruce nodded again. “But they’re not the group’s only financial input.”




Alex said, “I don’t think I need to know the details on that, but if you could find a way to let Hermione Granger in the SIS data analysis section find out, I’d appreciate it.” She was really hoping he’d do it, and then he’d feel like Terawatt owed him a couple, so he’d stop sending her stuff that was too expensive.




But he moved on to the real reason she was there. “But you’re not here about that, or Umbrella. You’re here about my personal email account, which someone rooted through fairly recently.”




She told him, “We rooted through over a hundred people’s email accounts.”




He gave her a suspicious eyebrow. “A hundred? Not just one?”




Julie asked the other question. “And not a couple million?”




Alex insisted, “Over a hundred. And I think you probably already investigated the Breslynn Orphanage enough to know why we kept it that low.”




He growled in a half-Batman tone, “You already knew about the spike in mid-summer newborns turned over to the orphanage 25 to 31 years ago. The only way there could be a spike of exactly ten healthy newborns every year at the same time is if the babies were genetically selected or genetically engineered. And Howard R. Locke, the famous geneticist, was on the orphanage’s board of directors for those years.”




She carefully said, “It’s not your fault you’re smarter and stronger and faster and more driven than everyone else. You couldn’t do what you need to do if you weren’t. Because you’re not the only Orphan out there.”




“I take it you have a rather complete list of possibilities?” wondered Alfred.




Alex admitted, “We have a lot of names. Everyone in the target age group who was involved in the Umbrella mess is an Orphan, including virologist William Birkin, Alfred and Alexia Ashford, S.T.A.R.S. leader Albert Wesker, and a U.S. Representative and an Iowa state Senator and some bankers and stockbrokers and venture capitalists. S.T.A.R.S. Alpha Team member Jill Valentine is an Orphan too, but she’s on our side. Plus every age-25-to-31 politician Umbrella gave money to, including Glenn Howard.”




Bruce pointed out, “Who has been trying to sabotage you for nearly a year.”




She nodded. “Yeah, we figure he’s been in on it since before he started badmouthing me. And then there’s Poison Ivy and Selina Kyle Christakos, who in one particular alternate dimension are supervillains who are particular pains in your side. The other Selina was a reformed jewel thief named Catwoman who used razor-sharp claws and a whip, and probably some other stuff I just didn’t see.”




Julie asked, “And you’re giving us these details because…?”




Alex admitted, “Because our Batman could have used the details on that other Poison Ivy, so I figure it can’t hurt to supply him with details on the other Selina.”




Bruce said, “You’re too young to be part of the Orphan group, but Howard Locke was linked to a CIA project at the time of his supposed suicide, and his partner in that was Margaret K. Walsh. You and Action Girl and Klar are all about the right age to be products of that research.”




She couldn’t help grinning. He really was smart. And really stubborn. “Well, Action Girl is the right age. And she’s the only survivor of Project Galinka, which is seriously scrubbed from the CIA’s project databases, so I’m pretty impressed you found Locke and Walsh and their connection to it. You already know who I am and how old I am, so you know I’m not connected to that.”




He added, “And Klar is Grover Dunn, Jr. of Bloomington-Normal, Illinois. Given that his deceased father was a research biochemist, it’s likely that Grover took some of his father’s incomplete work and… adapted it rather creatively.”




Alex frowned, “And it turned out to have some drastic side effects, like being stuck invisible permanently, and not being able to see in the visible light spectrum.”




“Ahh,” Bruce paused. “I should have expected that. So he sees in… what? The infrared or the ultraviolet?”




Julie winced. “He’s invisible and he can’t turn back? And he’s nearly blind? How does he get around and not get run over by cars or whatever?”




Alex just said, “It’s more like he’s completely colorblind. Maybe you guys should invite him and his girlfriend up some time, so you can talk things over. After Action Girl used her grapple guns — by the way, she said ‘thank you very much’ and she’s trying to think of something to get you as a thank you present but she has about as much pocket money as your average teenager — Klar would probably be thrilled with some Paine Technology.”




“And what do you want?” he asked suspiciously.




She managed not to roll her eyes. Much. “You already know what I want. I want to stop these whackos from taking over the world and killing 99.99% of the rest of us so we’re not cluttering up their planet. Two years ago, my big life goal was getting through high school without getting found out and not having to do a lot of work. One year ago, my big life goal was stopping the supervillains Danielle Atron was sending to loot my hometown. Now I’m just thinking globally instead of locally. And I want you to help me instead of helping the other Orphans.”




He stared at her. “Oddly enough, I want to know that you really want me to help you save the world, and not merely be able to take it over for yourself.”




She glared back at him. What a jerkhead! After everything she’d done, she still had people acting like she was Doctor Doom instead of Reed Richards. Okay, she’d expected him to be paranoid, just not this paranoid.




Alfred cleared his throat slightly. “Perhaps it would be helpful if you two could establish some sort of intermediate position.”




She angrily waved her arms in the air. “I’d settle for any kind of position! I told you my secret identity! I got the world’s best hacker to help you decrypt data! I helped you with Falcone! What more am I supposed to do? Duct tape a bomb to my head so you can blow me up whenever you think I’m going all Ernst Stavro Blofeld?”




Alfred dryly pointed out, “The young lady does have a point, sir. She has been remarkably accommodating.”




She crossed her arms under her breasts. “And that’s another thing. I don’t need stuff like that Canon camera body — which was totally awesome and I couldn’t even send you a real thank-you card — just because you feel guilty and you think you owe me stuff. All I want is for you to keep being a superhero. That’s it. If you worked with me or other superheroes on major stuff once in a while, it would be great, but I can live without. I just want you to not go over to the Dark Side of the Force!”




She would have ranted a lot longer, but Julie laughed out loud.




Bruce took a slow breath. “I… have a hard time trusting people. You already know that. And just because your goals are noble now doesn’t mean they’ll remain that way in the future.”




“Well duh,” she snapped. “Are you going to quote Lord Acton at me next? Power corrupts, absolute power corrupts absolutely, and lightning power corrupts electrically. The only way you can be sure I don’t turn into Doctor Doom and take over the planet is to hang out with me and go on missions with me and rescue me if I ever go bonkers. And let me tell you, having powers from a biochemical that messes with people’s brain chemistry is not real reassuring. My mom is the nicest person in the world, and she does social work and helps people for a living, and she took a dose when Danielle Atron kidnapped her, and she totally went psycho. My dad had to stop her until they could get antidote into her. Well, whose genes do you think I’m working from here? Hers! I haven’t gone loopy yet, but what’s gonna happen to me in five years, or ten years, or fifty years, assuming I even live that long? And I nearly died last week. Again. I’m up against Danielle Atron and Maggie Walsh and all these Orphans and their whole secret international terrorist organization and its splinter cells and every monster they create. So what happens when I finally lose one of these battles? Who’s gonna step in and help Action Girl and Klar and Colonel O’Neill? I need people like you working with me!”




He growled, “I’m not really the ‘follow orders blindly’ type, and I don’t want to be your second-in-command on Team Terawatt…”




“The Justice League,” she interrupted. “Not Team Terawatt. I snitched the name from your superteam in that other dimension, where you’re one of the three big cheeses, alongside an alien who can take a tactical nuke off his face and an Amazon princess who can throw a tank and bounce bullets off her wrist bracelets.”




He bulled on, “But you’ll still rule the team, because you’re the recognizable name, and most of the supers are people you’ve recruited.”




She clenched her teeth in frustration. He was really good at making people cranky. “Well, maybe that’s true right now, but we only have a couple superheroes on the whole planet, and I don’t know if Tsurara can even leave Japan, given her condition.”




Bruce just gave her that lantern-jawed look. “Code name Tsurara, which means ‘icicle.’ Cold powers. The young woman who helped you against Gojira. The Japanese have been making a great deal about her in their newspapers. Needing constant heat sources to keep from freezing everything around her could make transport intricate, but it could be managed.”




She went on, “When there’s dozens, or hundreds, of superheroes, the fact that I rescued Action Girl and Klar won’t count for much. What will count is if I’m the only one out there saving the world, and people think you’re some weird half-bat thing that only comes out at night in Gotham.”




Bruce glowered. He really had an impressive glower. She ought to take notes or something. “The criminals won’t be afraid of me if they know I’m something ordinary.”




She disagreed, “No way, they’ll be a lot more afraid. I’ve seen the other you, remember? The other you can scare supervillains.”




“I do believe I am going to side with the young miss in this case, sir.”




“Me too, I think she’s right,” said Julie. “This is just what I was saying last week.”




Bruce gave the entire room a scowl. It was a really fierce scowl. Alex figured if Jack was here he would have made some snarky comment about that scowl peeling the expensive wallpaper off the walls.




Alex told him, “I’m not asking you to do anything different. Not right now, anyway. Just help me stop the Orphans. Let me know if you find any more of them. And when you find the ones already in the SRI, don’t be surprised, because you’re not the only Orphan who’s a goodguy. Oh, and make sure all your systems are ready for the next attack by P$ychon4ut. He’s not in jail in Texas, like Acid Burn thought. She and a bunch of other white hats put him away on non-computer charges, but someone spent a lot of money getting a substitute in the Texas state pen in his place. We think he’s in India, working for Khan Noonien Singh, who may be an Orphan too.”




Bruce frowned in thought. “The Singh family is an extremely powerful political family in India. If he’s part of that family, then he’ll be very difficult to deal with until he makes his first big move.”




Alex nodded. “Uh-huh. Unless he does something really stupid, which hasn’t been his M.O. so far. The American group screwed up massively, even if you figure some of their mistakes were due to someone hacking their computers and altering the DNA and RNA sequences they wanted to use. We’re assuming the main group or the India group put an Orphan in as a mole and tried to wipe out all of North America and also the Collective group that’s here too. I’m guessing, based on what happened with the virus, that it was whichever side has Maggie Walsh.”




Julie couldn’t help making a small “Eww!”







Once Terawatt left, Bruce rushed down to the cave to check all his security footage. He had installed a small Doppler radar system in one of the attics, but it wasn’t doing an effective job of tracking her while she was in that silvery morph. He wasn’t too surprised, just discouraged. Effective radar reception required a roughly perpendicular, reflective surface for the radar waves to bounce off and return to the receptors. So he was going to have to find some other way to track flyers.




He was most bothered by Terawatt’s facile acceptance that any Orphans within the SRI had to be trustworthy. He was going to have to look into that, even though the files would be difficult to come by.




But he was most interested in her news about P$ychon4ut. If that cracker was on the loose again, then Bruce’s entire corporation needed to improve computer security. And if Acid Burn was one of the women who had helped put him away, then that definitely narrowed down the search for her.




He pulled up some files on P$ychon4ut and found what he was searching for. There were only three women in the entire list, and he could rule out two based on speech patterns. On the other hand… Willow Rosenberg, twenty-five and a life-long Cali girl. Bingo.




Then he pulled up a bio on her and realized something troubling. Willow Rosenberg. Extremely intelligent. Obviously dynamic and an effective CEO, which was an extremely rare combination with her level of programming skill. Obviously very attractive. Obviously adopted, given that photo of her with her parents. Age: twenty-five with a birthday that nearly matched his. Damn.




Did Terawatt realize that her computer hacker was yet another Orphan? And Rosenberg was supposedly dating Colonel Jack O’Neill, a man nearly twenty years her senior, when someone with her looks and money could be dating anyone. Was she a spy for these Orphans?




Willow… and Rosenberg… and bright red hair… Salix. And 680 nanometers in the E-M spectrum. He now had the identity of the infamous cracker S4l1x680. She must have started hacking international networks when she was eleven or twelve. And his IT groups were using Red Tree Software for several layers in their network security. No wonder Acid Burn had been able to waltz in through the corporate firewall and make herself at home.




Was Terawatt working with S4l1x680, or for her, or could it be the other way around? If Acid Burn was a part of The Collective, did Terawatt even realize she was being played? Could he even contact Terawatt without Acid Burn eavesdropping in on everything he had to say? And what if Terawatt was establishing her own group of Orphans and wanted him to help her pave the way for her own world takeover?




He needed to think this one over and make plans.




His computer beeped to signal a private email. What was Julie doing sending him email when she could walk downstairs…




It was Terawatt’s hacker Acid Burn. Who was really Willow Rosenberg. And she was already penetrating his systems like he had no network security whatsoever.




He opened the email in a code editor instead of his email program, just in case. Then he winced slightly. The six email headers except the last two were all obviously spoofed, and each had one capital word embedded just for him. The capital words, put together, read:




YOU ARE WAY TOO SUSPICIOUS BRUCE




Obviously, he wasn’t suspicious enough. He needed additional protections on his email servers. It would be really helpful if the papers he had researched on the subject hadn’t been co-authored or else reviewed by one Willow Rosenberg. He read over the email.




So I know you don’t trust us at all, which is really a shame because Alex is the nicest person ever. I bet you weren’t even nice to her. The next time, at least offer her a diet coke with ice. I hope Julie told you that you were being a jerk. Maybe Mister Pennyworth did, since I bet he’s the coolest butler ever. Alex probably didn’t tell you that I’m one of these Orphans, but I am, and she knows it. When I got that email from KOBO and I realized what it meant, I cried for maybe twenty minutes. Since you don’t trust us, let me tell you who else — besides me — you can be insanely suspicious of.




And that was followed by a list of five members of the SRI, with details on each of them, including that S.T.A.R.S. officer Valentine, who had changed job titles suspiciously quickly. As if he could assume these were really the SRI Orphans, or even a complete list of them.




And I bet you won’t trust this list, so call Jack and talk to him about it. Expect to get snarked at, Mister Untrusting.




He gritted his teeth. He needed to find a way to get ahead of these people, even though they knew things about him that he might not know himself, or that might not come to pass for several years. How did you defend yourself against knowledge given to others by a near-duplicate of yourself from another dimension?




And he would start by checking that the people on Rosenberg’s list really did have the qualifications to be some of these Orphans. Just because they knew he was untrusting didn’t mean he was going to let them lure him into mistakes in the opposite direction.







Alex had no trouble getting home. She used Willow’s GPS app on the tPhone to get to the Blackbird at the Air Force base, and then she was back in Paradise Valley an hour after that. She flew into her house just before eleven.




Her mom and dad were watching tv, with her mom on the exercise bike. Her dad smiled, “Shar wanted to wait up for you, but we told her she had to get in bed.”




Alex flew into her bedroom and changed into her regular clothes. Shar opened her eyes wide and grinned, “I got in the bed like I promised!” She held up the Pikachu plushie. “But Piki needs a good night kiss.”




Alex grinned and floated over. She gave Piki a big kiss on the head. “Mwah!”




Shar smiled sleepily. “Piki says ‘Pika pikapi pika peeeeeka!’ That means goodnight an’ I love you.” She snuggled in with Piki the Pikachu, and was asleep before Alex even had her calc book out.




152. Buffy the Sapphire Arrayer



On Sunday, after church, Alex got in several more hours of study, which really didn’t sound as much fun as being outside with Shar and her dad, even if they were doing some yardwork.




Then Jo Lupo drove up. Since they weren’t using Camp Atron until Jack was sure the NID had been removed — Jack had said ‘exterminated’ like they were cockroaches — Jo was flying into Edwards Air Force Base and driving up in a car with its GPS signal disabled. They had a great kung fu lesson, and then Jo sent Shar and Alex’s folks in for clean-up. Jo gave Alex another hour’s training in Kenpo and MCMAP, which was really awesome. And Alex didn’t have any qualms about using her tk to block Jo’s strikes or to fly off when Jo showed her a judo throw, because Jo wasn’t holding back all that much, and she was really strong and really fast.




Alex showered and joined everyone for dinner. Then she changed into her Terawatt uniform and rode with Jo down toward the air force base. Okay, she removed the wig and wigcap and plastic ‘makeup’ so she was just a girl wearing a white top and sitting in a car with tinted windows.




Alex asked, “So how are you doing? I mean, with the Orphan thing and all?”




Jo sighed, “Okay.”




Alex pushed, “Just okay? Not good, not bad, just okay? I worry about you. And Riley too.”




Jo smiled slightly. “Just okay. It’s harder than I thought dealing with being a genetically-engineered freak, instead of who I was proud to be. I thought I was the hardest-working, toughest, most dedicated Army officer on the planet. Someone who could be the roughest, toughest soldier around, even if she was only a 5’7” girl, just because she worked that goddamn hard, and she trained more than anyone else, and she wanted it more. My family was so proud of me…”




Alex insisted, “And they should be! You’re awesome!”




Jo’s smile faded away. “But it’s not because of my training and pushing myself so damn hard. It’s because I’m a superpowered… thing.” She glanced over to look at Alex for a second. “You do realize my career is over, don’t you?”




Alex frowned, “No way! Jack’s not gonna let people dump on you, and Graham’s not gonna treat you like a monster… And I know Sergeant Carlson’s not gonna act all weird around you.”




Jo told her, “The guys in the SRI have been… amazing. I always expected to get the usual ‘she’s just some dumb bitch’ prejudice I ran into all the time before, but the SRI is… unique. Because of the colonel, mostly. Still, as soon as they promote O’Neill to general and move him upstairs, the new director of the SRI will find a way to shitcan me and Finn and Carlson, because we’re threats. Some regular officer REMF will look at us and see people who can do a job but are going to be potential security risks and might make him look bad in his annual reviews. The colonel doesn’t give a shit about that, but he’s not interested in promotions and bigger tasks. And there’s no way anyone above General Hammond is going to let me get promoted, ever again. I’m an Orphan. I’m the things we’re fighting! If O’Neill ever gets killed on one of our ops, Finn and Carlson and I will probably end up in Guantanamo for the rest of our lives. Or some kind of Walsh-like research lab.”




Alex gritted her teeth. “I won’t let that happen. I may be just some dumb teenager, but I’ve got pull now, and I’m not afraid to use it. I can get you guys safe jobs in the E.U., or Japan, or maybe even Russia. And anybody who can’t see how great you are, and how patriotic you are… well, they’re jerkheads who don’t deserve to get to work with you.”




Jo didn’t say anything. She just looked at the road and drove. But Alex was pretty sure there might have been a little sniffle in there somewhere.




After about five minutes, Jo finally said, “Thanks. I doubt people tell you this enough, but you’re an amazing person. And Time magazine was a bunch of dickheads for not selecting Terawatt as their Person of the Year.”




Alex blushed for a long time.




They chatted for the rest of the drive about how Team Two was treating Jo and Sergeant Carlson, and how smart Lieutenant Marshall was, and stuff like that. And things like how Jo couldn’t find a guy she liked who lasted past Date One, because as soon as she let guys see who she really was, they were out of there. It was bad enough that most guys just automatically assumed that she was a dyke just because she was a really tough soldier.




And then there was a helicopter waiting for her, over by Jo’s Cessna. Alex gave Jo a hug and flew over to her ride. It was one of the pilots she didn’t know, but that was okay. She was just going down to L.A. and back.




It took hardly any time before Alex was bailing out over one of the nice sections of Los Angeles and flying in on Buffy Summers’ house. Alex knew from Willow that Buffy was going to be alone. Her boyfriend Fred was on the East Coast doing some football promotion thing connected with the Superbowl. Her BFF was in Europe with a new Significant Other. And Buffy tweeted way too much about her life if you wanted to stalk her or something, so Willow pretty much had Buffy’s schedule to the minute.




And Willow had gone through Buffy’s private email accounts, so they knew Buffy had just gotten that email supposedly from the Kids Of Breslynn Orphanage just in the last couple weeks, and she hadn’t yet used the dummy reply-to address listed in it, even if it really went to a dead drop at an email anonymizer in Thailand.




Alex dropped in. Buffy was just sitting outside at the pool area under a fancy covered area, and she was sitting on a fancy lounge chair in just blue satin pajamas and a fancy necklace, watching a huge tv and looking miserably unhappy and drinking something that looked like cranberry juice but was in a big martini glass so Alex was guessing there was lots of alcohol in there. There was a rolling bar not twenty feet from the lounge chair, and there was a big metal pitcher on it. Alex was guessing it wasn’t anything good for you, either. 




She dropped in and floated a couple feet above the pool. “Buffy Summers? I am Terawatt. Do you have a few minutes?”




Buffy took another big swallow of her drink and checked, “So, you’re totally not here for an autograph or anything, right? Because that would be like… lame.”




Alex made herself not smile. “You don’t have to pretend. I know about the email you got. I know about the Kids Of Breslynn Orphanage. I know you’re stronger and faster than anyone around you.” Buffy stopped and gave Alex a confused expression, so Alex added, “And I know you’re a lot smarter than you pretend.”




Buffy really scowled at that. “Look, you can go tell whoever you work for that I’m not playing. I don’t know what the game is, but if it’s king of the hill, I’ll just stay down at the bottom over by the bartender.” She took another swig.




Alex asked, “Can you even get drunk?”




Buffy sighed miserably, “Well, I’m not a cheap date. I can drink most guys under the table, but they really don’t like that, so I just do the pretend-y thing and act all with the giggly and the wobbly. They’re good with that.”




Alex said, “We just wanted to find out your position on being… who you are.”




Buffy snapped, “You mean what I am? I’m a freak! I ruin everything I touch! My life already sucks beyond the telling a lot of the time, I don’t want to be some Chosen One who has to get yanked into this insano take-over-the-world dealie! You have no idea what I’m like!”




Alex softly said, “I know a lot more about you than you think.”




Buffy snarled, “Do you know I ruined my folks’ marriage because of my stupid abilities? I shouldn’t have ever told them. It just…” She took a shuddering breath. “I just wish I was normal, you know? Not that I ever was. Not even when I was little. I spent my whole life being Not So Smart Chick so I could be daddy’s little princess and the most popular girl in school. I spent my whole life as a figure skater trying to tone it down so I was just the same as the other top skaters at my level, just so people didn’t think I was Steroid Lass. When I finally told my folks about my abilities, Dad thought I was lying and I was really using some kind of illegal drug or some freaky sports supplement, and he was all worried it would make him look bad at the law firm. Mom said she believed me, but she still checked in my room pretty thoroughly now and then, just in case. It was like living with the IOC and getting random drug tests all year long. My jerkass dad never did trust me again. I don’t think my mom really did either, even if she pretended things between us weren’t horrible. My dad even tried to get me investigated by the IOC and the USOC. Okay, there was like nothing to find, but after that no one really top-notch wanted to train someone like me if I was probably going to get caught doing illegal sports drugs before I ever won a world medal. Given the level I was at, that pretty much killed my skating career. At least no one in cheerleading ever accused me of that kind of crap.”




Alex suggested, “But you could do so much more with your life than what you’re doing now. You have potential.”




Buffy frowned, “Like what? Sportscaster for women’s sports? Not much of a market there.” She downed the rest of her drink and got up to get another. She glanced over at Alex. “Cosmopolitan?”




“No thank you.”




“Oh God, you’re like some stick-up-her-ass cartoon superhero!”




Alex fibbed a little. “I can’t drink alcohol. Lots of organic chemicals have really unpleasant side effects on me because of the biochemical that gave me my powers.”




“Well, that sounds totally sucky. I’d be with the wacky if I couldn’t bury it all with a dozen mojitos or something.” She poured herself another glass full of the cranberry-colored drink and took a huge swig. “Look, I’m not with the world-saveage. Or the world-ruinage either. I just want to be popular and have a nice reality show and a nice husband and the whole two-point-four-kids thing. And some really great Manolo Blahniks. Is that really so much to ask? This whole super-stuff deal is gonna ruin everything. You don’t know Freddie. He’s insano with the competitive. If he’s not the starting QB, he’s grumpy. If he’s not the better QB by the end of the game, he’s grumpy. If he’s the better QB but his defense chokes and the other team wins, he’s grumpy. He’d go postal if he found out I could throw a football farther than he can, or I’m secretly better at videogames than he is, or any of this stuff I can do.” Tears began to stream down her face. “I could so totally lose him over this. And now I’ve got you swooping in like a big Susan-Storm-shaped headache, making everything totally worse.”




Alex gently said, “I don’t have to come back again, unless you want me to.” She handed Buffy a business card that had the SRI’s email drop and phone numbers. “If you need help, just call. They can get me. And if you get any more emails from the badguys, just forward them to that email address. Okay?”




“Sure. Whatever you say.” But there was a flat hopelessness in Buffy’s voice.




Alex tried once more. “I really can help you. Honest. It’s what I do.”




She lifted off and flew up into the night. Buffy just stood outside by her pool, watching until she lost sight of Alex’s form.




Then Alex did what Jack wanted, which Alex totally didn’t like. She went silvery, flew around behind Buffy, and flew back down where no one could see her. Then she spied on Buffy. Who stopped standing straight and looking okay.




Buffy’s shoulders slumped. She trudged over to her bar, picked up her empty glass, and stared at it. After long seconds, she threw it against the wall, where it shattered like she’d fired it out of a gun. She picked up the pitcher of Cosmopolitans and drank out of it until cranberry-colored liquid was spilling down the front of her satin pajamas. Then she slumped gracelessly onto her butt on the floor and just wept for a long time.




Alex had to remind herself this wasn’t her Buffy. This wasn’t a woman who had been honed into a weapon through years and years of deadly confrontations and fights to save the world. This wasn’t a woman who had died to stop an apocalypse. This wasn’t a woman who had gone through years of soul-searching to come to grips with her life.




This Buffy was more like the way other-Buffy was right after she had told her parents the truth, and hadn’t been believed. She was more like the emotionally helpless Buffy who didn’t know what to do when daddy stopped doting on daddy’s little princess.




Alex didn’t know what to do. She wanted to help, and she didn’t know how. She stewed about it the whole way to the chopper, and most of the way home, until she had an idea.




When she bailed out of the chopper about forty miles south of Paradise Valley, she dropped down to a couple thousand feet and popped her tPhone out of her morph.




“Burn? I need some advice. I did the chat with ‘Hollywood’ and she’s an emotional wreck, and I don’t know what to do to help her.”




“You’re asking me for advice about Buffy Summers? The slutty reality-tv bimbo?”




Alex fussed, “Come on, you know that’s not really the real Buffy, anymore than the nerdy programmer is the real you.”




Acid Burn complained, “Hey! That is the real me! I am a nerd! And a programmer!”




Alex wasn’t going to let her get away with that. “You know that’s only a teeny portion of you. You’re also a dynamic CEO and a world-saving superheroine and the world’s most dangerous cracker and a sexy girlfriend to a super-agent Air Force flyboy and an awesome friend and the world’s best auntie and you have superpowers too! And Buffy could be like that, but she doesn’t know how!”




There was a long pause. “You want me to be a mentor to her? Tera, she’s like every girl who was ever hateful to me in school. She’s like a blonde Cordelia Chase, only not as tall!”




Alex asked carefully, “And what about Libby? She’s like a Cordelia-in-training, isn’t she?”




“No! I like Libby! She’s… Okay, if I’d gone to school with you, she would’ve been really mean to me, but… We’re friends. But you just want me to be friends with Buffy Summers because other-me is BFFs with other-Buffy.”




Alex insisted, “No, I want you and me both to be friends with this Buffy because I think this Buffy desperately needs real friends. She was all alone and so miserable it just made me want to cry.”




“Well, call CEO Willow Rosenberg on Alex’s phone and set up that meet, and then maybe we’ll talk about it. A little.”




Alex hung up, but she kept stewing about Buffy as she flew into the creek and through the pipes to her garage. Buffy could use a better boyfriend, too. Her Freddie sounded kind of jerky, even for a pro football star. Not that you fell for a guy because of his score on the Jerkiness Scale. Alex Mack had sure fallen for a guy who turned out to be a real jerkhead. Even if Hunter had been a great guy, and Ray was pretty much perfect as far as she was concerned.







And then Monday was the start of fall-term final exam week, even if the exams were all on Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday, so Monday and Tuesday were review days. Oh joy. Okay, she was really sure she was ready for all of her exams and she already had her final lit paper of the term turned in, but still she wanted to do mega-well.




When she got home that afternoon, she made sure to use the house phone to call Willow. “Hello? Ms. Rosenberg?”




“Yes, this is Willow Rosenberg. Who is this?”




Alex pretended she was really nervous and she didn’t know Willow. “Umm, this is A.L. Mack? Alex Mack? We talked before, and I did those initial pictures you wanted to see. Can we schedule some time next week when I can come up and shadow you through a day or two, and get some high-quality photography?”




“Right. I looked at your work, and I have to admit I was really impressed. So we’re on. Next week I have a meeting with some other industry people on Tuesday, and I have to fly to Washington, D.C. to meet with some DHS types on Thursday. Do you want to shadow me on one of those days?”




Alex asked, “Umm, could I come up Monday night and shadow you for the whole three days? I mean, I know days where you’re just programming and sitting in meetings aren’t supposed to be exciting, but it would give me the chance to capture the real you.”




“I don’t see why we can’t make that work. You won’t be missing school, will you?”




Alex tried to sound really uncomfortable. “Umm, no ma’am. I have all of next week off because it’s in between terms. If that’s okay with you.”




“That sounds just fine. I’ll expect you Monday night between ten and eleven. Try not to be late.”




Alex made a gulping sound like she was shaking in her boots, not that she was wearing boots right then. “Yes ma’am. I won’t be late.”




“And don’t call me ma’am anymore. You can call me Ms. Rosenberg. In private, you can call me Willow. But not ma’am. It makes me sound really old.”




Alex tried to keep up the nervous tone. “Okay, m- I mean Ms. Rosenberg. Thank you so much!”




“Some really professional photos will be thanks enough. Good afternoon, Miss Mack.”




Alex hung up and smiled. She thought that sounded just the way she wanted. Acting over a phone wasn’t nearly as hard as acting in front of someone, when they could watch your facial expressions and your gestures and your body language. And in some people’s cases, they could probably smell whether you were really afraid or nervous or not. Or just know it. She was glad she didn’t have to fool a panel made up of Jack, Hanna, and Shar if she had to be right in front of them.







Then she had to be ready for Tuesday morning, because she had classes and Terawatt had a press conference in Davenport. But Jack had it all planned out, and sneakiness was Jack’s middle name.




Well no, it wasn’t, but it should be. She could see it now. “Willow Rosenberg, do you take this man, Jonathan Sneakiness O’Neill, to be your lawful wedded husband…” That would be awesomely hilarious, and the best prank on Jack ever.




The press conference in Davenport was scheduled for eight a.m., but that was Davenport, Iowa time. That meant that Alex had to be up mega-early Tuesday morning, so she could fly down toward Edwards Air Force Base at four in the morning, and meet up with the chopper less than half an hour after that, so she was flying off a hair after five in the Blackbird. That meant that she was bailing out of the Blackbird way before six her time, which was eight Davenport time. So she flew down in silvery form to where her GPS app on her tPhone was telling her to go. She ended up landing on top of the Davenport City Hall, where Lieutenant Marshall was patiently waiting for her.




“Hey, Terawatt. Can I call you Tera, like Captain Miller does?”




“Sure, Lieutenant Marshall. That’s fine with me.”




“Umm, just Hank is okay. I mean, you call the captain ‘Graham,’ and you call our 2IC ‘Jo,’ and you call the colonel ‘Jack.’ So if you want to call me Hank, that’s great.”




She grinned, “Okay, Hank. What do I need to know?”




He smiled back. “At eight, the major will signal us. You just fly down and hover behind him and Officer Valentine. I think the colonel’s trying to get her old Delta Force rank reinstated, so she might turn into Lieutenant Valentine one of these days, but for now she’s plain old Officer Valentine. Anyway, you fly down in one of your big, impressive displays and hover behind them, then you let Officer Valentine give the press announcement and Major Finn do the Q & A afterward, and if the press asks you any questions, you answer. Then, when she says it’s over, you take off again. Acid Burn will have a vector for you to fly to where they’ve got the Blackbird getting refueled, and it whisks you back home. Any questions?”




She thought for a moment, and remembered how her trip to the White House went. “Any chance someone will ask a really hostile question, or something totally off the wall?”




He rolled his eyes a little. “These are reporters. There’s always the chance one of them will ask something incredibly stupid or incredibly irrelevant or incredibly hostile. And then they’ll act like it’s your fault if it bugs you. There are people who have made an entire career off of ‘ambush journalism.’ Just let the major handle everything you don’t want to take.”




That sounded simple, but she figured it wouldn’t turn out that simple. She just took deep breaths and told herself not to get upset when some jerkhead asked her why she hated Glenn Howard or why she was picking on those poor, misunderstood zombies. All she needed was some nutbar ‘representing’ some made-up Zombie Support Group or trying to launch a class action lawsuit against people ‘mistreating’ zombies.




So, when they got the signal over their earjacks, Alex flew behind the building and then came soaring out around it to the press conference on the front steps. She was in Iron Giant position on her stomach with her fists out in front, and she was arcing lightning between her hands, so she was really showy.




Riley and Jill were standing behind matching podiums high up on the steps, and each of them had a mike on their podium. Alex didn’t and she hoped that meant she wasn’t going to have to say anything. She floated half a foot above her step, which was a couple steps behind Riley and Jill’s step, so she looked a lot taller than she really was.




At the bottom of the steps, behind a barrier, were about two or three hundred reporters and photographers and videographers. Behind them were a dozen of the really serious news cameras mounted on huge tripods atop solid bases. Most of them were cabled directly to big newsvans with satellite dishes for live telecasting.




Alex floated there, trying to look like she knew what she was doing, while Jill gave a really nice news release. Someone had spent some time cutting it down to sound bites that would be all over the news for the rest of the week. But the bottom line was simple. And gross. Umbrella tried to unleash a zombie apocalypse on America. Umbrella experimented on live people against their will. Umbrella had people locked up in cells so they could torture them and experiment on them. Umbrella created monsters with help from Maggie Walsh, America’s Most Wanted. Umbrella higher-ups knew what was going on. Umbrella paid bribes to people like police chief Irons. Umbrella paid out millions in illegal campaign funds. Umbrella higher-ups were being arrested and would go on trial. Umbrella was doing equally nasty experiments on people and animals in Europe, so this was international terrorism.




Then the questions started flying. Riley was really good at the ‘calm spokesman’ role, and he did a great job of answering them. Most of them were along the lines of ‘how do you know so-and-so was involved’ or ‘how safe is Iowa now’ or ‘what should people do if they fear some of these things are loose in their neighborhood’ kinds of questions. Riley had good answers for all of them, especially the ones about who was involved because he had copies of some of the mega-creepy emails these jerkheads had sent to each other, courtesy of Lieutenant Bailey and Acid Burn, so he could read excerpts and people could be appalled at how creepy and jerky these jerkheads really were. And people seemed to like hearing that the government had really sound evidence to arrest the badguys and put them on trial.




When someone asked about all the video clips from security cameras and the copies of private Umbrella emails that were all over the internet, Riley said, “We had a computer forensics expert in the building at the time, and he was able to spot activity on the sysadmin logs before we had to evacuate the upper floors. Based on that, we are currently assuming that the infamous computer cracker P$ychon4ut is responsible. But it may merely be someone using one of his types of attacks.”




Alex made sure not to smile. But if P$ychon4ut was working for The Collective and some people in The Collective thought he might have created this press disaster for them, then some members of The Collective might get really mad at him and do something about it. That might even be really helpful for the SRI. It would definitely make Willow happy.




Then a guy yelled out, “Terawatt! Aren’t you ashamed being part of this government conspiracy against an upstanding family company?”




Boy, was that jerkhead asking for it.




Riley instantly replied in a ruthlessly calm tone, “And you sir, how much is Umbrella Corp paying you to spread defamations like that? Because even the ‘truthers’ know Umbrella committed heinous crimes and almost wiped out the Quad Cities with things out of a horror movie.”




“I’ll sue! I’ll sue you for that, you asshole!”




Riley stared down at the guy. “First, you’d have to prove I defamed you, and I doubt you’ll be able to find anyone who believes that, given the slanders you just said. You should be ashamed of yourself for aiding and abetting a company that has committed more murders than the worst serial killer in American history. A company that kidnapped innocent people and tortured them, then exposed them to a virus that destroyed their minds and bodies. I saw what was left of these people, and I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy. I saw an Umbrella employee gloating about the company and its victims, just before he tried to kill me. I saw clear evidence that these people have been working with Margaret K. Walsh, America’s Most Wanted. I saw a scrapbook an Umbrella employee up at the mansion was keeping, and it was full of news articles on the vicious killings around the mansion, and he knew what was really eating those poor hikers, and rather than going to the police, he was keeping a scrapbook so he could enjoy it! And why did they torture and kill all these people? Just so they could more easily kill hundreds of millions of Americans! These people make Danielle Atron look like a saint!”




Alex would have thought Riley was getting really upset, but at the same time he had one hand behind his back and he was signaling her. It was ‘optional advance.’ ‘Move up if you see an opportunity.’




She tapped him on his hand with her tk, and she floated forward. Jill lifted her podium mike up so Alex would be heard.




Alex glared at the guy. “You are a disgrace to the fine career of journalism. I sincerely hope you are merely stupid and ill-informed, and not actively aiding and abetting a cabal of mass murderers and traitors to this country. I saw what was in the Spencer mansion. I saw the secret labs hidden under it, and under the Umbrella headquarters building. I saw the horrors that Umbrella employees were perpetrating on helpless people. I saw that they lured the Alpha and Bravo teams of S.T.A.R.S. to the Spencer Mansion just so they could watch how well their monsters could mangle and murder trained police officers and soldiers. I saw giant spiders and giant snakes and horrific hybrids that were clear evidence they were employing Maggie Walsh to design new and more gruesome creations. The people behind Umbrella planned to wipe out the human population of this planet so they could rule over a few hundred thousand human or half-human slaves, and you are supporting them. I would never be part of a government conspiracy, and I saw really brave men and women risking their lives to stop this threat. You disgust me.” She turned and jetted up into the air.




She was a couple thousand feet up when her earjack buzzed. “Marshall to Terawatt. Well done! Valentine’s chewing the guy’s ass off right now, and talking about how her friends died horribly because Umbrella is a pack of fiends who deserve to be put in prison until they rot. Oh man, she’s really going to town now. She’s talking about Enrico Marini and how he got turned into a monster while trying to defend the state he loved. Finn’s letting her rip that guy apart. Okay, only verbally, because she really looks like she’d like to jump down those stairs and chop the guy into little pieces with a couple smatchets.”




Hank Marshall gave her a play-by-play of the rest of the press conference while she flew back toward the Blackbird, until she got too far away for the comm system. Then she followed Willow’s app to the SR-71 and got flown home. She bailed out at forty thousand feet when the jet was eighty miles south of Paradise Valley and going at maybe six hundred miles an hour. She stayed silvery and didn’t deliberately try to slow down, so she rocketed home in no time. She just had to slam on the brakes once she got close to home. She ended up zooming way past the storm runoff pipe she wanted to take, because she was still going so fast, and she had to stop and go back down the creek to her pipe.




It was only 7:35 on the house clocks, so she had plenty of time to change clothes and fix her hair and drive off to school. And then, after all that, school was just… school. Ms. Walters spent most of the class reviewing ‘important’ works they had covered, and fussing at the people who hadn’t gotten their term papers in yet. Mrs. McGurty spent the whole class reviewing important formulas they had covered in integral and differential calculus, and tying things together to try and make things make more sense.




At least lunch was good. Alex had two big roast beef sandwiches on hamburger buns that her mom had made for her. And her mom had forgotten the sliced onions, which Jack would have remembered, but on the other hand it meant Alex could kiss Ray later without hitting him with horrible bad breath. And the fruit salad in the lunch line looked really fresh and tasty, so Alex had a little bowl, along with a slice of the chocolate pie which had fake whipped cream on top instead of real whipped cream. Ever since her grandma made real whipped cream at Thanksgiving with some sugar and real vanilla added, Alex could taste the difference between really good whipped cream and fake whipped cream.




And everyone in the lunchroom was talking about the Umbrella thing and the big speech Terawatt gave in Iowa earlier.




Ray looked at her and smiled, “Must be nice to be a superheroine flying all over the world and talking to reporters when she wants.”




Louis snarked, “Except she has to go to Iowa.”




Alex just shrugged. “I’d think it would get really boring spending hours flying from one place to another. And some press people are really nice, but some are jerkheads.”




“I’ll say!” Louis had part of the press release downloaded already, and he showed Riley and Terawatt and Jill chewing out that creepy jerkhead guy who probably wasn’t even a real reporter, just a paid flack for Umbrella.




And the whole thing was also a great ploy, because everyone in the school knew Alex was in school that day, and Terawatt was in Iowa.




Then the exams went really well. Each day was split into a morning exam and an afternoon exam, so the teachers could give a two or three hour exam if they wanted. Wednesday was periods one and two, Thursday was periods three and four, and Friday was periods five and six. That meant she had American Lit on Wednesday morning and then had the afternoon off. And there was no way to do really well on that lit test unless you could write a really good essay in ten or fifteen minutes, because there were four big essays on top of a bunch of short answer and fill-in-the-blank questions. Alex did the short stuff first so she’d know just how much time she could spend on the essays. She even got a chance to work in one of the real zingers from that Thomas Morton essay.




On Wednesday night, Ray had another basketball game, and they won easily, and Ray had a triple double because the other team was trying so hard to screen Tony and Heyward and Jerrold away from rebounds that the lane was practically wide open for a fast guard who could jump really high and didn’t mind crashing into bigger, slower guys who were also going for the rebounds.




Then Thursday was the two-exams-in-one-day thing. Calc in the morning, which went really well, partly because almost all the story problems were just like some of the even-numbered problems in the textbook that Mrs. McGurty hadn’t assigned but Alex had worked anyway. So she knew how to do them and didn’t have to stare at them and be totally confused for a huge chunk of time. Spanish in the afternoon, which included Señora Martinez reading some quotes in Spanish, and some of them you had to translate properly into English, and some of them you had to write about them in Spanish and tell what book they came from and why they were important. Okay, they hadn’t read that many things in Spanish class and Alex had read all of them like she was supposed to, so she was pretty sure about three of the quotes, and she could guess on the one quote she totally didn’t recognize at all.




Then Friday morning was the chem exam, which was totally like the homework assignments so it wasn’t bad. And Wade said he’d be happy to have her as his lab partner next term too, because he liked getting top grades on his labs without having to spend a whole night after the lab just writing stuff up. And Mr. Hooper gave her a big smile when she turned her test in.




And then Mrs. Walters saw her in the hall and said, “Alex! That was such a good exam. Even if I had to go look up one of your references. That kind of extra hard work will really help you in college.”




Alex just sort of smiled about that for the rest of the day.




And then Ray had another great game that evening. The other team was sticking with a man-to-man defense no matter what, which Alex thought was a really dumb idea unless you knew all your team were better defenders than the other team’s shooters. Which they totally weren’t. The guys on Tony and Jackson and Jerrold were really good defenders, but Ray totally smoked every guy they put on him, and Heyward just out-muscled his defenders for open shots and rebounds no matter who they put on him, so Ray and Heyward scored just a ton of points and Heyward got a ton of rebounds, and the other team got trampled.




And Tony was pretty happy with the way his tests went, so he was pretty sure he wouldn’t be academically ineligible like he was so much of the previous year.




Ray was in a great mood when they went out on their date Saturday night, and since it was a party with most of the basketball team and their dates — or ‘us superstars and our hotties’ as Jackson insisted on saying — Alex ate a big dinner before they went over. She danced a ton with Ray and had a great time. And maybe she necked in the car with Ray for too long, but it was totally not fair that her mom embarrassed her by standing outside waiting for her when Ray dropped her off.





153. Interlude XXV



Maggie Walsh looked at the security monitor. The newcomers weren’t looking as smug and pristine as they had when they had announced they were cleaving from The Collective and forming their own bloc. Not only was the India bloc a serious headache, but they had set a bad example for other members.




The American bloc was virtually destroyed. The ones who had been exposed by Terawatt and the SRI and avoided arrest — and had survived — had finally made their way to the compound. She was looking at Ashford, Ross, and only three others.




Wesker and Birkin and Spencer — and everyone else in the mansion and the HQ who hadn’t already been zombified or mutated — were dead. All that research was lost. Billions of dollars of construction was utterly destroyed. Spencer’s entire family was under investigation, as was Kort’s and Prescott’s. Well, Spencer’s grandfather Oswell Spencer was even more corrupt and evil and disturbing than Spencer himself, so Maggie didn’t see that there was any big loss there. And the drastic demise of the American bloc had the Europeans and the rest of the Asians cooperating properly, so The Collective was nearly unified again. She just had to deal with the India bloc in a subtle but definitive fashion. But she had several ideas on that.




On the downside, Glenn Howard was now ruined as their anti-Terawatt propaganda outlet, despite all his pathetic desperation as he continued to fight it out in Nebraska — as if anyone would want to fight for an armpit like Omaha. The SRI had pinpointed virtually every Collective member in the armed forces or in government, although a lot of that was probably due to Umbrella’s illegal payments that someone had managed to expose. She made a mental note to have someone investigate the computer techs Jack O’Neill had hired. Another eight members in America were also under suspicion, thanks to some far too effective detective work from O’Neill’s people. Maggie was calculating that at least six of them would end up being arrested, at which point the remaining one or two would flee to her compound.




Fortunately, The Collective now had some very useful intelligence on what the SRI had worked out, so they knew that not everyone in North America was compromised. Besides the Collective members in the SRI, there were still around a dozen of The Collective left in North America, and they would have little choice but to adhere to The Collective’s wishes.




And the Lanzhou Lesson was still under way. It was too bad that Spencer’s bloc would get blamed for that too. She smiled ruthlessly.




154. Rosenberg, Incorporated



Alex was grinning like a loon. It was Monday evening, and she was packing to drive up and spend three days with Willow while she pretended to be A.L. Mack, picture-hound.




Okay, she really was A.L. Mack, and she really was kind of a geek about photography, and she really figured Jack had something cool in mind for her photos, so she was determined to do a great job. A mega-great job!




She had her gymbag, just in case. After all, she needed it way too often. And she’d needed it in San Diego, and when they went to Disneyland. So she was totally taking her gymbag with her.




She had the new camera bag her folks had given her for Christmas. It was like a flat backpack or frontpack, and it had padded compartments for everything she needed: her best camera bodies, four high-end lenses, her GoPro and her cheap still camera, and all the extra stuff you needed like filters and memory cards and cables and a few extra batteries and her special charger cable and a really good flash. Plus, the bag had an outside pocket that was the height and width of the whole bag, so she had her ‘dad-steadicam’ which was only an inch thick and smaller than a steering wheel. Also, sometimes you needed a large reflector, so she had one that was about four feet by four feet, but it was just silvered fabric with a wire sewn in around the edge, so it folded up into something that was pretty much a circle a foot across and maybe half an inch thick. And she had a couple square-panel halogen lights in a big front pocket.




Then she had a hanging bag too. If she needed to go with Willow to an important meeting or two, she needed to dress nicely. She had a pantsuit, and she had a nice pair of khakis with a good blouse. Plus ballet flats she could wear with either outfit, and undies. Her dopp kit was in the gymbag. Her makeup bag was in her purse. So she was good to go.




Well, she was going to be good to go as soon as she put ice and diet coke and a couple energy bars in her car cooler. And maybe some trail mix. And some of the cookies Shar baked with her the other day. And some apples her mom got in the store. And some cheesesticks.




It wasn’t her fault she had a hearty appetite.




And just in case, she had her sleeping bag and camping mattress and camping pillow in the car already, because Willow didn’t have a guest bedroom. Alex was figuring she was going to end up sleeping on the couch in Willow’s library room. And she had her bike on the bike rack on the back of the car just in case Willow wanted to go bicycling.




Crud, she needed her exercise stuff and her cross-trainers. She used her tk to pull those out of her closet and fold them up and tuck them in her gymbag with everything else. Well, the cross-trainers went into shoebags first, because they weren’t exactly Pinesol Fresh. The shoebags were the coolest thing ever, because her grandma had sewn her two sets as a really personal Christmas present, and they had sewn-in zippers so even if your shoes were dirty or had sand all over them, you could pop them in the bags, zip them closed, and toss them in with your good stuff and not have to worry about getting shoe-yuck all over everything.




Shar poked her head in the room again. “Are you really, really, really sure I can’t go too?”




Alex sighed, “I’m sorry honey, but you can’t go, and there’s no place for you to stay, and it’s all going to be grown-up stuff.”




“That’s what you said the last time.”




Alex nodded slowly. “And it’s still true. Tomorrow I follow Auntie Willow at a big computer-guy meeting where they’ll sit around all day and talk about computer stuff nobody else understands. Then the next day, I watch her program on a computer all day. Then the next day, I follow her when she goes to an important meeting with lots of generals and bureaucrats, and they’ll spend all day talking about computer security. Then I come home. And maybe, if we work this right, Willow will be able to visit us sometime in the future when we set up this whole ‘Willow becomes friends with A.L. Mack’ thing. Because right now, we’re pretty sure badguys are staking out her house and following her around, so she has to pretend she doesn’t even know us.”




“Are they badguys I can do firebending on?”




“I wish,” Alex muttered to herself. She carefully told Shar, “No. They’re mostly people who think they’re protecting America from badguys and from bad secret agents who run around doing bad stuff they do because no one is checking up on them. So plenty of them aren’t badguys at all. We know who about half a dozen of the badguys are, and we don’t know what the deal is with hundreds of the other guys. So I can’t even go punch them in the nose, because they might turn out to be goodguys who just didn’t know badguys were telling their boss what to do.”




“That sounds way complicated. Kari Strong always knows who the badguys are.”




Alex smiled, “Kari’s world is a lot simpler than ours, because it’s written for nine year olds. We have our own Baron von Kreep — in fact we have a lot of them — and we have our own stupid mayor types even if our city’s mayor is okay, and we have jerky girls, and we have our own Terrible Tony T, and we have our own dopey classmates and stuff. Plus monsters. But we have a lot more complicated things that just aren’t that easy to handle, like people who are sure they’re doing the right thing, only they’re not. And people who might be badguys but might be goodguys. And people like Azure Crush who might be turning from a supervillain into a superheroine but we just don’t know yet.”




“Can you be a superheroine if you’re always naked?”




Alex made herself not laugh. “Azure Crush isn’t always naked. In fact, I think she’s hardly ever naked anymore. And someday she may be really sorry she let those guys take those icky naked pictures of her, because what if she wants to have people take her seriously? Or what if someday she wants to have a husband and kids and stuff, and her kids go to school and other kids make fun of them because their mom once posed naked in magazines? It could be really embarrassing.”




Shar nodded eagerly. “Plus, icky nekkid pictures! Eww.”




Alex hugged her and said, “You be good for mom and dad while I’m gone, and see if you can figure out how to stop the monster before Kari does. And ‘set it on fire’ doesn’t count. Okay?”




“Okay.” Shar gave her the big pout and the sad eyes. “I’ll miss you while you’re gone. And I don’t get to do stuff with Auntie Willow either. It’s not fair.”




Alex told her, “Just be good, and if everything goes well, we’ll get to see Auntie Willow more after this.”




Alex wasn’t even out the door before Shar was already trying to talk Uncle George into letting her watch ‘The Iron Giant’ on the big tv.







Alex had an easy drive up to Willow’s place. There was still some heavy southbound traffic on the other side of the highway that might be ‘get out of work really late and rush home’ traffic, but Alex didn’t have to deal with any of that. She got to Willow’s neighborhood a little earlier than she had planned, so she parked her car on a nice, dark sidestreet half a mile away, and she went for a walk in a dark, park-like area. Okay, she totally wouldn’t have done something that stupid before she got superpowers, but now she was doing it just to make sure she wasn’t being watched. She climbed up in an evergreen tree, using her tk to make it super-easy, and once she was hidden in the needle-y branches, she went silvery and jetted straight up into the dark night sky.




Then she headed over to Willow’s house and began flying larger and larger circles around it, looking for snooping NID jerkheads and stuff like that. She found two suspicious-looking black SUVs, one on the block behind Willow’s house and one on the block facing the house. She flew down to the first van and listened for a minute before she was convinced it was empty.




She used her tk to unlock one of the back doors. Then she used her tk to hold the little doorframe button down when she opened the door, so the car didn’t know to turn on the inside lights.




It was definitely a mom car. There were diet sodas in the front trashbag and kid stuff in the back. Soccer shoes, and shinguards, and soccer socks that desperately needed to be washed. Empty bottles of Sunny D and juiceboxes and water bottles and a ton of fun-sized M&M wrappers. She thought the really ginormous bags ought to be the ones called fun-sized instead of the teensy-weensy bags that only had like six peanut M&Ms, but no one listened to her.




She snuck back out and went to the other car, which was a great big SUV with tinted windows.




Uh-oh. It wasn’t empty. The windows were so tinted she couldn’t look through the windows and see the streetlights on the other side of the car. But there was a guy inside moving around.




No, there were two guys. If she pressed her silvery form against the roof, she could hear them.




“This is the most boring fucking assignment on the planet. Watching a programmer program all day? The big news was when she went out and bought some fucking diet coke instead of the usual.”




“Ours not to question why—”




“Shut up, I don’t wanna hear that fucking quote again. She’s not just a nerd, she’s the most boring nerd on the planet. If she programmed in lingerie, at least we’d get to look at her.”




“What’re you complaining about? We got to see her when she went jogging. That was hot.”




“Once. One stinking time, because we’ve got the shit shift most of the time, because you couldn’t keep your mouth shut in front of Deakin.”




“That wasn’t my fault!”




“Yeah, yeah, you just keep tellin’ yourself that.”




“Prick.”




“Asshole.”




Oh crud, if they had cameras in Willow’s house, this trip was going to be so awful! She’d rather go get a motel somewhere than have these creeps trying to be Peeping Toms around her.




She used her tk and smacked one of the streetlights. It went out with a loud cracking noise.




One guy quietly opened a door and slipped out to take a look. She puddled in behind him and carefully checked out the inside of the SUV, making sure the second guy didn’t see her.




The back seats and everything had been yanked out so there was a driver’s seat with a shotgun seat, and then behind that there was just a big open area with tv monitors and stuff. They had four monitors turned on, one for each camera. But all the cameras were set up outside the house, looking in through windows. One monitor was on Willow’s computer room, and you could see Willow was working away on a computer. One was on the closed curtains of her bedroom. Eww! One was on the frosted glass of her master bathroom. Extra eww! One was looking into Willow’s kitchen because her kitchen curtains were open.




Alex ducked back out and flew over to Willow’s house. It took her like ten minutes to find all four cameras. Two were mounted on the back fence, but one was on the utility pole sort of in front of her house and a little off to the side, and one was on the second story roof of the house across the street.




These guys were such jerkheads. At least they didn’t have sound, except on Willow’s computer room. As far as Alex could tell from looking at the equipment, they had a little laser beam mounted on Willow’s back fence with a little sensor on top of it to catch whatever signals bounced back. She thought she’d read something once about catching the vibrations off glass using a laser and turning it into eavesdropping, so that was probably what this was.




She flew back to near her car, searched all around for anyone watching, and puddled in through the back right window, which she’d left open about an inch. Then she used her tPhone to send Willow a text: u r surveilled from outside w sound on yr computer rm. Then she called Graham.




“Miller here. What’s the situation?”




He sounded really worried, so she said, “Not a crisis. But the NID or someone just as creepy has Acid Burn under surveillance. Outside cams pointed at her computer room, her bedroom window, her bathroom window, and her kitchen window. And a laser sound detection system pointed at her computer room too. Can you call her up and announce that the DHS is doing security checks at a bunch of their important civilian cooperators and you’ll be there tomorrow? She’ll tell you she’s got something big going on, but you can still do the outside stuff, or you can re-schedule for Wednesday when she’ll be home.”




“So you suspect her landline is tapped as well?”




She admitted, “Umm, I didn’t think about that just now, but we’ve been pretending it is when we did the set-up for our meet.”




“And you called me instead of the colonel because I was closer? Or because you thought he might go postal on the NID?”




She confessed, “Well really, it’s because he’s three hours ahead of me, and I was hoping you’d still be up even if he wasn’t.”




Graham said, “I’ll call her right away. Can you monitor the red team and see what they do? And be sure to get their license plate number, and their VIN if you can manage it.”




“On it,” she told him. “Over and out.”




She went silvery again and flew back to the badguys’ SUV. She needed a name for it. Jack would call it something really funny. She thought about it while she was flat on the roof listening, and she decided she was going to call it the Hydra-mobile.




“Shut up! She’s got a phonecall!”




“I wasn’t making any noise.”




“Shut up!” And after maybe a minute, the same guy muttered, “Oh crap. We’ve gotta yank the cams and the tap on the phone line. DHS is doing a security audit on key civilian cooperators and contractors, and a computer security expert with access to the whole DHS gets put on that list automatically.”




“Well fuck. I can get the ones on her back fence really fast, but the one on the utility pole and the one on that roof? No way we can get those down overnight.”




“We’ve got all day tomorrow. They’re scheduling for Wednesday.”




“Great, that gives us time to get the fake utility truck down here to get the cam and the phone tap off her utility pole. Call Deakin and ask him how we can get that cam back off that roof. Second story like that? We’ll need an extension ladder and a good excuse.”




“Great, I get stuck calling Deakin.”




“Quit whining and call!”




Alex flew back to her car and called Graham again. “Hey Graham, guess what? You scared the crud out of ’em. And they’re calling a guy named Deekin or Deekins or something like that who’s their boss. They’re pulling the cams on the back fence as soon as they can, and they’re pulling the ones on the utility pole and the neighbor’s roof tomorrow. Any chance you can catch ’em on video?”




Graham said, “Not only are we going to catch ’em on video as they take them down, we’ll wait and catch ’em live putting them back up so we can arrest them on the spot. Can you grab one of your cameras and catch ’em taking their gear down right now?”




Jack would have made a ‘gotta catch ’em all’ Pokemon joke. She just knew it. She didn’t say anything about that, because Graham wasn’t Jack. She just told him, “I’m on it.”




She grabbed the correct camera and made sure it was set for infrared. She smiled as she remembered how well it had worked on Grover. Then she flew back to Willow’s house. She went down and got really tight footage of the cameras and the bugging system. Then all she had to do was float within the branches of one of Willow’s fruit trees on her back property line until Thing One snuck through the neighbor yards and retrieved everything. Alex got some pretty good images of him, although she could so use a Starlight Scope that would mount on a Canon body.




Were there Starlight Scopes that would mount on a Canon body? And how much would they cost? And could her dad build something just as good if she asked him to try? She knew Sam Carter could, but she didn’t know her world’s Sam Carter, and her world’s Sam Carter was busy studying comets and asteroids and stuff.




After that, she flew back to her car and drove up to Willow’s driveway. She grabbed her purse and her tablet, and she walked over to the front door. She tried to look as nervous as she could when she rang the doorbell.




Willow opened the door and glanced at her wristwatch. “You’re nearly late. Come on in.”




Once Alex was inside and the door was closed, she whispered, “You’re under surveillance. I’d probably better get a hotel room.”




Willow frowned but just said in a normal voice, “I did get your text. And I’ve got countermeasures up.”




Alex explained, “But what about cameras set up outside, like on the utility pole and pointing at your bathroom window, or on your neighbors’ roof and pointing into the kitchen?”




Willow said, “The kitchen? Okay, let’s go in there. I’ll pretend to fix you some tea. You pretend to show me your work. That way, they’ll see us doing what they expect.”




Alex asked, “But can’t they hear us? They had a laser beam thing pointed at your computer room windows.”




Willow smiled wickedly. “That only works if your windows vibrate from the sounds in the room. I’ve got a little wireless transponder on every window, and one of my computers has them all generate random vibrations to thwart that kind of bug.” Then she frowned, “But the cameras pointing in from way outside the house? That’s all kinds of the creepy.”




Alex said, “I got the license plate off the Hydra-mobile so we can trace it.”




Willow tried not to laugh. “The Hydra-mobile?”




Alex made sure she didn’t smile, since they were moving into the kitchen. “If Pinkie Pie can make up wacky names for stuff and Acid Burn can do comic book refs, then so can I.”




Willow made some tea, and while she was putting some stuff in the sink, she closed the lace curtains over the window. Then she sat down with her back to the window and smiled, “Okay, now they can see we’re talking and having tea, but they can’t really monitor us or even get a lip-reader in to try and figure out what we’re saying.”




Alex made herself not smile, because she was sitting with her side to the window and so the badguys had a profile view of her face, even if it was through a lace curtain. “You are so totally smart.”




She scowled, “I wasn’t smart enough to figure out I was a genetically engineered freak. And I wasn’t smart enough not to get blindsided by Larry and my cousin. And—”




Alex frowned at her, “Stop it! You are smart. Just totally super-smart. And just because you didn’t want to face awful stuff when you were a kid, that doesn’t make you dumb. It makes you… normal. There was sure a ton of stuff I didn’t want to have to deal with when I was younger, only I had a psycho hunting me down and making me face facts. And just because you trusted someone in your own family, that doesn’t make you dumb, either. Unless you’re in the Mafia. Your cousin is just a big loser, and Mister Ellison is a greedy jerk. A super-greedy super-jerk, because think how much better your software would be if you were happy with him and you kept working on it and making it way better.”




Willow shrugged unhappily. “That probably wouldn’t have worked out, anyway. We don’t really see eye-to-eye on a lot of things like software design methodologies and pricing structures and all kinds of stuff like that.”




Alex rolled her eyes. “Even I know that. You wrote amazing software that you gave away and told people you just wanted them to use it to make their computers better, and lots of people think it’s the greatest stuff ever. He’s never given away anything decent for free in his life.”




Willow smiled at her. “I’m glad you’re more like me and less like my cousin.”




Alex nodded, “Me too. I was pretty selfish and me-me-me when I was younger, but having my powers and having Danielle out there pretty much made me grow up and stop being such a… a…”




“A kid?” Willow teased. “Okay, so show me the kinds of pictures you think you can take, because so far I think following me around taking pictures is going to be the dullest thing since watching paint dry.”







Since they knew Willow was being watched, they decided Alex needed to stay at a hotel. And Willow needed to not go running in the morning, since she had a big meeting and she couldn’t afford to get kidnapped or waylaid or anything. So they had a great time just talking about stuff, including about Willow’s meetings and her plans for the week and where Jack wanted to take Willow on their next dates and stuff like that. Then Alex drove over to the closest Marriott, where Willow already had a room held for her.




And naturally, Willow totally overdid it on the room, so Alex had a suite with a kitchenette and a California King bed that was big enough to have an entire sleepover on. And the bellman brought in a fruit basket so big you could have hidden Shar in it. So Alex just hung her clothes up and arranged for room service in the morning and went to bed.







In the morning, Alex made sure her clothes were ready and her camera bag was ready. Then she took a quick shower and ate a normal-sized room service breakfast. She also ate one little box of crackers out of the fruit basket. And one little box of cookies. And two bananas, two apples, and five pears.




Well, the pears were already really ripe and she didn’t want them to go bad. That was her story, and she was sticking with it.




She was waiting in the lobby downstairs when Willow drove up in her little electric car, and they whooshed off to the meeting, which was in Cupertino. Alex spent the whole way there pretending to work on her makeup, but really peeking in her makeup mirror at the cars behind her and making notes on her phone of all the ones that looked like they were showing up pretty regularly.




Alex thought it was pretty cool that Willow had this electric car that was perfect for getting around in Silicon Valley. The fancy building where the meeting was being held even had a special parking sector for electric cars and every parking place in the sector had a connector to charge up your car. Alex was surprised Willow’s car didn’t also have solar panels like one half of her home’s roof did. Maybe they weren’t really practical for a regular car driving on interstates and stuff.




Alex made sure to hop out and start taking pictures before Willow had the car turned off, because Willow was wearing a really elegant business outfit with a tailored blazer and a really pretty pleated skirt and three-inch heels so she looked as tall as some of the guys, because Willow was not exactly gigantic. Alex was wearing ballet flats, so Willow was actually maybe a hair taller for the day. And Willow was wearing more makeup than she usually did, even if it was really expertly done like Willow had been practicing a lot so she had that ‘all made up but made up so she looked almost not made up’ look. Alex figured Willow had been working a lot on her makeup skills so she could turn Jack’s brain into a big hormone factory.




Still, Willow looked fabulous as she stepped out of the car and walked over to the building for the meeting. And Alex made sure she had enough depth of field to capture just how fabulous everyone else thought Willow looked, because plenty of guys were doing everything except the cartoon thing where their eyes bugged out of their heads and their tongues unrolled down to the ground and they made ahh-ooh-gah noises. And Willow was totally oblivious. She was busy being Serious Business Willow, even if she looked like Movie Starlet Pretend-Businesswoman Willow too.




Alex was pretty sure Willow was going to be shocked when she really looked over some of these pictures.




And there were really important computer industry people there. Alex knew they were important if she recognized them without someone having to tell her who they were. So Alex got photos of Willow shaking hands and smiling and greeting everyone. Because it was pretty obvious who was a really great programmer who happened to be an important player in the industry. Everyone who was a real computer programmer acted like the best programmers were the coolest people there. And it was pretty obvious that lots of people there thought Willow was one of the very best programmers, and hence one of the coolest people in the room. It took a lot of work to get the pictures Alex wanted, because of all the people milling about and getting in her shots, but she managed to get a couple dozen shots, and at least some of them should show what she really wanted: big name computer industry names really wanting to shake Willow’s hand and talk to her about programming.




Then the meeting table was a huge hollow square of narrow tables inside an even bigger square of narrow tables, with the more important people on the inside square, and on the outside square were the not-as-awesome computer people who were still awesome enough to get invited. Even though there weren’t any nameplates or anything, pretty much everybody just knew whether they were ‘inner square’ or ‘outer square’ people. And then there were the people like Alex, who didn’t even rate a chair, and were just standing around the edges of the meeting.




Alex was sort of surprised she knew some of what they were talking about. Okay, a lot of it was marketing and business instead of computer programming, but a lot of the computer programming talk was stuff she knew something about. It wasn’t like she could contribute anything to the meeting, but at least she wasn’t totally lost, like a couple of the reporters she met.




Alex helped herself to a bagel and a really good cup of coffee. This was the kind of meeting where they had a real barista making the drinks, and a real baker baking the bagels and croissants, and a real chef preparing the bagels with fancy stuff like a lox mousse with a sprinkling of caviar. It was way better than she thought it would taste. And seriously, lox mousse? Wasn’t mousse supposed to be either hairgel or else chocolate pudding? She had to get out her tablet and google it.




And duh on that. Plus extra duh for wondering if there would be decent wireless connections in here. Because it was like the world’s greatest wifi in the building, because of the computer gurus in it.




And, just because things were going too well, a security guy walked up to her. A guy who had obviously been taking fashion lessons from K in ‘Men in Black’ because he was even wearing the sunglasses and the skinny black tie. And the really big gun under the black suit jacket.




She gave him a big smile. “Hi! Let me guess. You’re either security, or else someone around here is making another ‘Men in Black’ sequel. I’m gonna go with option A here.”




He gave her a stony look and asked, “Do you have a security pass?”




She almost said, ‘no, because your guys at the front doors are total incompetents who were too busy staring at Willow’s legs.’ But that would make things a lot worse, and they weren’t incompetent, and it wasn’t their fault they stared at Willow’s legs, because Willow looked totally fab. Instead, she said, “Sure I do.” She showed him her pass on the icky little neck-thing and said, “A.L. Mack. I’m shadowing Willow Rosenberg for a news article. But there’s only so much tech stuff about computers I can take before my ears start to bleed.”




He actually smiled a little at that. “I understand that completely, ma’am.” But he still pulled out a really nice smartphone and checked that A.L. Mack was supposed to be there, and also that she was really A.L. Mack.




Okay, when the heck did A.L. Mack get a Wikipedia entry? They even had a picture off that Today Show interview. Alex grabbed her tablet and looked herself up, which seemed totally narcissistic.




SAT words for the win! Poor Narcissus. Why did Greek and Roman gods have to be such jerkheads?




Ooh, someone had even put in the stuff about the meatpacking plant and the San Diego Comic Con robbery and the sports videos she’d shot for high school football and basketball. And KPVC nominating her for a couple Pulitzers, which made her sound utterly amazing, instead of someone taking advantage of superpowers to film herself.




The more she read that Wikipedia thing, the more she was sure Louis had written it. And Robyn had added to it. And probably Nicole too. Sometimes really good friends could embarrass the crud out of you.




Mister Security looked pretty impressed. He said, “Sorry, Ms. Mack, but we have to be pretty careful, given who all’s in the meeting today.”




Alex smiled, “That’s okay. I’d rather you guys were a little too conscientious than not conscientious enough.”




“Thank you,” he beamed. “You have a good day, and if you have any problems, just give me a call.” He handed her a business card with his name — Michael J. Barnes — and company and phone numbers and half a dozen ways of contacting him over the net. This was a seriously computerized security company. They probably had to be super-computerized just to get jobs in Silicon Valley.




It suddenly occurred to her that the more these guys looked like ‘Men in Black’ the more the serious nerds would like it. Maybe he was playing to his audience, in a way.




Alex glanced again at the card and smiled, “Thank you, Mister Barnes.”




Alex went back in and got some good pictures of Willow talking about heterogeneous networks and next-generation IP protocols. Alex knew what all that meant because of her on-line linux administration course, but otherwise she would have been totally lost. But that wasn’t the important part. The important part was capturing the expressions on the faces around Willow. Because there were several guys who were listening to her like she was the professor and they were students. And there was one guy who was listening to her like ‘we’re not worthy!’ Alex totally needed to capture that.




Okay, given that there were people like P$ychon4ut and The Collective out there, it made a lot of sense to Alex that a better IP protocol that couldn’t be spoofed would totally rock. But she figured everyone in the world would have to change just about everything to make it work really right, and everyone in the room knew the odds of that happening. They were about the same odds as Maggie Walsh having an attack of conscience.




Lunch was cool, because there was a huge buffet on a dozen tables around a big, fancy dining room, and in the middle of the room there were elegant eight-person round tables with fancy place settings, so Alex spent most of the lunch hour walking around eating stuff off every buffet table while getting photos of Willow chatting away with the seven luckiest men in the room. And every guy at Willow’s table plainly knew just how lucky he was, because he could have been stuck looking at other ugly guys, and instead he got to look at the smartest programmer in the world who just happened to be amazingly gorgeous too. Alex wanted pictures of Willow interacting with guys who had just the right expressions on their faces, and it took most of the hour to get a few that were just what she wanted.




Then it was back to the conference room, where the afternoon was turning from ‘here is what I think we need to do’ into ‘here is what is wrong with his software’ which was not as productive and not very nice. At least no one was ragging on Willow’s software. Alex just didn’t get why some of Bill Gates’ products were supposed to be part of an evil conspiracy, because Alex had seen real evil conspiracies, and software with a couple bugs was just not a real evil conspiracy.




So she took another break. Maybe when she came back, she could try to get some photos of Willow being Miss Moderator and people around her looking really respectful and appreciative.




She spotted the tables of mid-afternoon ‘snacks’ that were being set up. Twenty dollar imported chocolate truffles were not mid-afternoon snacks in her circles. And those weren’t even the fanciest stuff they were setting out. Alex had been thinking about a diet coke and a couple granola bars. This was like a buffet of miniature desserts from a five-star restaurant. At least there was a ton of caffeine-related goodness, because there was a huge urn of coffee that a waitress was standing by, with a ton of things like flavors and sugars and cream to serve people fancy coffees.




She glanced around the area, looking to see if there were any especially good backdrops for photos, and especially good lighting for what she wanted. And that was why she noticed the female security guard walking toward the waiters as they set stuff out.




The woman was dressed like all the other security people, in a solid black suit tailored so she could carry a big handgun under her armpit. That went with the mandatory pure white shirt and skinny black tie and dark glasses and black oxfords. The woman had her hair pulled back in a French braid that didn’t manage to hide how strikingly attractive she was.




Alex’s immediate thought was ‘Orphan!’ So she looked closer. And Alex recognized the woman, despite the dark glasses. Jack had sent enough pictures and stuff, and Alex had even studied the stuff Jack sent her.




It was definitely Clare Tobias.




A member of The Collective had just infiltrated the meeting.





155. Rosenberg, Limited



Alex was pretty sure Clare Tobias wasn’t there because she had a secret crush on Bruce Schneier. She immediately used her tk to pull out that business card so she could see the phone numbers. She then used her tk to send Mister Barnes a fast text that wanted criminal Clare Tobias was here and posing as one of his security people. Then she sent a copy of the text to Willow, so the whole SRI could get notified.




Then she took an intercepting path and headed Clare off, even though she knew this could turn out to be a totally bad idea. She pulled out her GoPro as she went, and she got it running, and she made sure her little clip-on sound system for it was on.




She stopped in front of the woman and smiled, “Excuse me, can I ask you a couple questions?”




The woman crisply said, “I’m sorry, but I have a time-sensitive problem I have to deal with.”




Alex just kept smiling. “I’m sure you do, Miss Tobias. May I call you Clare? I’d love to ask you a couple questions and get your point of view on things, especially since you’re currently the fourth most wanted person in America.”




“You seem to be confusing me with some manner of felon. I’m Andrea Harrison, and I’m part of this security detail.”




Alex didn’t let her smile drop. She didn’t stop recording, either. “That’s a really great cover. I bet you’ve got some awesome ID, too. But I figure the real security people will be able to ID you in a split second. So maybe you could answer some questions first. You weren’t really going to try to assassinate the President and frame Terawatt, were you? Who are you here to kill? Is it true you’re connected with the people of Umbrella Corp? Is it true you have superhuman strength and speed? And why, with all the money the Tobias family has, would you give that up to work for an international terrorist organization?”




Clare casually asked, “Have you told anybody about seeing me?”




Alex couldn’t believe someone as smart as Clare Tobias was asking a question that dumb. Did the Collective train their people by showing them Doctor Who eps? Or maybe people were really just that dumb that they’d tell the bad guys ‘oh no, I haven’t told anyone else yet so go right ahead and murder me please.’ The one thing she totally wasn’t going to do was say ‘no’.




She rolled her eyes, “Well, duh. I texted the security people here and the local cops, and I sent my editor and my agent some pics of you that I got from way over on the other side of the room when I spotted you.”




Clare glanced around without making a big deal of it, in a totally casual super-spy way. But Alex could see three security guys rushing up from behind Clare, and there were probably about that many rushing up behind Alex, and maybe some coming from the back hallways where the staffers went.




Alex tried to sound calm as she stalled, “You can run for it, but these guys will shoot you. You can take me as a hostage, but then I’ll keep asking you really annoying questions. And these guys will shoot you anyway, because they don’t have to play by police rules. Or you can think up something smarter than I can.”




Clare suddenly grabbed Alex in a chokehold and turned so their backs were to the wall. Crud, Clare was really strong! With her other hand, Clare reached inside her blazer and pulled out a small glass vial full of a yellowish, nearly-clear liquid. “Nobody come any closer! This is a nerve gas based on Sarin. If I crush this vial in my hand, it’ll volatilize in seconds, and nobody in this entire building will make it out alive.”




Alex had her chin down, so Clare wasn’t really going to be able to choke her out. And Clare didn’t want to do that anyway. She wanted a conscious hostage she could use as a screen, not a limp body she would have trouble dragging around.




But why had Clare been heading for the food and drinks, instead of planting the vial in the conference room with some sort of release system so she had time to get away? And where was the release system? Surely she’d need something to release the nerve gas in a spray, plus some kind of timer or remote trigger.




Alex totally wished she knew more about poison gases and how to use them. Her not knowing enough about nerve gas and bombs and triggers and electronics might just get everyone in this building killed in the next few minutes.




But the more Alex thought about it, the more she was sure Clare had been heading for the food and drinks. She wasn’t going to release a nerve gas into the air, which would probably be way easier to do through the HVAC system. She was going to spike the food. Or the drinks. All Clare had to do was pour that bottle into the big coffee urn, and she could poison most everyone important without affecting herself.




But not everyone would drink the coffee. Did that matter? Was the objective to just poison a handful of important computer people and wreck the meeting? Or would the poison somehow affect other people who didn’t drink the stuff? Or what if it was like the t-virus stuff so it would infect all these people and then they’d go back to their offices and spread it to everyone in the computer industry and wipe out Silicon Valley in one fell swoop?




And what the heck was a ‘fell swoop’? And why was her brain going off in weird tangents when she had a major crisis on her hands?




Alex couldn’t figure out how to tell what was in that vial without stealing it out of Clare’s hand first. Clare might be a lot stronger, but Alex had other abilities. Okay, she could stop Clare by using her powers to yank the vial out of Clare’s hand. Or by protecting the vial with a tk forcefield. Or doing one of those and shocking the crud out of Clare. If she had to. She reached into her camera bag without looking down and found what she was after.




Alex didn’t bother to turn her head. “Come on Clare, even I know that’s not a nerve gas. You don’t have a trigger system for it. It’s a poison you were going to put in the coffee. I’m just a dumb reporter, and I can figure that much out.”




She felt Clare tense up to do something violent, and she figured she was out of time. She already had the flash unit from her camera bag. The flash had metal contact points where it slid into her camera’s hot shoe. She pressed the contacts against Clare’s wrist so that her fingertips were touching Clare’s skin at the same time.




Clare screamed and convulsed when Alex’s bolt of electricity cut through her. Alex’s tk wrapped around the vial so Clare couldn’t crush it, and Alex used some more tk to slide it from Clare’s shaking hand and let it ‘drop’ safely to the carpet and ‘roll’ out of the way.




Clare staggered backward, and three security guards grabbed her. Clare was pinned face-down and zipcuffed in seconds.




Alex started taking more pictures as she pointed out, “That’s Clare Tobias. She broke out of zipcuffs and beat the snot out of a military security team when she was caught at that air force base in D.C. So you might want something more secure.” She picked up the vial and used her tk to speed-dial Jack while sliding her phone up the inside of her blouse until it was just above her bra. Once she was sure Jack or Walter was on the line and would be able to hear her talk, she clearly said, “And I think you’d better call the DHS and the FBI as fast as you can, because Clare Tobias wouldn’t be here for nothing, so this is probably something just as nasty as that Umbrella thing in Iowa.” Then she took some more pictures.




Mister Barnes showed up and looked at Clare, and then at Alex. “What exactly did you do? She’s supposed to be one badass fighter.”




Alex shrugged and lied, “My dad’s a chemist and a genius inventor. He hotwired the capacitors in my flash so I can use it as a taser if I absolutely have to. I finally had to. It’s probably wrecked now.”




Clare groaned from underneath two security men, “You little bitch! When I get loose again…”




Alex just stared at her. “Get in line. I’m A.L. Mack. I’ve already been targeted twice by Danielle Atron and once by Azure Crush. Someone who’s extra-strong? I’ve seen scarier. In my own high school.”




Clare writhed angrily, “Goddamn that hurt! Why does everybody have to taser me?”




Alex knelt down and took a couple more pictures. She asked, “Is that how the DHS captured you at Andrews Air Force Base? Who was it? A team of Navy SEALs? Army Rangers? Delta Force? Air Force SFs?”




“Fuck you.”




Alex told her, “You’re supposed to say ‘no comment’.”




Clare really cursed at her then. But Jo Lupo was way better at the cursing thing. Clare just mainly said the F-word a lot.




Mister Barnes carefully said to Alex, “You can hand me that vial now. It’s not safe to be carrying around.”




Alex firmly told him, “And it’s sure not safe to hand off to people you don’t know. I’m hanging onto it until a DHS or FBI agent I can verify comes to take it.”




Mister Barnes frowned at her but obviously didn’t want to wrestle her for it, given what could be in it. He said, “In that case, we’ll all move to a secure office.” He raised his voice. “Get that coffee and food quarantined in case it’s already been tampered with. Tell the conference there’s been a security problem and they’ll have to skip the mid-afternoon treats. Then get that bitch in handcuffs and legcuffs, and I want two pairs of handcuffs on her.”




“Come on, Mike. Who do you think she is? Azure Crush?”




Mister Barnes gave the guy a glare. “Which would you rather be? The obedient guy who put two pairs of handcuffs on a wanted terrorist because his boss is a paranoid goofball? Or the idiot guy who let a wanted terrorist escape and beat the holy crap out of him in the process because he didn’t listen to orders?”




“Fine, fine…”




Alex pointed out, “She’s recovering really quick from a shock that should have been incapacitating. She’s probably a lot stronger and tougher than you’d expect.”




Mister Barnes frowned, “You seem to be especially well informed about her.”




Alex shrugged, “I made my mark in the news biz by getting the first Terawatt sound bite. I had to go into a super-battle to get it. And Danielle Atron and Azure Crush have both come after me since then. So I’ve made it my business to be better informed about superheroes and supervillains than anyone else out there. That includes Miss Tobias. You should already know she’s that Terawatt impostor who tried to kill a bunch of generals and maybe the President.”




Mister Barnes nodded, “Yeah, pretty hard to miss a hundred news reports and a Most Wanted position and a nationwide BOLO.” He ordered, “I want her in a secure room with at least three armed guards watching her at all times. And see if anyone has a steel cable so we can try and ground her out just in case she’s got electrical powers too.”




Alex didn’t tell him that Terawatt’s lightning powers didn’t work that way, and an impostor with lightning powers would probably not have a problem with a grounding cable. If someone, someday, decided to try and stop Terawatt by grounding her out or throwing water on her, they were going to be in for a big shock. And a big surprise.




Mister Barnes looked at her and asked, “Could you come with us, if you’re going to be carrying that vial around instead of trusting me?”




“Oh, sure,” she said. “I wouldn’t miss this for anything.” She used her tk to text Willow again and give her the 4-1-1, even though the phone was still in her bra. Texting without looking at the buttons was pretty tricky, but she’d been practicing, and if she made a few typos, Willow would still figure out what she meant.




So Alex went downstairs into the basement areas, where the security guys had set up shop. One room was definitely set up for a holding cell. It had solid concrete block walls, and everything had been taken out except a heavy steel table and a couple really solid-looking chairs. Plus the door was a security door in a steel doorframe with an extra-heavy lock.




After that, it got really boring. Mister Barnes wouldn’t let her get out her tablet which she wanted so she could organize her work and send it off to KPVC. He wouldn’t let her leave. He wouldn’t leave her alone as long as she had that vial. He wouldn’t let her go without giving a detailed story to the police and the FBI and whoever else showed up. And he wouldn’t let her try and interview Clare, either. So she sat down and pretended she was just playing games on her phone.




She got a text on her phone. It was from Graham: sri on its way pls stall til we arrive.




Then she got a text from Willow: r u okay?




She texted back, letting Willow know she was fine, no one got hurt, they had Clare Tobias, and there was a vial that someone like Bill Lee or Hank Marshall needed to analyze.




She got a text from Jack: operation tera-twin under way.




She had no idea what that meant. Oh wait, she probably did know what that meant. If she was right, this was going to be awesome. She was just sorry she wouldn’t get to see it.




Then Alex spent about twenty minutes with her GoPro face down in her lap but making it look like she was concentrating on playing a game on her phone. She was using her tk to edit her GoPro footage and create some files the tv station would want to use. That was hard, because she had to keep her camera down where the security guys wouldn’t notice it, so it was hard to study the footage. Then she held her phone down by the camera and used her tk to hook them up with a cable she had in a pocket of her camera bag. Then she used Willow’s app to make her tPhone look like it was her regular Alex phone so A.L. Mack could email stuff off to KPVC. Once she was done, she actually played Carcassonne on her phone for a while. The only problem was that if she wasn’t playing on easy mode, the AI kept clobbering her, which was mega-frustrating.




The police showed up pretty soon, and she insisted on not handing over the vial until she could verify it was going to someone like the DHS or the CDC. They didn’t like that. She insisted, “Look, I study this stuff for a living. Get someone like Dr. William Lee of the DHS, or Professor Henry Marshall of the HWAAA here, and I’ll turn it over.” Then she reeled off the names of some of the CDC doctors and scientists Terawatt had met in Iowa too. She tossed in Dr. Samantha M. Finn just to see if these guys were paying any attention to what she was telling them.




Next, some FBI guys showed up, led by Special Agent Matthews. Their clothes looked oddly like the security guys, which didn’t make them look all that official. She told them the same thing. The FBI guys were getting really cranky at her, when Agent Matthews got a call. He stepped out of the room… and came back in about four minutes looking like someone had just stolen his lunch and then laughed in his face about it.




He growled, “The DHS will be here in a couple minutes, and they’re taking over the whole case. They’ll take Tobias into custody and they’ll take the evidence Miss Mack won’t cough up.”




One of his men smugly asked, “Can we watch her argue with them?”




He fumed, “No. They’ve even got one of the guys she mentioned.” He glared right at Alex and told her, “Kid, I hope you know what you’re doing, because the DHS has some black ops groups that make Tobias and her former pals in the NID look pretty damn wholesome.”




She gave him a smile. “Thanks for being worried about me.” Okay, she didn’t really think he was worried about her. She figured he was more worried about not getting much out of her and having the case yanked out from under him. “But Terawatt has said some really good things about the DHS people she’s worked with, so I’m going to trust them… And I might be able to find out more about who these DHS people are.”




“That’s a really bad idea, kid,” he frowned. “You may not be the most cooperative reporter I ever met, but I don’t want you to get yourself in real trouble. Some of these people are not nice guys.”




Okay, maybe he was worried about her. It would be nice if she knew some nice FBI people to go with the goodguys Terawatt already knew. She asked, “Agent Matthews, can I get a business card from you? You seem like a nice guy, and maybe I could find out something off the record you’d like to hear about.”




He handed her a card. She looked over it and then tucked it into a pocket. After she thanked him, he said, “Look, if you end up in a jam, call that number. We may not be Terawatt, but we’re still the good guys.”




Still, she had to wait a little while longer before Lieutenant Marshall and Lieutenant Bailey showed up in cool uniforms and acted so stiff that the FBI guys were really cheesed off at them. Especially when Alex said, “Professor Marshall, thanks for coming. I read your doctoral dissertation. That was totally awesome.” She hadn’t really, but she needed to look like she knew about him without revealing that she was actually Terawatt.




Once the FBI guys stomped out and slammed the door, Alex put her fingers to her lips and snuck over to the door to eavesdrop…




“Hey Matthews. ‘Ooh, can I get your business card?’ Nancy Drew back there is all warm for your form!”




“Shuddup, Mitchell. There’s no way she’s hot for me. And she’s like sixteen, so keep it in your pants!”




Okay, that was ickier and less informative than she was hoping for. She sighed, “Never mind. Okay, here’s the vial she was going to pour somewhere. My guess is the coffee urn. So it’s bound to have something nasty in it.”




Lieutenant Marshall said, “Thank you, ma’am. I would prefer it if you would come with us so we can make sure you’re not contaminated, but Captain Miller said you get special priority because of who you’ve photographed. But please go see your doctor as soon as you can to make sure you’re not coming down with anything unpleasant. This could be something extremely nasty.” He had a metal box with foam padding on the inside and fancy gaskets around the edges. “This ought to keep it safe until we can get it back to the lab.”




Lieutenant Bailey added, “And now we get to the fun part: transporting supervillains.”




Alex suggested, “She doesn’t handle tasers too well.”




Lieutenant Marshall grinned, “Yes ma’am, we’ve discovered that for ourselves.”




Then the two lieutenants stepped into the ‘holding cell’ room and used a thing like a metal squirt gun to spray Clare in the face with some clear liquid. She cursed furiously, but passed out in about twenty seconds. One of them wheeled in a dolly like what the police slapped Hannibal Lecter into in ‘Silence of the Lambs.’ They checked Clare’s vitals to make sure she was really out, and then they expertly unlocked her cuffs before lifting her into the restraint system in the dolly. The cuffs in that thing weren’t like handcuffs, or leather bands. They were massive metal restraints that looked like they could hold Azure Crush. Then they wheeled her off to the freight elevator and then whatever they came in. Maybe a chopper from the closest military base you could land a Cessna.




Alex checked that the security guys and the FBI guys weren’t hovering nearby just to intercept her and interrogate her about the DHS guys, and then she walked up to find Willow.




The meeting was over. The food tables were all cleaned up and removed. The building people were vacuuming and stuff. The computer guys had apparently all cleared out, except for Willow, who was sitting on a couch with two computer guys who were talking to her.




Alex pulled out her camera and got some nice, clear snaps. It was pretty obvious to her that one guy was totally impressed with Willow, and the other guy was totally infatuated with her. Alex made sure she got a bunch of pics that caught their facial expressions and their body language, because she was pretty sure Willow wasn’t picking up on most of it.




Willow was really smart, but she just didn’t believe in herself, so she didn’t usually see it when other people believed in her and had good feelings about her. It made Alex wonder if maybe Willow had missed some of the positive stuff from her parents and only picked up on the negative stuff, because it sounded like they were being pretty supportive now, even if they weren’t so thrilled about Willow dating a guy who was way older and not Jewish and not liberal and part of what they thought of as the badguys.




Come to think of it, Willow couldn’t have picked anyone less likely to make her parents happy, unless she was dating a sixty-year-old Iraqi terrorist who had a harem. Or maybe that old Southern congressman with the really bad toupee who was a fundamentalist Christian.




Once Alex was done taking the pictures, she snapped the lens cap over the lens and draped the camera around her neck. “Ms. Rosenberg! Hi! I’m sorry I made you wait and all that.”




Willow stood up and smiled. “Miss Mack, I think you’re entitled to a ridiculous amount of slack on that, given you just tangled with a supervillain to save me and everyone at the conference.” She turned to her colleagues. “Robert, Theo, I’m going to run away now and take our heroine out to dinner and see if I can get her to tell me all about fighting a supervillain to the death to save a national conference, which sounds more like a James Bond movie.” It was pretty obvious to Alex that both guys wanted to invite themselves along, but didn’t have the nerve.




Willow took her down to the car. Alex whispered, “Assume we’re being watched.”




Once they got outside, Alex posed Willow in front of her cute electric car. Willow kept doing silly things like she was Vanna White in front of the Wheel Of Fortune sign, or one of those booth babes at a car show. Alex really wanted a picture of Willow looking serious and environmentally responsible, but she was happy with this, because it gave her a chance to photograph every car that was still anywhere in the parking lot. She figured at least one of those cars was some more NID jerkheads, or whoever those guys in the Hydra-mobile were really working for.




They got in the car, and Willow pulled a little black plastic box out of her valise. She turned it on and waited a couple seconds. Then she smiled. She tilted the box so Alex could see the front. There was a little meter taking up most of the top half of the front, and the needle was way over in the green.




Willow started up the engine, which purred softly. “Okay, we’re not bugged.”




Alex said, “I’m sort of figuring they have to pull all their bugs out because of that big DHS security audit thing.” They smirked at each other. She added, “But they may be tailing you all over the place still. There’s a couple cars I saw this morning I wanna watch for.”




Willow asked, “What if they’re doing a front tail? Or a three-car rotation? Or they’re using an AWACS to keep tabs on my car so they don’t have to tail me? Okay, an AWACS is pretty much out of the question, but I did read up on tailing and how different groups do it.”




Oh, great. Alex hadn’t thought about cars that were in front of them. She needed to look for them too.




So Alex watched for possible tails behind them and in front of them, and got pictures of a bunch of possibles all around them. Meanwhile, Willow drove them back toward her house, and they ate at Willow’s favorite Chinese restaurant. They got firecracker shrimp and General Tso’s chicken and pan-friend tofu with broccoli and vegetable fried rice and a couple other dishes that were just in to-go containers so they could take them back to Willow’s house. And Willow had some of the shrimp and the chicken too.




Alex took a couple pictures of Willow eating expertly with chopsticks, and she asked, “Aren’t you a vegetarian? I mean, I know you’ll eat other stuff…”




Willow explained, “I try to stick to a diet that has a low ecological footprint. Growing lots of fruits and veggies in my own back yard helps on that. And buying locally at farmer’s markets instead of in grocery stores where they’ve shipped stuff in from all over the world. But I do like meat. I mean, Jack makes a grilled, marinated stripsteak that’s to die for, and he knows I love it, and he teases me every time about me falling off the veggie bandwagon. So I do eat meat, just not much of it, and I eat vegetarian whenever it’s convenient. But their General Tso’s is just so of the yummy!”




Anyway, Alex already knew from having Willow over that Willow didn’t insist on having a vegetarian dinner, or even on having a vegetarian main dish for herself. Alex figured it was part politeness and part Willow not being really assertive when she was just plain old Willow-the-friend instead of Willow-the-CEO or Willow-the-computer-guru.




And Alex got a couple really good pictures of Willow eating the fried rice and the tofu with broccoli using just those chopsticks. Willow was way better with chopsticks than Alex was. Alex had to cheat and use her tk too. But it was probably a dumb idea to use your tk to eat, when you had to eat more because the tk burned up extra energy. That was like the complete opposite of a perpetual motion machine.




They took the leftovers and the to-go cartons back to Willow’s, and Alex ate another couple plates of food when no one was watching. Then Willow gave Alex a tour of the back yard, as if Alex had never been there before. On the other hand, this was the first time Alex was taking pictures of Willow’s life. She was pretty sure there wasn’t another important computer company CEO in the world who was growing their own organic vegetable and fruit crop in their own little garden. There were probably CEOs who had big, expensive greenhouses and gardens, and made a bunch of workers with green cards grow their fruits and flowers, but not like this. And Willow was so excited about it that the pictures came out great.




Also, it meant that Alex got to get a good look at the back fence and make sure those cameras and things were really gone. She didn’t know if those guys were NID or not, but she was getting really cheesed off at them.




Then they watched the news on one of the news channels. There were four big stories everyone was covering, and three of them were super-stories. Photographer A.L. Mack helped apprehend wanted criminal Clare Tobias in the middle of a presumed terrorist attack in Cupertino. The National Guard and the CDC were running a massive vaccination program in the Quad Cities and for miles around there to address some of the possible t-virus problems. And… Terawatt apprehended a superpowered bank robber in Santa Fe.




Willow laughed, “Operation Tera-twin!”




And the bank camera footage clearly showed Terawatt running in and stopping a huge, hulking supervillain who picked up an entire desk and threw it at her, but she was too fast for him. And they slugged it out, with Terawatt clobbering him.




Alex watched it again on CNN2 and finally spotted it. “It’s Jo Lupo, isn’t it?”




Willow grinned mischievously. “Yeah, they used a special latex makeup to hide her real skintones, and a special Terawatt costume they sewed up the back after she put it on, so it looks right. Captain Fisher figured it all out for us. She’s even wearing contacts so she looks right for the people in the bank.”




“Wow.” Alex had to admit it, Jack was sneakier than you thought, even after you reminded yourself he was super-sneaky. No one was going to believe Alex Mack could be Terawatt after today.




So it had to be a fake bank robbery. So… “Is that Sergeant Carlson as the badguy?”




“Yep! Jack said Jo even choreographed the fight sequence and they’ve been practicing it.”




“Well, it looks really good,” Alex admitted. “Even if Terawatt’s not flying around or hurling lightning bolts or anything.”




But the networks had footage off someone’s cellphone of Terawatt flying away into the sky until she vanished. And it took Alex a moment to realize Jack had gotten someone in the SRI to get cellphone shots of her flying around on some previous op, and they saved it just for something like this. So whoever turned their cellphone footage over to the networks was another SRI connection.




Alex called her family to let them know she was okay, even after Willow said she’d sent texts to the whole Tera-team.




“Willow! It’s not the Tera-team!”




Willow just grinned, “Are you calling the Tera-mom now?”




“Jack is a really bad influence on you!”




“What?” said the voice on the phone.




“Oh, hi mom, it’s me. I was just telling Willow Jack’s a bad influence on her, because she was saying you’re the Tera-mom.”




Her mom said, “Well, tell the Tera-hacker that we appreciate the Tera-updates while the FBI had you in a deep, dark basement.”




Alex rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t call then, but they were sorta watching me the whole time. First the security people, then the Cupertino police, then the FBI, and finally some nice men from the DHS who came and helped me out.”




Her mom worried, “Honey, was this another thing like in Iowa?”




“Umm, we don’t know yet. But it’s bound to be pretty horrible if they’ve got a wanted criminal sneaking in to do it.”




Her dad leaned in and said into the phone, “Well, you tell Willow to start going to safer conferences. Like maybe the American Accountancy Association’s conference.”




Willow leaned over toward Alex’s phone and disagreed, “Oh, I hear those accountants get pretty wild. They have a lot of accrued interest by the time they get to the conference, you know.”




Her dad snorted in amusement and then said, “Hang on a second. Someone else wants to get a word in.”




Shar’s voice piped up, “Hi! You didn’t tell me you were gonna do superheroine stuff with Auntie Willow! It’s not fair!”




Alex groaned, “Shar, I didn’t know there was gonna be a badguy there. And it wasn’t with Willow. She was in a huge meeting talking about stuff that was so boring even Mayor Milktoast would’ve been running out of the room.”




“Hey, it’s not boring, we were having a really interesting discussion about adaptive security for TCP/IP, and preventing spoofing of network packets!”




Shar sounded puzzled as she asked, “Auntie Willow, are you sure that wasn’t boring?”




Willow frowned a little, “Well, not to me, but maybe — just maybe — it would be to everyone else on this call.”




In a tiny voice, Shar asked, “Do I haveta learn all this stuff and like it to get you to come see me anymore?”




“Oh honey!” Willow sobbed, “No! I love you, and you don’t have to like computers, even if I think they’re awesome. It’s just… Well, badguys are watching me now and spying on me, and we have to do this stuff so it looks like I just met Alex, and then we’ll make it look like we’re becoming really good friends, and then I can come down and visit you and it won’t look suspicious.”




“Can you come visit on Sunday?”




Willow sighed unhappily, “I really wish I could, but I think this is going to take weeks. Maybe months.”




“Can you come for my birthday party?”




Willow sighed again. “We’ll try really hard to make it work so I can come for your birthday party. But I might have to come in a disguise.”




“That would be totally awesome!” Shar stopped for a second and said in a pretty good Willow impression, “I mean, it would be of the awesome!”




Alex couldn’t help laughing. She could hear her dad laughing, too. Her mom just said, “Remember, we have to pretend we don’t know how to talk like Willow until after we’ve seen her a couple more times. Okay?”




“Okay!”




They talked with her family for a while, and then she called Ray to check on him.




“Alex, are you sure you’re okay?”




She smiled to herself. “Really, I’m totally fine. I just spotted her and called security and tipped off Willow so she could call everyone else, and then I just got in her way until the security guys surrounded her. And maybe I used something my dad invented to tase her. Or at least that’s what I told everybody. She was pretty cheesed off about it.”




“Well, I hope you at least got a really good picture of her being mad at you so it’s worth it, because we really don’t want supervillains targeting A.L. Mack too.”




Alex just told him, “We already have supervillains targeting A.L. Mack. Remember?”




He teased, “Can we count Marsha on that list?”




“No! She’s not a supervillain! Don’t be mean.”




He pretended to think it over. “Hmmm. She likes cauliflower and the cafeteria’s hamburger surprise. I think that’s a sure sign she’s a supervillain. Maybe an alien.”




Alex protested, “There’s nothing wrong with cauliflower! And the cafeteria’s cooking isn’t that bad.”




“Which would be why you bring your lunch every day,” he teased.




“Nyah. I’m sticking my tongue out at you.”




He laughed and said, “I miss you. And the whole team’ll miss having you running up and down courtside taking pictures. Even if Jackson insists you never get his good side.”




She just rolled her eyes, because she knew Ray was kidding and Jackson really liked the photos she took, and he’d already picked out the one he wanted for his yearbook picture. It was pretty awesome, with him easily outjumping two defenders and just a millisecond from letting go of the ball, and the angle she got made him look like he was way up in the air. He totally looked like an NBA star in that shot.




She took the phone into another room so she could get personal with Ray, although there was no way she was doing that icky phone-sex stuff Willow liked.




So when she was done talking to Ray, she went back and she watched some more news coverage with Willow. Also, CNN had some of the shuttle footage, with Sam Carter talking to the camera about what they hoped to achieve with the mission, and how they were going to get samples with a remote lander so they wouldn’t endanger the Atlantis shuttlecraft, and how they were getting all kinds of astrophysical measurements on the comet and on the asteroids that were closest and on deep space, and all that.




Willow gushed, “She’s really smart. When she was a freshman at the Air Force Academy she wrote a paper for her physics class on Kessler Syndrome that was so awesome they classified it.”




Okay, that was confusing. Alex wondered, “Isn’t Kessler Syndrome where you can’t recognize your friends and family and you think they’ve been replaced by doubles? Like in that episode of ‘Criminal Minds’ where the spec ops guy goes nuts and thinks his family and his coworkers and everyone he knows are all doubles and he kills ’em?”




Willow blinked. “Umm… I think that’s Capgras Syndrome or Capgras Delusion. No, Kessler Syndrome is way worse. It’s where a satellite crashes into another satellite and fragments go flying all over the orbital routes in low earth orbit, crashing into more satellites and other fragments, and then they crash into more stuff in a huge ablation cascade, and it all snowballs until all the earth orbits are just huge junkyards with no working satellites and nothing but fast-moving junk so you can’t put new satellites up for long because they get hit by more junk, and you can’t put a rocket into space because it’ll crash into some of the junk first, until finally the stuff loses velocity and burns up as it falls to earth hundreds or thousands of years from now. But she did these awesome simulations, and she figured out what the most likely Patient Zero cases are, like Envisat, this E.U. satellite that’s dead but still floating around in those orbital paths, and maybe I wasn’t supposed to go find that paper and read it.” She stopped for a moment and thought. “But you know, Kessler Syndrome would be a simple way of creating a fast defense against alien invaders. I should think about that.”




Alex frowned, “There’s got to be a better way to put up a defense against enemy spaceships than wrecking the entire planet.”




Then Willow got that teasing look on her face, and she said, “Wow, that Samantha Carter is one hot astrophysicist. Maybe I should trade Jack in on a newer model.”




Alex kidded her back. “I thought you’d set your sights on Selina Kyle.”




Willow scowled, “I changed my mind. Not only with the whole evil Orphan member of The Collective thing, but after listening to you talk about your Selina? I went and investigated Christakos Shipping and some of their other companies. Her father-in-law was big with the suspected bribery, but her husband is also suspected of big heaping wads of industrial espionage, because he just happens to beat out his competitors pretty regularly on sealed bidding by comparatively tiny amounts.”




Alex winced, “Almost like someone was breaking into their offices undetected and finding out exactly what their bid would be?”




“Yep. Almost like that.”




Alex did the best Selina imitation she could. “Me-yow.”




Willow giggled and said, “With those ICBMs she’s got sticking out in front, I bet she can’t sneak through ventilation shafts.”




“Very catty.”




“She’s like a cat-astrophe.”




“Stop with the cat puns before I go cat-atonic.”




“Does she have a regular yacht, or a cat-amaran?”




“She probably only plays Settlers of Cat-an.”




They just made silly cat puns until they were giggling so hard they couldn’t talk anymore, and Alex was in danger of having diet coke come out her nose.




156. The Rosenberg Military-Industrial Complex



Willow drove Alex back to the hotel late that night, and when Alex got up the next morning she got dressed in just casual stuff and drove herself back to Willow’s house for the ‘programming’ day. She took a little detour and drove around Willow’s neighborhood and didn’t see any suspicious cars, so she figured maybe the badguys were off cowering in their secret lair while ‘the DHS’ came in for the imaginary security audit.




Although she did get to see that other SUV she had checked out, and a grumpy mom was making two pre-teen kids clean out the back of the car, and they were acting like she was torturing them by making them clean up their own junk.




Alex parked in Willow’s driveway and brought in her purse and camera bag and computer tablet. Then she had breakfast. Willow had fresh-baked scones, and the whole house smelled delicious and breakfast-y. Some of the scones were regular, and some had mini chocolate chips mixed in, and some had little tiny fragments of orange peel, and all of them smelled awesome. Plus, there was real butter and three kinds of homemade jam that Willow had canned herself, probably from her own trees. Alex ate one regular scone, two chocolate chip ones, and two orange ones. The chocolate chip scones went really great with the cherry jam, but they were also really good with just butter.




Okay, pretty much everything was good with real butter. Even lima beans.




And Willow had beverages. Regular coffee, decaf, and a thermos of hot water for making tea. She told Alex, “Well, I figure we’re having visitors this morning, and I’m trying to be better at being a host, because Jack still teases me about how I just sat here like a lump the first time he dropped in.”




And Willow had a warming drawer, like in a fancy restaurant! Willow had a double oven, one on top of the other, and under the bottom oven was a real warming drawer so she could make food and then keep it hot, and also she could even control the humidity in the warming drawer so she could keep crisp food crisp or keep moist food moist. Alex decided right then that she needed a warming drawer in her kitchen when she had her own house. She thought about how she could make some of the Thanksgiving dinner stuff hours ahead and just keep it hot until she was ready, and she wondered if her mom had ever thought about a warming drawer for their kitchen.




Once Willow had all the scones baked and in the warming drawer or else in the other oven to keep them warm while they waited for the ‘security audit,’ Willow walked Alex through a typical programming day.




“So first, normally I don’t put on nice stuff like this, and lots of times I just work in my comfy pajamas, but not the slinky stuff that’s just for Jack, because that doesn’t keep me warm, and when you sit in slinky satin stuff you slide around and you end up slipping off the seat or else giving yourself a major wedgie. I make sure I’ve got plenty of coffee for the morning, and then after lunch I switch to Mountain Dew and like that, and then when I program into the night I figure when I want to go to bed, and I taper off on the caffeine so I’m really sleepy at the time I want to hit the hay. And then I just… sit in front of a computer all day. It’s not exciting.”




Alex nodded, like it made sense to her that you could sit in front of a computer and program all day every day without going bonkers. She said, “Okay. Just go ahead and do that. When I get bored taking pictures of you, I’ve got other stuff to work on.”




“Okay, if you’re sure…”




So Alex watched Willow get to work. Some hot coffee in a thermos cup, some comfy clothes, and then a focus like a laser beam. Willow just zoned in on the words on the screen and started typing. It was amazing, and sort of freaky. It was like Willow could just hold every piece of her programming project in her head all at the same time and arrange it all so she could write every section in whatever order she felt like. Alex wasn’t exactly Miss Super Programmer, but she could read C code, so she watched as Willow worked out a really complicated math problem using a whiteboard program and a math program, and then wrote it in really tight C code so she could break one GIS algorithm into pieces that she could feed into the parallel processing system she already had.




Alex got pictures of Willow concentrating ferociously as she worked. Willow didn’t even notice when Alex closed the drapes and turned off the lights in the room so she could get pictures where Willow’s concentration was lit mostly by the light coming off her monitor. That was trickier than it sounded and Alex had to fiddle a ton with the settings, because cameras didn’t automatically adjust for changes in light levels the way human eyes did. Alex even floated the camera over between Willow and the window to get some head-on and nearly head-on pictures.




Then Alex went and worked on her own project: going through yesterday’s photos to try and find the cars that showed up way too often. She found three. There was a fairly new gray Honda that had followed Willow to Cupertino, then was still in the lot there when Alex and Willow left, and then tailed them to the Chinese restaurant. Alex had its license plate, because she had used her 70-200mm lens when she was supposedly just taking pictures of Willow with her car, and so she had zoomed in on all the cars in the lot that she thought looked suspicious. She sent that license plate off to Jack. There was that black SUV from the other night that she already had the license plate for. And there was an off-white utility van that she was pretty sure was the same one that had taken turns following Willow in the morning, and also had taken turns tailing Willow on the way home.




Alex wondered if that meant there were a couple more cars and trucks she just hadn’t spotted.




She was still looking for more possibilities when the front doorbell rang. She put the tablet down and hurried to the front door. Willow still beat her to it.




It was Graham and Jo and Lieutenant Bailey. Fortunately, Willow remembered the role she was playing, because Alex might have just invited everyone in, even though there might be someone out there watching through binoculars. Or even through a sniper scope.




Willow opened the door and insisted on seeing credentials. Then she stepped inside for a minute, like she was verifying stuff on her computers. Then she stiffly invited them all in.




Once she had the front door closed, Alex came over and shook Graham’s hand and hugged Jo and said hi to Lieutenant Bailey, even though Lieutenant Bailey was totally surprised that Alex knew Jo and Graham so well. Then they all went into the kitchen for hot scones with lots of butter. Alex was totally not surprised that Lieutenant Bailey went for a can of Mountain Dew instead of coffee. He was probably just wishing Mountain Dew Baja Blast came in cans too.




And Willow already had the kitchen curtains closed just in case. That was good. Alex hadn’t thought of it until after they all got in the kitchen and sat down.




Graham asked, “What smells so great? And is it for us?”




“It’s scones!” Alex gushed. “Willow made ’em herself just this morning, and they’re awesome!”




So they all had a scone. Okay, Alex had three, even though she’d already had breakfast.




It took Lieutenant Bailey about three minutes to put together ‘Alex knows Miller and Lupo’ and ‘Alex saved the Cupertino meeting yesterday’ and ‘Colonel O’Neill had to run Operation Tera-twin yesterday to protect Terawatt’s secret identity.’ Then he just stared at Alex for like twenty seconds with his mouth open. Then he grabbed his laptop and researched A.L. Mack for a couple minutes until he slapped himself on the forehead. Then Graham had to tell him that he couldn’t talk to anybody about this, not even to Lieutenant Marshall or Sergeant Carlson.




And then they really did go through a security audit. Lieutenant Bailey went over the computer and network security stuff with Willow, while Jo and Graham checked the physical security, and went over Willow’s car really thoroughly, and used really high-powered monocs to check the utility poles and neighboring houses and stuff.




When they were all done, Willow baked a couple frozen pizzas and heated up a big pan of homemade lasagna for everyone for a late lunch.




Jo asked her, “You’ve got a ton of solar panels, and more UPSes than I’ve ever seen. So if someone took down that utility pole, you’d still have power and computer connectivity and cable service and cellphone coverage?”




Willow nodded eagerly. “But you could knock out most of that if you hit my satellite dishes and my solar panels with anti-tank weapons or something. And I’ve got a small cistern under my back yard so I could do without city water for a little while. Longer if I didn’t water my plants or do a lot of dishwashing or a lot of me-washing.”




Graham said, “Your computer security is good. I’m more concerned about your physical security. We looked at the pictures Alex sent, and we tracked down Mister John Deakin, Special Supervisory Agent for the NID, who is working out of a Bay Area office and is probably these dorks’ boss. So the colonel’s pretty eager to set up a trap and let them plant their bugs again so we can arrest them and get the NID in even more trouble. I think we can play this up and really get Congress breathing down their necks, because bugging a possible problem who has access to DHS computers is one thing. Planting cameras to look into the bedroom and bathroom of a pretty twenty-something is an entirely different matter.”




Alex added, “And they’ve been tailing Willow all over the place too, and I don’t know if they just want to know where she goes, or if they’re planning on kidnapping her or something. I’ve found three vehicles I’m pretty sure of, and I don’t know if I’m missing some other cars.”




But Jo was happy to look over Alex’s pictures, and she came up with two more maybes, a blue Prius and a pretty little taupe Audi convertible. Alex made a mental note to watch out for them too.




After Graham gave Willow a list of suggestions for physical security and the ‘security audit’ team left, Alex cleaned up in the kitchen while Willow went back to work. Okay, it wasn’t her fault that she ate the last two slices of pizza. They were just sitting there looking really lonely! But she saved all the rest of the lasagna and put it back in the fridge. After all, she might need a snack later.




Then it was really pretty boring all afternoon long. Willow was totally lost in Programming Land, and Alex figured the next pictures she wanted to take needed to be done at night while Willow worked at her computer. So Alex did other stuff. She snooped in Willow’s library to see if there were any books she’d thought about that Willow already had so they wouldn’t be good for gifts. She watched some of Willow’s DVDs and just pretended she didn’t accidentally find the drawer of Willow’s R- and X-rated DVDs. Yick. She worked some more on her on-line computer course. She Skyped with Hanna and then with Robyn. She got in plenty of martial arts practice. All that kind of stuff.




The only good part of the afternoon was when Willow called Alex in to look at the internet feed, because Anonymous had gotten into some federal computers and had just posted the NID and CIA’s list of their Top Twenty suspects for who might really be Terawatt. And all of them looked like they could be Terawatt if you gave them a wig and a mask — and a padded bra in a few cases — but none of them were Terawatt material with their jobs and lifestyles. Two of them were cosplayers Terawatt had met in San Diego, and several were already models, and a couple were trying to make some money as Terawatt impersonators, but none of them were doctors or policewomen or like that.




And when Alex asked Willow who Anonymous really was, Willow said, “No one except the very top few people know. Even the members of Anonymous don’t out themselves to other members of the group, so no one knows who we — I mean, they — are.” Alex just gave Willow a look.




Then at six, Willow drove them over to her favorite Mexican restaurant. They had a great dinner, and Willow told her a couple really funny stories about Jack taking her out to eat, because Jack might be nice and friendly to good waiters, but he could be really snarky if the waiter was rude, or the people at the next table were stupidly loud for no reason, or a family had a baby screaming at the top of its lungs and was just ignoring the kid. Willow also confessed that Jack would tease her just a ton if he caught her ogling a waiter. Or a waitress.




Alex asked, “So, what do you do when you catch Jack ogling a hot waitress?”




Willow pouted. “He doesn’t! He never does! He just stares at me a ton, even if sometimes he’s staring at my cleavage. Sometimes he asks if I like what the waitress is wearing, which is why I have a Hooters costume in the dresser at his place and this tiny black cocktail waitress dress, but he just doesn’t do the looky-loo thing when we’re out together. It’s really annoying when I’m the one with the wandering eyes, because it’s supposed to be the guy who does that.”




Alex was pretty sure that same Prius was following them on the way home, along with the gray Honda. It was hard to be certain, because Silicon Valley had about a zillion Prius and Audi and BMW ‘statement’ cars, plus plenty of way more expensive cars.




After she went back to the hotel that night, she Skyped with Ray, who was still psyched about the basketball game, because they played the Rangers again and won by seven. That pretty much guaranteed they were going to win their league, and they might even go undefeated in the league, since only one of their remaining conference games was against one of the top teams. So they were looking at a really good seed in the state tourney for their division, and their basketball team hadn’t won their conference in years.







The next morning, Willow picked Alex up at the hotel extra, extra early. Willow was in a really expensive-looking ecru women’s suit with an above-the-knee hem that looked great on her. Alex was glad she was wearing the nice outfit she’d brought, even if she was ‘just the shutterbug’ today.




Well, she was totally hoping she was just the shutterbug, because she so did not need another Clare Tobias incident.




Willow drove off to Travis Air Force Base, with Alex using her makeup mirror to check cars and trucks behind them on the roads. Alex was pretty sure the black SUV, the Prius, and the Honda were following them and switching off fairly regularly. Once she knew what to look for, it was easier to see how they would have one car tailing Willow with the other two out of sight, and then one of the other cars would move up to where they could see Willow’s car, and the first tail car would drop back out of sight.




Willow went through the standard security stuff at the air force base checkpoint before driving over to a visitors-only parking area near one of the big hangars. Alex had to show her ID and all that stuff too. There was an SRI Cessna Citation X already waiting for them. It was even the newer eight-seat one instead of the original six-seat one Jack had started with that was now Team Two’s Cessna.




Alex made sure to get pictures of Willow walking out to the Cessna and climbing aboard, plus more pictures of Willow making herself at home once they were onboard. They really made Willow look like a super-cool jetsetting billionaire type. Then they spent most of the trip to Washington D.C. talking about installing linux and being a sysadmin for a linux box, because Willow knew way more about this stuff than whoever wrote that on-line course. And there was stuff about sendmail that only super-awesome unix gurus like Willow understood, because sendmail was so obscure and complicated it made regular linux stuff look like fingerpainting. Alex totally did not get a lot of the weirdness in sendmail, even after Willow explained why it was so weird and cryptic and freakazoid.




Then, when they landed at Andrews Air Force Base, which was never going to be Alex’s favorite base after the last couple visits, General Hammond and his adjutant Major Davis were there to meet Willow and escort her to the meeting. Alex remembered that Graham had called him ‘Paul’ on the phone instead of Major Davis, so she figured the major was a pretty nice guy, and knew Graham from somewhere.




Alex made sure to get some good pics as the officers shook Willow’s hand and were really respectful and stuff. Deferential! That was it, they were deferential. She loved SAT word wealth, now that she didn’t have to study for the SATs. She totally needed to get a word-a-day app for her phone.




Willow introduced General Hammond and Major Davis to A.L. Mack, the photographer who was getting pictures of her for a story. They were nice and polite, but they didn’t know her. And that was just the way Alex liked it.




Alex shook their hands and said, “It’s an honor! Ms. Rosenberg’s said really nice things about you, General. And if there’s anything you don’t want me photographing, just tell me, and I’ll stop.”




On the other hand, since she was just a photographer, she could get a few more pics of Willow greeting important people like the Secretary of Homeland Security, but then she couldn’t go into the meeting room. She had to wait in a side room with a couple adjutants and lower-rank officers who weren’t entitled to go listen in either. Like Lieutenant Webster, who looked like a nice guy, but was never going to be confused for a movie star. Alex was good with that, because she’d had to deal with way too many super-handsome Orphans. Even if Lieutenant Webster thought Alex was pretty hot and wanted to ‘chat her up’ as Hermione would say. Or Lieutenant Merridale, who was a black woman who looked like she was fresh out of the Naval Academy. Alex figured you had to be pretty dang awesome to get through the Naval Academy when you were black and female both, and then land an important assignment like this.




So she played dumb. Jack said playing dumb was one of his most useful skills, and she had to admit a lot of people had underestimated Jack. So she asked, “What’s going on in the meeting? What kind of stuff are they talking about? Is it super-secret spy stuff?”




Lieutenant Merridale told her, “There’s no spy stuff. It’s a really long meeting about computer security. You should know this. You came with Ms. Rosenberg.”




Alex nodded, “Well yeah, I knew that part, but there are all these generals and admirals and the head of the whole DHS. And I really like Ms. Rosenberg, she’s been really nice to me, but she can do stuff on a computer that’s just freaky. I mean, she borrowed my tablet, and she hooked it up to her network, and she cracked my password in like half a minute, which is like impossible. But I learned not to use my boyfriend’s name as a password anymore.”




Okay, that worked great. Not only did everyone else in the room think she was stupid, but Lieutenant Webster decided to keep his pickup lines to himself. Saying the magic word ‘boyfriend’ was really good that way. When everyone else pulled out paperwork and got busy, Alex downloaded images from her camera to her tablet and started going through them to decide what she wanted to keep for her pictorial on ‘Willow Rosenberg, CEO and Computer Genius.’ Some of the pictures were just blah, but some of them really captured Willow. And some of them really captured the way other people felt about Willow. Alex thought that was way more important, because those pics really showed just how awesome and important Willow really was, even if Willow didn’t see it.




Alex snacked on a couple energy bars while she worked, and before she knew it, it was nearly lunchtime. The door opened, and one of the Air Force SFs said, “Miss Mack? Could you go with the colonel here for your lunch?”




And it was Jack. Alex had to bite the inside of her mouth to keep from bursting into a huge smile.




Jack gave the room a big scowl. “You’d think a colonel has better things to do than feed some Woodward and Bernstein wannabe, but noooo!” Everyone in the room looked at her like ‘oh you poor kid’.




She trotted off behind Jack, who hurried her out of the building and over to a Humvee. She was totally not surprised to see Hanna was in it already. She and Hanna hugged happily before Alex stopped and got in her seat and put on her seatbelt.




They drove off the base, through the busy streets of Washington, D.C., and to a seriously secure office building that was solely for the Department of Homeland Security. Jack smirked, “At least the NID’s banned from this building right now, after some of the crap they pulled. We know they’ve still got people on the base, and some of ’em were probably complicit in the Clare Tobias fiasco, which makes me want to trust them so much.”




Jack had a gymbag in the car, so Alex quick-changed into Terawatt before she got out of the car and went into the building. Being Terawatt also made going through building security just totally easy. And there was a conference room with a big table full of food that Sergeant Walters and Sergeant Scott and Grover were setting up. So first, they ate. And Alex got to eat as much as she wanted, which was one of the many great things about Jack. It was sandwiches and hearty salads, plus cake for dessert.




Afterward, Jack called Iowa on a videophone system, and it was Riley and Jill. Alex was so surprised. Not. Jack carefully set the web camera up so only he and the sergeants were showing up on the screen.




Jack asked, “So… is everything up to date in Kansas City?”




Jill looked a little confused, since they weren’t even in Kansas. But Riley repressed a smile and answered, “They’ve gone about as far as they can go.”




Then Jill got it too. She burst into song, “They went and built a skyscraper seven stories high, about as high as a buildin’ oughta grow!” Alex still didn’t know the song, but at least she knew it was a song, and it sounded like it came from an old musical.




Jack laughed and teased, “Finn, why don’t you sing too?”




Finn stiffly said, “Sir, my singing voice is so bad it has been officially declared a weapon of mass destruction. I am not allowed to sing within a two-mile radius of any civilians.”




Jack and Sergeant Scott both snorted in amusement, while Hanna stopped and whispered something to Grover, who whispered back. Alex was pretty sure Hanna was checking that Riley was making a joke. After all, given some of the powers they’d seen, it wouldn’t be too big a stretch to have someone with a lethal singing voice, sort of like an evil Dazzler.




Jill said, “Things are looking pretty good here, sir. No traces of the virus in the water or in any of the animals we’ve captured. We’ve been working with the CDC and the National Guard. They have 87% of the Quad Cities population vaccinated against the t-virus, and an estimated 74% of pet cats and dogs, and there’s been a massive effort to get strays off the streets, along with a big four-city effort to wipe out all the rats and mice and pigeons and crows. And thank you for swiping me from what’s left of S.T.A.R.S.”




Riley reported, “We’re now working with the Army Corps of Engineers and the CDC on protocols for excavating the Spencer Mansion and the Spencer Building so workers are protected from what might still be in there, and so we’ve also got enough heavy weaponry to deal with any emergencies. But they think they’ll be ready to start excavations by the end of next month.”




Jill and Riley took turns talking about what the Army Corps of Engineers was working up, but it sounded to Alex like backhoes and cranes with armored, sealed compartments for the operators so they wouldn’t get exposed to viruses, and so icky things couldn’t get at them. And after seeing those Tyrants and what was left of William Birkin, Alex really didn’t think that Armored Personnel Carriers and Abrams tanks were overkill.




Then Jack smirked, “And, in other news, superpowered criminal Clare Tobias got taken down by a girl reporter day before yesterday. Marshall’s looked at what she was carrying under an electron microscope and says it’s not the t-virus. It’s a prion in what he’s guessing is a preservative solution, but he’s analyzing it to make sure.”




Riley asked, “A prion like in Mad Cow Disease?”




Jack nodded. “That’s our current guess. He’s already started some computer simulations and some lab animal tests we won’t be telling PETA about. But I’m pretty sure it isn’t designed to make your teeth whiter than white.”




Yeah, Alex didn’t think so either. A prion like Mad Cow Disease? She was guessing it would do something horrible to you like turn your brain to swiss cheese. If most of the top execs and gurus of the American computer industry turned into drooling idiots, it would destroy most of the advances in the computer biz everywhere. That would be great for P$ychon4ut and The Collective, but really bad for everyone else.




Jack went on, “Clare doesn’t feel like talking. There are a couple CIA guys who want to get their hands on her and see how she likes waterboarding, but there’s no way I’m going for that. Not to mention I doubt they have any idea how strong and quick she really is, which would probably end with another embarrassing escape. She has no idea of everything we currently know, and I’m good with that.”




Riley asked, “Since they have to know Willow Rosenberg is an Orphan and isn’t playing ball with them, was this aimed at her personally?”




Jack scowled, “If so, then we need to warn Team Two, our friend in Gotham, and Terawatt’s little blonde buddy.”




Jill asked, “Sir, do I not have clearance to know who you’re talking about?”




Jack said, “You have clearance to know that Lieutenant Lupo and Sergeant Carlson are also Orphans. You do not yet have clearance to know Terawatt’s personal secrets. She’ll tell you when she wants to.”




“Yes sir.”




Riley told her, “Don’t worry. It’ll work out. And things will be more of a surprise this way. They’re all fun surprises, not the ‘oh heck Wesker is trying to kill me’ kind of surprise.”




Jack kidded, “And you won’t have to say ‘heck’ either, Valentine.”




After the conference call was over, Jack sat everyone down. Alex grabbed another piece of cake too. Jack addressed everyone, “Operation Tera-twin went off without a hitch yesterday. But now we’ve got to scout out another site in another city a lot farther away from Base Two, and plan a new op. We had to have several vans in place so Terawatt could just appear from between two of them, and then ‘vanish’ when she ran back out between two others. We had to arrange for the drop-off of our badguy. We had to have the cellphone footage already faked with the right backdrop and ready to go, with the right cooperator turning it in to the tv stations for us. It was a logistical headache. Next time I watch David Copperfield do magic, I’m gonna be a lot less snarky about what’s involved in making the whole illusion look right. This means we don’t have a back-up plan the next time Terawatt goes mano-a-mano with a supervillain without changing into her uniform first. This could be a problem. So Tera, don’t do it again. At least, not until I tell you we’re ready with Operation Tera-twin 2: Electric Boogaloo.”




Alex nodded, “Okay. Afterward, I thought of some stuff I could’ve done instead, but I was just too stressed out, worrying she had some t-virus or something on her. Or maybe in her, which could’ve been worse.”




Jack nodded, “Good. The whole point of secret identities is keeping them secret. If that means you just call the cops and pretend to be a helpless hostage, then do it. Granted, you don’t let a hundred people die horribly while you’re sitting on your hands, but don’t blow your secret identity if you don’t absolutely have to. Remember, there are other people besides you who are likely to end up getting the short end of the stick if your other identity comes to light.”




Eww. Yeah. Alex could just imagine what would happen to her whole family and all her friends if Danielle Atron found out little Alex Mack was really Terawatt. That would be mega-bad, even with Shar there. Maybe even partly because Shar was there. It wasn’t like Alex didn’t have any idea how dangerous Shar could be if she was defending her family, because Shar had risked her life and french-fried a three hundred foot unstoppable mega-dinosaur just to save Alex. And Alex had seen what was left of The Shop’s research site, including that pond. That ex-pond.




Alex was not going to let Shar be shoved into the position where she had to do that kind of thing. That was all there was to it.




But Jack wasn’t done yet. He made a big show of looking at his watch. “Hey, I’ll bet that boring Rosenberg chick won’t be done with her boring meeting until five at the earliest, because those bureaucrats can jabber and whine and complain like nobody’s business. How about we do something fun?”




And Jack had a movie to watch. It was the latest “Toy Story.” Alex had a funny feeling that Jack’s son had said he wasn’t interested, and Jack still wanted to see it. Or maybe Charlie took Hanna to see it already. So they just sat and watched, and Jack got some hot buttered popcorn for everyone, and they enjoyed the whole thing, and then they watched the special features on the DVD. Whoever thought up the idea of an ‘outtake reel’ for an animated movie was a genius. She laughed so hard she just about peed her panties.




And then Jack drove her back himself, which was really nice of him. Or so she thought. He finally asked her, “Come on, I could tell there’s something you’re dying to ask me.”




She shrugged. “Okay, well that guy at the Davenport press conference? The one who was a flack for Umbrella? Well wasn’t he really cruddy at his job? I didn’t think about it at the time, but later on, it hit me that he just totally folded as soon as Riley let him have it. Was he really working for Umbrella?”




Jack gave her a big grin. “I don’t know why you think you’re not brilliant.”




Oh crud. “You set it all up!”




Jack smirked, “Well, not exactly. His firm really was hired by Umbrella to tank your press conference, only he had an attack of conscience, and he called the DHS and eventually got transferred to me. So I just re-wrote the script a little bit.”




“Who else knows?”




He focused on driving for a moment. “Walter, since he does all the hard work at the office. I’m pretty sure Valentine twigged right away, but she’s a suspicious son of a gun. Finn? I don’t know. A lot of the time, he’s just an honest, hard-working farmboy. But he’s smart. Willow? I’m pretty sure she didn’t figure it out. She’s brilliant, but she’s not great at reading people.”




Not for the first time, she reminded herself that Jack was sneakier than you thought, even after you remembered he was sneakier than you thought he was the last time.




By the time Jack dropped her off at the building, it was almost five. When she walked back into the little room, Lieutenant Webster and Lieutenant Merridale and almost all of them were worrying.




“Did that colonel take you somewhere and interrogate you all afternoon?”




“Did he just dump you somewhere?”




“Are you okay?”




Alex had to fib, “He took me to see what Ms. Rosenberg does for the DHS. Some nice computer science guys showed me their firewalls and computers, and they talked about the kinds of threats she was looking for. She’s way smarter than me. And they bought me lunch! And ice cream for a mid-afternoon snack.”




Lieutenant Merridale snorted, “Honey, when a hottie like you pays attention to computer nerds, they’ll buy you anything. You shoulda asked for a Porsche too.”




Lieutenant Webster smiled, “Well, maybe not a Porsche. You’d have trouble getting it through baggage claim on your flight home.”




Lieutenant Merridale grinned a huge grin. “Okay, I’ll give him that one. Maybe emerald earrings. They’d look good with your eyes.”




One of the other women in the room said, “You don’t look like the type who gives in and has ice cream in the middle of the day.”




Alex shrugged, “I work out a lot. Aerobics, running, biking… It’s one of the things I have in common with Ms. Rosenberg. I eat more calories than a lot of girls my size.”




“Rosenberg’s a closet jock? Man, I did not guess that one.”




So she chatted with them until a little after 5:30, when the meeting finally broke up. The Air Force SFs finally let them out of the room to go meet up with whoever they were supposed to be hanging with. And a driver was there to take Willow and Alex back to the Cessna.




Once the Cessna took off, Alex asked, “How’d the meeting go? What did they talk about? How many times did you impress ’em so much they just fainted?”




Willow breathed out a gust of exhaustion. “I don’t know which is worse. Guys who really know the details and want to argue about every last little thing it’s possible to do like I have a billion person-hours to spare, or guys that don’t understand the details and want to argue about stuff that’s impossible to do.”




Alex wondered, “Were they asking you to magically redirect satellites to snoop on P$ychon4ut even though you don’t really know where he is?”




Willow rolled her eyes. “It was almost that bad. About four of the people in the room had no idea what they were talking about, and would just not shut up! We had to spend half the meeting telling them why their stupid ideas they saw on tv wouldn’t really work. And then there were two guys who were like the Felix Unger of computer science. Like it matters whether you filter packets with my software or the other standards. You still have to let packets in at some point, and the filtering gets done essentially the same way in each program, so running the packets through all three programs in a row won’t do anything extra except slow down network traffic just a stupid amount, and also expose the firewall to attacks that would work on any of the three proggies. And most properly spoofed email headers can’t be detected by rules-based checkers, because they meet all the rules. That’s why they’re called ‘properly spoofed’! Unless they also say they’re being sent from Latveria or the Duchy of Grand Fenwick or something…”




Okay, Alex got the ‘Latveria’ joke, but she had to stop Willow and ask about Grand Fenwick.




So Willow complained about meeting with a bunch of people who mostly shouldn’t have been allowed to go to the meeting in the first place. There were also bureaucrats who worried about their favorite software getting pointed to as a problem. And there were bureaucrats who just wanted to turn off all services except the ones they used, even if the services they used, like email and web browsing, were the major offenders. And there was one NSA guy who was fine with snooping on everyone in the world, but he didn’t want the firewall to check what he was sending in his emails. Willow complained about the meeting for maybe two solid hours.




But Alex could be a good listener, and Willow felt a lot better when they landed at Travis Air Force Base. It was only six o’clock their time, so they drove through a Carl’s Jr. on the way to Willow’s house, and then they stopped at the grocery store closest to Willow’s and got a dozen pints of Ben & Jerry’s, and they hurried to Willow’s house.




And when they walked out of the grocery store, that same Prius was parked in the handicapped parking with no handicapped sign hanging from its rearview mirror, so Alex used her tk to let all the air out of the guy’s back right tire and shove a big nail into the tread so no one would know Terawatt did it. She would have called the police on him, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good, because he’d probably wave a federal badge at the cops and get away scot free.




Stupid NID jerkheads.




They drove to Willow’s house, put the ice cream in the fridge, and pigged out on burgers and fries while they watched some of the NASA footage Willow had scavenged that wasn’t going to be released.




Okay, that wasn’t as much fun as Alex had hoped. The main reason NASA wasn’t going to release the footage was it was mostly really, really, mega-boring. Watching Sam calibrate astrophysics instruments for two hours, while Captain Baker sat in the cockpit just in case something happened, and his co-pilot Lieutenant Isaacson and Professor Colby the other mission specialist just slept? Not all that thrilling.




Then they ate ice cream and Alex told all about Jack and the meeting and the movie and that stuff. And Willow complained some more about stupid guys who didn’t know enough to know they were computer-morons. Willow didn’t say anything bad about the Secretary of Homeland Security, except that he didn’t make a couple of his people shut up and leave the room.




And Alex got Willow to do some more computer work in her computer room with the lights off. With the darkness outside, Willow’s face was lit only by the light of her monitors, and Alex got some really cool effects shots that way. Alex ended up getting Willow to slave her monitors to the camera’s hot shoe and write a little control program so the monitors would give one really short, really bright flash with some color in it, to get the ‘looking into the color monitor in the dark’ images Alex really wanted, because what the camera would pick up was not what the human eye did.




Alex went back to the hotel, checked out, and drove home so she could see Shar and her folks, because she had really missed them. And she figured she had all the pictures she needed, including a couple close-ups she figured Jack would really like. Shar was already asleep by the time Alex got home, but somehow knew to wake up enough to get lots of hugs before snuggling back into the bed with Piki the Pikachu.




Alex smiled at the cutest snugglebug ever and decided she didn’t really need to ever get Piki back.







When Alex woke up really early Friday morning, she got going on all the stuff she needed to do. She did some more photo editing and sent most of her selected pictures off to Jack for him to look over. Then she Skyped with Hanna and Cindy while she did her martial arts workout. Then she did her upside-down sit-ups, where she used her tk to hold her feet against the ceiling and she did her sit-ups. She sure couldn’t do two hundred sit-ups like she could when she was sitting on the floor, but she was going to work up to a pretty good number of reps. Then she did the rest of her aerobic workout and tk weight-lifting before she showered. She was totally pleased, because she was up to lifting 245 pounds with her tk and it didn’t give her a headache like she was getting hit on the head with a cinderblock.




Then she got Shar going on breakfast, and they played Barbies for a while before Shar went and dug out her new Kari Strong book. Alex was pretty sure that wouldn’t last all morning. But at least her mom could be at work all day. While Alex had been working with Willow, her mom had needed to take one whole day off to watch Shar and two of her little friends, and then had needed to take two hours off the other two mornings to get Shar going and drop her off at a friend’s house for the whole day.




Jack called on the tPhone, so she went with the official Terawatt voice. “Terawatt here. Is there a crisis?”




Jack laughed a little and said, “Nope, no crisis, I was just hoping to talk to your reporter friend. What’s her name again? Peter Parker? Irene Merryweather?”




Irene Merryweather? Who the heck was that? Jack knew way too much about comic books and stuff.




He went on, “At any rate, the photos were beyond great, and I sent them on to a nice guy I know, so A.L. Mack may get a call soon from someone at Newsweek. Don’t over-react.”




Newsweek?!?! She was already over-reacting! There was no way she could talk to someone from Newsweek without melting into a gooey glob of fangirl.




Jack just went on, like she hadn’t turned into a squeaking, babbling mess. “So it won’t be a prank when they call you, and I already cleared an interview with Willow, although I’d like you to go over anything they write, and polish it up. I don’t think I’d be too unbiased.”




“Jack! I can’t ‘polish up’ stuff from important reporters! I’m just…”




“You’re just the most powerful superheroine on the planet, plus the woman who knows Willow better than anyone except me. Maybe even including me, because I tend to insert my own little prejudices everywhere.”




Yeah, right. Although she didn’t think Jack would be very fair if someone had something negative to say about Willow, like how she got suckered by her venture capitalists. And what if they wanted a really sleazy cover photo of Willow? She’d better make sure none of those cosplay photos turned up in the story. Especially not that Psylocke one.




And then Willow called, and she was still laughing pretty hard, because the NID guys had gotten caught red-handed putting those bugs back in place, and the FBI had legal wiretaps on the Bay Area NID office so they had Mr. Deakin telling them to go do illegal stuff, so the whole Bay Area NID office was in handcuffs down at the local FBI office, and the NID guys had made a huge, pompous deal about ‘I’m a big important NID agent and you can’t arrest me!’ as they were being handcuffed in front of her house and shoved into the FBI cars. Willow said she even went outside and waved at them as they got shoved into the cars and driven away.




So Alex told her that Jack really liked the pictures Alex took. But Willow just insisted, “Well duh on that, because you’re a great photographer! And not only are you great at taking pictures, but you can get pictures no one else can, and you have the steadiest video anyone ever saw unless they’re walking around with a huge steadicam system! You will totally rule Corcoran, you know that? Everyone else will be a wannabe, and you’re already a superstar with major street cred, and I knew you wouldn’t take any pictures of me that weren’t really nice, because you’re my best friend.”




Lunchtime was really easy, because Shar was done watching “The Iron Giant” again, and she wanted to help in the kitchen. So they made lunch and picked out Shar’s favorite slow cooker recipe and got it going, and Alex even let Shar brown the cubes of beef they sliced up. And Alex let Shar try browning a few cubes with her powers, which made Shar so happy she was squealing. Okay, all three cubes ended up over-done, because Shar needed a lot of practice on fine-tuning her powers, but at least they weren’t turned into lumps of charcoal. Alex figured they would all be edible after cooking in the slow cooker all afternoon. But just in case, she used her tk and put toothpicks in the three Shar-grilled cubes when Shar wasn’t looking.




And then Shar watched a movie on the tv and then ran around in the back yard practicing her kung fu until she was tired enough to take a short nap. “But just a tiny one, because Piki’s lonely, and it’s totally not because I’m a baby or anything!”







Shar was still napping when the home phone rang. “This is Eleanor Clift. May I speak to A.L. Mack?”




Oh crud oh crud oh crud! It was Eleanor Clift! The Eleanor Clift! Alex tried really hard not to squeak or anything. “This is A.L. Mack, Mrs. Clift. I go by Alex when I’m not doing copyrights.”




The woman on the phone laughed lightly. “It’s all right, Alex. You can call me Eleanor. A mutual friend showed me some of your photos of Willow Rosenberg, and I was really impressed. We’d like to do a story on her, particularly now that she’s made the news with her contract with Homeland Security, and the Clare Tobias incident this week. She’s extremely topical, and in this business you seize the day. I’ve already called her, and she’s agreed to a phone interview. We’d love to do a piece on her with your photos. You’ve really captured something meaningful.”




“Umm, thank you.”




“Don’t thank me yet. You haven’t seen what magazine editors do to your hard work. Trust me, it’s not pretty.”





157. Study Tour Group



Alex woke up Saturday morning and tried to get in all her exercises and martial arts practice before Shar woke up, but didn’t quite make it. She was in the middle of her upside-down stomach crunches when Shar sleepily asked, “How come I don’t get ta do that too?”




Alex kept going on her crunches, but gritted out, “You… never… asked… before.” She got to number fifty and stopped. “And they’re hard.” Boy, maybe she should have stopped at forty. Her stomach muscles were going to be sore all day.




But Shar was insistent, so Alex stopped her workout so a little cutiepie in pajamas could float upside down by her feet and try to do a crunch. Even if Shar couldn’t do one, despite a lot of very cute grunting and groaning. “This is too hard!”




Alex told her, “You need to practice doing lots of sit-ups every day before your tummy’s going to be ready for this stuff.”




“How many sit-ups were you doing every day?”




Alex admitted, “I got up to two hundred fifty before I started doing crunches like this.”




“That’s too many.”




Alex smiled gently, “Well, you could start with five or ten.”




“Okay! Jo has me doing more than five sit-ups on Sundays. Uncle George has to do a lot more, but he says it’s because he’s got more ‘sit’ to get ‘up’.”




Alex managed not to laugh out loud.




So with Shar ‘helping’ it took Alex maybe twice as long to do the rest of her workout. But the kung fu practice with Shar was fun, and Shar was so cute moving through the individual steps of the katas.




Alex smiled, “When you get your black belt, I bet you’ll be the best firebender ever.”




After she got Shar through breakfast and clothes and everything, Ray came over. Alex wanted some private time with Ray, but Shar really wanted to hear about the basketball game the night before, so Ray ended up sitting on the couch with Shar on his lap telling her how Jackson got just red hot and the other team just didn’t have anybody to cover him when they already had their best defensive guard on Ray, so everyone kept feeding Jackson the ball every time he was open, and he scored forty-seven points and they won by a huge amount.




Shar asked, “Will he score that much next week?”




Ray grinned, “Pretty sure he won’t. There were scouts in the crowd, so the teams next week are going to be working hard on shutting him down.”




Alex sighed a little to herself, because Jackson was a pretty good shot, but he wasn’t as great as he liked to think he was. Their team had five starters, and every one of them was capable of dominating a game if the other team didn’t guard him a lot. She just trusted that Ray would handle it all, and he’d give Jackson the ball at the right time, and he’d give it to someone else the rest of the time.




And in the middle of things, just when she thought she might get rid of Shar for a bit so she could get in some necking with Ray, her tPhone buzzed with a text from Jack. 1300 yr time




Fortunately, she was able to go with the old standby. “Shar? You wanna go watch ‘The Iron Giant’?” That got Shar occupied for an hour and a half. Even if her dad kept drifting through the living room so she didn’t really get as much necking time with Ray as she wanted. And Shar came back to get Alex to clean her DVD because it wasn’t playing perfectly.




Alex reminded herself that they were going to have to buy a new copy of “The Iron Giant” one of these days, because Shar had watched her copy so many times, and it had picked up some scratches and stuff.




Still, Ray stayed for lunch and Alex made burgers for everyone. Her dad got involved and grilled the hamburger patties and the buns on the grill, so they were extra yummy. Alex maybe ate one or two more than she was planning on. But it wasn’t her fault, because they were really good!




Okay, so she had three more than she was planning on eating. It wasn’t her fault. That last cheeseburger was just not going to be as good if it got refrigerated and then eaten some other day. That was what she told Shar, anyway.




So she got Shar busy with Uncle George, and she kissed Ray goodbye, and she went into the home office for her one o’clock conference call with Jack.




“Terawatt here.”




Jack answered, “Teams One and Two on already, along with Sergeant Harriman and Action Girl and Klar. We’re just waiting for those slovenly Iowans.”




There was an audible click. “Finn here with Valentine.”




“Ahh, the latecomers. Is that Iowa time, or Jamaica time out there?”




Alex was glad she wasn’t the last one on, because she would have been the one who got teased.




Riley staunchly said, “Sorry sir, but the CDC wanted some more of my blood. I should ask Sam if there are any suspected vampires working for them.”




Alex complained, “I really hope there aren’t any real vampires in our universe, because they’re really strong and really fast and magically tough, and they spread like… like a virus. And all those stupid ‘pretty vampire’ books would make people want to protect them and get bitten by them and other sicko stuff.”




Jack sarcastically asked, “And just how many real vampires have you killed, Miss von Helsing?”




Alex had to stop and think about it. “Umm, maybe fifty? Seventy? I didn’t really count. We were kind of in a warzone and we had way bigger problems on our hands.”




“Whoa. I take back the crack I was about to make. Okay, if vampires ever turn up, Tera’s our go-to girl.”




Alex told him, “I’m pretty sure we’re safe from magic-based vampires and demons in this universe, but some of that t-virus ick is pretty close.”




Jack groaned, “Yeah, I’m never gonna be able to watch a zombie movie again.”




Alex groaned right back, “I’ve got all these friends reading about Anita Blake, or Bella and Edward, and I can’t tell ’em why I don’t want to even talk about those stupid things. Because vampires? Not like that, even if other-Willow said other-Buffy had serious girlfriend-boyfriend relationships with two of them. Eww.”




Klar cut in, “My mom’s still reading the junk magazines and watching the entertainment news, and she said this world’s Buffy has a history of really bad boyfriend choices, so maybe there’s some kind of connection there.”




Jack snarked, “It’s handy having a hard-working researcher who’s studying the trashy stuff and keeping up to date so we don’t have to.” He paused and said, “Which brings up one of today’s fun topics. Burn, what did our loose Orphans have to say when you gave them your little heads-up?”




Willow’s Autotuned voice answered, “Well, Mister Gotham was sort of rude and said he’d already figured out he might be a target since he didn’t want to play by their rules. And Miss Hollywood said ‘thanks for nothing’ and she told me she’d rather get killed than get dragged into either side of our little war, and she doesn’t want us to call her again no matter what. So maybe Terawatt should’ve made the calls.”




Alex disagreed, “I’m pretty sure that wouldn’t have helped. Gotham really doesn’t trust me, and Hollywood’s afraid I’m gonna mess everything up for her. Me making the calls would’ve just made things even worse.”




Jack moved on, “Okay, now on to Clare’s little surprise package. How about if Lieutenant Marshall gives us the 4-1-1, as the hepcats are calling it these days?”




Alex could hear that someone on the call was snorting with laughter.




Lieutenant Marshall said, “Well colonel, it’s probably fairly bad news. It’s not a normal prion. It’s a prion synthetically tagged with what we’re theorizing is a fraction of an antibody for specific targeting. It’s completely unlike what Umbrella’s people came up with, which means we have a completely different lab developing it.”




Jack muttered, “Those Collective types just don’t stop, do they?”




Lieutenant Marshall agreed, “They don’t seem to. And this one is a lot more like some of the older research done by Maggie Walsh on retrovirus behavior, so I think we can conjecture this is not the American bloc, but whichever part of The Collective that Dr. Walsh—”




“Wacky Maggie,” Jack insisted.




“—Wacky Maggie is helping. Or directing. The prion is in a preservative that keeps proteins stable, but doesn’t have any other properties we’ve detected. But the prion is a serious problem. We irradiated some of our sample so we could track it, and we tried testing it on chimpanzees. It goes straight through the blood-brain barrier and creates specific lesions. There’s a lesion between the amygdala and the inferotemporal cortex, so the victim loses the ability to recognize the people he knows as the people they are. So he loses all friend-or-foe identification.”




“Like Capgras Syndrome?” Alex asked.




There was a big pause. “Umm, yes, exactly like some forms of Capgras Delusion, down to the usual location of the brain damage. I didn’t realize Terawatt has a biomedical background.”




Alex started to say, “I just got it from—”




But Acid Burn interrupted, “—from a discussion we had on some unrelated science areas.”




Alex frowned, because that was fibbing and making her sound way smarter than she really was.




The lieutenant went on, “To make things worse, lesions also appear on the hypothalamus and prefrontal cortex in places we associate with control of aggression and predation.”




“Aaaand this means…”




Lieutenant Marshall concluded, “We end up with a chimpanzee that will attack any threat without hesitation, and it will not recognize anyone or anything except as a threat. We ended up with four chimpanzees that would just sit perfectly still and then launch themselves at anything that came their way, and would not stop until the threat was gone or extremely dead. After a while, they weren’t interested in food or sleep or sex or anything but waiting for a threat to attack. I think this means exposed people would become killing machines. They wouldn’t do anything except kill everyone and everything in their range, and then they’d hunt down everything else and try to kill them too.”




Jack asked, “And is this the same thing that hit Beirut? Because it sure sounds like it.”




Lieutenant Marshall replied, “Maybe. Based on the medical and physical forensics we’ve gotten from your Russian contacts on that warehouse complex, it has to be what got those Russian mobsters who sold the sub. They’ve all got the brain lesions, and there are chemicals in their cerebral fluid that are probably from the decomposition of these tagged prions. Also, your Russian police contacts found a broken champagne bottle behind a desk. It has chemicals in the champagne that we can now figure out. I’d say they’re the breakdown products of these tagged prions and the preservative.”




Jack said, “Yeah, I thought the one broken champagne bottle was weird, so I asked. They think someone delivered a case of the champagne, based on the marks in the dust in the main kitchen, and then cleaned up after themselves to hide the evidence when they came back to recover the payoff. If you have no conscience, killing everyone is definitely cheaper than paying them millions and millions of rubles.”




Lieutenant Marshall pointed out, “But the entire city of Beirut wouldn’t be drinking tainted champagne.”




Riley asked, “The prion just needs to be in liquid?”




“Right.”




“So it could be dumped into the city water system, right?” Riley suggested.




Lieutenant Marshall thought for a second. “Ooh, that’s good. That’s really good. For an entire city, you’d need a factory’s worth of the stuff, not just one little vial. And you’d want a way to introduce it into the water mains just downstream of any water treatment systems. If you put enough prion in, you could affect hundreds of thousands of people, and the effect would be permanent. The brain lesions are irreparable.”




Jack groaned, “So where did our pal Clare get this stuff?”




Lieutenant Marshall said, “No idea, sir.”




Jack said, “Walter, call Big Cheese and Little Cheese and give them a full FYI. Get the DHS and the FBI on this ASAP. We need to find where they’re making this crap before they dose another city — this time, an American one.”




“Yes sir.”




Jack muttered, “Don’t these guys take vacations?”




Willow grumbled, “This probably is Wacky Maggie’s idea of a vacation.”




Jack went on, “And speaking of no vacations, how’s Iowa?” 




Riley announced, “We’re ready to go. Lieutenant Valentine was not trained in undercover ops, but that’s not going to be crucial.”




Jill said, “The Umbrella op is static now. We’re not seeing any signs of new outbreaks, but we don’t have any guarantees it’s definitely over, and the Corps of Engineers is still in their planning and equipment-testing phase. So we can leave for a short time.”




Jack replied, “Good, good… Team Two?”




Lieutenant Lupo told him, “We’re ready too, sir. Captain Fisher and his group came up with really nice disguise materials for us, and I think they’ll work for long enough. Az is complaining about her disguise, though. And Sergeant Carlson’s wife is a little cranky about him going on a mission with a Hustler centerfold.”




Az? They were bringing Azure Crush along on this op? Alex didn’t know whether to be happy about it or panicked.




Sergeant Carlson huffed, “A little cranky doesn’t begin to cover it, colonel. I’m probably gonna be sleeping in the RV for the next month. Rinne has… issues about her looks and her self-confidence.”




Jack smirked, “Well, tell her you’re also going to be on the op with Lieutenant Lupo.”




“Thank you sir, that’ll get me in even more trouble. If I tell her who else is going to be on the op with me, I’ll probably be getting divorce papers before I get home.”




Jack said, “Okay, I gotta admit it. Lupo, Valentine, Azure Crush, Terawatt, and Action Girl in the same field of operations is sort of piling on. I’ll call Mrs. Carlson personally and see what I can do.”




“Thank you, colonel. It would’ve been really helpful if her brother didn’t have naked Azure Crush pics posted all over his rec room walls.”




Alex checked, “And Terawatt?”




Jack smirked, “And Terawatt! It’s time for you to go on a study tour group. To Korea. The big meeting in Panmunjom is scheduled to start at 0800 their time Monday morning. I’m shipping all of you there tonight. Mister Finn and Miss Valentine are escorting three high school students on a tour of South Korean architecture and history. Mister and Mrs. Carlson have a South Korean tour guide showing them around so he can look at sweat shops he may want to use so he can put wholesome American workers out of jobs. That’ll put all of you within assault distance in case anything happens. Personally, I’m expecting the big attack will be Monday, because it’s the anniversary of one of the famous North Korean victories of the Korean War. But you eight will be on duty until they pull something or the meetings fall apart.”




Alex groaned, “My school is really getting tired of me pulling these disappearances.”




Jack just told her, “Then it’s too bad they agreed to let Corcoran College do this stuff. Fly down to Edwards this evening. Our Cessna will meet you there at 1900. Team Two will pick up Azure Crush in L.A. at the same time. You’ll both land in Camp Casey, meet up with our contact, and you’ll just happen to be near Panmunjom during the talks. Everyone’s going to be in some level of disguise, and you’ll be Annie Farrell, the teen version. So clothes more teen-ish, but the Farrell wig and glasses, and whatever else Fisher’s dreamed up. We’ll have your gymbag and a small suitcase of Annie-wear.”




Alex asked — it wasn’t a whine, it really wasn’t — Jack, “Why do we have to go so early?”




Jack snarked, “Don’t we remember our lessons from our trips to Russia and Japan? They’re not seven hours behind you. They’re across the International Date Line, so they’re seventeen hours ahead of you.”




“Ugh.”




“Hey, look on the bright side, once you hit daylight savings time, it’ll only be sixteen hours ahead!”




She really wished they were all in one conference room, so she could stick her tongue out at Jack.




Riley asked, “Colonel, will they have weapons for us, or are we bringing them?”




Jack said, “We’re supplying the hardware, and we’re not telling anyone we don’t have to about what we’ve got. We’re bringing M203s, a couple heavy machine guns, a couple M32s, two tranq rifles with darts and a variety of loads, some melee weapons for the more violent members of the team, you know.”




Wow. It sounded like Jack was preparing for a small war. Alex asked, “Umm, what do you think we’ll be facing?”




Jack admitted, “No idea. They’ve tried this bit before with a couple hundred infantrymen, but I’m thinking this time it’ll be more like a two hundred foot spider, or maybe a two hundred foot octopus. Or a stampede of thirty foot spiders. Maybe with an infantry battalion using heavy weapons to shoo the stampede in the direction they want.”




Willow complained, “That sounds intensively of the icky.”




There was a lot more stuff on the conference call. Jack wanted to hear about the doctors’ opinions on Riley’s health, and he wanted to be sure Jo’s Korean was good enough for her to play ‘tour guide,’ and he wanted Graham to make sure Sergeant Carlson’s wife wasn’t really going to go bananas because he was undercover for a couple days with a big-boobed bimbo who was mainly known for being a centerfold and a supervillain. And Jack wanted to stress that keeping Azure Crush separate from the ‘study tour group’ was important for protecting people’s secret identities. But Alex was kind of distracted, because she didn’t want to start off the spring term by missing more school, and this op sounded pretty open-ended, which wasn’t a good thing.




And then, right after the conference call ended, she got another call on her tPhone. It was from Willow.




“Burn? Are you okay?”




Willow burbled, “Oh sure, but Jack told me how great your pictures were, and I totally didn’t think you’d have much of the good because I’m just me, and then Eleanor Clift called me, and today I had a phone interview, and they’re doing a big thing on me with a side interview and your pictures, and there’s a whole thing about Clare Tobias and the creepiness attempt at the computer meeting! And I hope I don’t come across as a Valley Girl with a room temp IQ, because you know how I babble when I’m nervous.”




Alex teased, “Is that room temperature in Kelvin?”




“Umm, that would be a no, because room temperature in Celsius is like 20 to 25 degrees, approximately, so in Kelvin that would be roughly 293 or 298 degrees, and plenty of IQ systems have an arbitrary cap of 200, which is totally reasonable, since that’s almost seven standard deviations above the mean, which you’re just not gonna hit all that often, and they don’t really have ways of accurately measuring IQs that high, I mean, they say Stephen Hawking’s IQ is around 160, which I totally think is of the low given the work he’s done, and then there’s a bunch of scaling systems which take your IQ if you’re under fifteen and multiply your IQ estimate by 15 divided by your age, which I think is totally bogus and there’s no way a mathematical model like that is a decent description of the process, but it means if you’re ten and you rack up a 120, which is only a little more than one standard deviation above the adult mean, they report your IQ as 180, which is so totally of the wrong!”




Willow was kind of ranting, so Alex wondered if maybe there was something personal in there. “So… what did they say your IQ was when you were ten?”




Willow cautiously asked, “Is this something you got from other-Willow?”




Alex admitted, “No, I got it from the way you were just talking about scaling IQ scores.” Okay, it was really more of a rant than a talk, but she wasn’t going to say so because that would be mean.




Willow confessed, “Well, my mom had me tested when I was ten, and I got a 153, so it got reported as a 230, which was just stupid, because a ten-year-old genius isn’t going to grow mentally the same way as a normal ten-year-old, and that’s not going to be linear anyway, so it’s a bad scaling system. But it meant I didn’t have to take any more IQ tests, so that was of the good. And anyway, there are decent IQ testing mechanisms for people under 18, and that’s what they should’ve used on me. And besides, I think that people with really high IQ scores need to go through multiple IQ tests so they can get a rational metric and not just go with one insanely high number. Plus, Stephen Hawking thinks people who brag about their high IQ scores are losers, and I agree.”




Alex smiled to herself, but just said, “Well, I think if the reporter makes you sound dorky, he’s just a jerkhead, because I know how awesome you really are.” And she had a feeling Jack would make his unhappiness felt if anyone at Newsweek was deliberately mean to Willow.




Still, getting to talk to Eleanor Clift had been awesome. Mrs. Clift might be a little old lady, but she was mega-famous as a reporter and writer, and she was a board member of the International Women’s Media foundation. So that phone call had been like talking to Woodward and Bernstein! Or George Will! Or…







Alex took a shower and ate a huge early dinner before she changed into her uniform and flew off to Edwards Air Force Base. She wasn’t looking forward to wearing the Annie Farrell wig and glasses all day, but at least this time she wouldn’t have to wear a pound of makeup to make herself look like she was in her twenties. No, she was just going to wear the wrong color foundation so she’d look sallow and washed-out. Maybe she’d add an ugly mole on her nose with some eyebrow pencil, so it would be hidden under her Terawatt mask. Anyway, guys would totally ignore ‘Annie Farrell’ when Jill and Hanna were around.




Her mom and dad had totally not been thrilled with the SRI news, or where she was heading. And her dad was pretty unhappy about her maybe fighting thousands and thousands of North Korean soldiers too. Maybe she shouldn’t have told them where she was going to be working. Shar wasn’t happy about it either, but was insisting it was Piki who didn’t want Alex to leave.




But everyone saw her off, and hugged her bye, and told her to be careful. Shar even volunteered to tell Ray where Alex was going, but Alex managed to convince her that Auntie Willow would do the job just fine.




Then, once Alex was down at Edwards Air Force Base, she used Willow’s GPS app on the tPhone to lead her to where the Cessna was parked while it got refueled. She flew onboard and sort of gaped in surprise.




There were two nerdy-looking adults and two nerdy-looking teens.




Riley was wearing a dark blue suit that was maybe a size or two too big for him so he looked sort of overweight and lumpy. He had his hair slicked down and combed weird so he looked especially dorky, and he was wearing black-rimmed glasses that were the wrong size and shape for his face, so he looked like a doof. Well, he looked as much like a doof as you could make Riley Finn ever look.




Jill was wearing a really ugly, baggy brown suit that hid her curves, and the suit had a skirt that looked too long, and a pair of really ugly brown shoes that were the wrong shade of brown for the suit, so they made things look worse, and both clashed oddly with her brown hair. And she was wearing false upper teeth so she looked horsey and like she had a terrible overbite. Plus she was wearing too much foundation and nothing else, so her eyes looked small and her face looked sort of ‘flat.’ And she had insanely thick glasses and her hair was up in a really weird bun.




Grover was wearing some kind of latex mask and gloves, so she could see him for a change. She wondered if that was what he used to look like. With what looked like prescription sunglasses on and with his mouth closed and with a bad haircut on his wig, he looked like an extra-nerdy science nerd. Plus he was dressed like he was about eight years old and his mom picked his clothes out for Sunday school. Even Wade dressed better than that.




Hanna was wearing some kind of padding under an ugly long dress. Whatever it was, it made her look like she was toting an extra fifty pounds around her waist and hips. Then her hair was dyed an especially flat color that was sort of mouse brown, and it was put up in feathered twintails so she looked weird. And she had some kind of pouches in her cheeks that made her face look fat.




Boy, and she had been figuring Hanna and Jill would look extra hot so no one would look at ‘Annie’.




Riley smiled, “We’ve got Annie Farrell clothes for you, plus a padded bodysuit to wear under them. Go ahead and change, so you can get used to wearing it.”




She flew into the bathroom and looked at the stuff. Besides a long dress in a really ugly green color and some ugly black shoes, there was a thing like a short-sleeved leotard. A really fat short-sleeved leotard. It had cotton batting sewn around the waist and stomach. She puddled out of her uniform and into the thing, and she looked at herself. The leotard was only about two or three pounds, but it made her look like she was about fifty pounds heavier, and not where guys wanted girls to gain weight. She pulled on the dress and shoes and wigcap before she applied the bad foundation. Then she put on the wig and the ugly glasses, and she looked like the overweight teen version of Annie Farrell. This was not a girl who was going to get a lot of dates.




She sat down in her seat and looked over at Riley. The eight-seat Cessna was sort of cozy. It had four narrow seats on each side of the narrow aisle, but each pair of seats was facing each other. So she was sitting in one of the front seats, and she was looking backward right at Hanna, and at Grover who was across the aisle from Hanna, and also at Riley and Jill, who were sitting in the back row. She smiled, “Hey Grover, it’s nice to finally see you.”




He grinned back. The latex mask stuck to his face enough that she could see when he grinned or whatever. But when he opened his mouth, there wasn’t a normal visible mouth in there, so it looked weird. “This is a lot like I used to look, only without the sunglasses, and I wasn’t ever Brad Pitt, but I really didn’t have hair this bad.”




Alex made a mental note to ask Cindy if she had any pictures of what Grover used to look like. She said, “Hi, Hanna.”




Hanna flipped her head from side to side, so her twintails flopped around. In a really good Valley Girl impression, she bubbled, “Oh yeah, it’s totes awesomeness to make with the in-person-y, and isn’t this just beyond rad?”




Wow, that wasn’t just a great Valley Girl impression, it was kind of scary. It was like Hanna had stopped being Hanna. Alex had a feeling that Hanna was going to rock when it came to undercover ops.




Riley said, “We’ll be Mister Frank and Mrs. White. We should have two secure rooms in the visitors’ quarters at Camp Casey, and we won’t be eating in the regular mess either. I’ll have Grover in my room and Jill will have you two or else we’ll put Tera on the couch so she can take off her disguise makeup. We’ll have a Hyundai Entourage to load our gear into, and we’ll be driving around looking at Korean religious sites, talking about their history and architecture. My Korean is good enough, and Hanna knows enough to get by in an emergency, so make sure you stick with one of us at all times. Annie, you can make your own way back to base if you have to, but I’d rather you didn’t have to.”




Jill asked, “Won’t it be a problem if Terawatt is seen flying across the sky just south of the DMZ?”




Riley nodded. “We’ll try to avoid that.”




Jill added, “And I can tell Annie Farrell’s a cover ID. I can also tell Terawatt’s younger than everyone thinks. When do I get read in?”




Alex said in her Annie Farrell voice, “Even half of Teams One and Two aren’t read in yet. I didn’t even tell my family for four years, and that only happened because of a supervillain emergency.”




Jill’s eyes bugged a little at that.




Riley gave everyone a crash course on religion and history in Korea, and how North and South Korea had a major ideological divide. He even talked about the North Korean strategy of asymmetric warfare, because they had tons of troops but not the same level of technology as South Korea’s army, or the ROK as Riley called it. Then he talked about how Panmunjom was the name people often used when they were talking about the Joint Security Area, even though the JSA was smack on the Military Demarcation Line and Panmunjom was actually north of that, in North Korean territory.




Grover asked, “Just how tense is this going to be?”




Riley frowned, “Let me give you an idea of how tense things are normally. The ROK soldiers are required to wear sunglasses so they can’t make eye contact with any North Korean soldiers and possibly provoke new conflicts.”




Alex gasped, “You mean just some soldier glaring at some other soldier could start a war there?”




Riley just nodded. “Yep. The Military Demarcation Line is known to an inch across the entire peninsula, and it’s the most heavily guarded border in the world. The line runs right through the middle of the meeting room, right across the middle of the conference table.”




Grover muttered, “Whoa. That’s crazy.”




Jill told them, “Just going to the wrong side of the room can cause an international incident, so we’re going to have to be really careful. The DMZ is four kilometers wide, and the JSA is smack in the middle, so we can’t be within two kilometers of the meeting without risking causing a problem. Except for Grover.”




Riley said, “Our contact’s in the ROK. Every morning they need to drive to the JSA as part of a security audit, so we can sneak Grover past the North Korean soldiers to take a quick look around. But you’ll have to make it quick. Our contact can’t stall. It’s a one hour audit. At the end of the hour, they’re out of there, and you’ll be walking back home.”




Grover nodded. “But two kilometers is only one point two miles. I can cover that easy.”




Riley frowned, “If you have to. I don’t want you to have to. They call it the Demilitarized Zone, but it’s not. It’s the most heavily militarized zone on the planet. The roads are monitored. Plenty of the fields are mined. They have barriers up all over the place. It could be the worst place on earth to get stuck, even if you are invisible.”




Alex was feeling even worse about this op.







It took eight hours to fly across the Pacific. Eight hours when Alex’s body was telling her it was night and time to go to bed. Riley had everyone taking timed naps so they would be able to cope when they got to South Korea but they would still be ready for bed at a reasonable time there. And he gave a couple talks on Korean food and Korean customs that were pretty interesting. Alex was really hungry by the time he finished the talk on Korean food, even if some of the things he talked about were totally not appetizing.




The jet landed at Camp Casey outside Seoul. They stayed on the Cessna as it taxied into one of the hangars, which was then closed up so no one would be peeking in on them. A brand-new Hyundai Entourage with tinted windows drove up. Two South Korean soldiers got out. The driver was like a sergeant, but the passenger was a colonel or a general or something, with a lot of medals on his uniform. The colonel marched over to the Cessna, while the driver moved off to inspect the hangar for something. Maybe for spies.




Riley clambered out, looking kind of lumpy and awkward in his oversized suit. “Colonel Park, it’s good to see you again.”




The colonel smiled and said something in Korean that made Riley laugh. Alex figured Riley’s Korean had to be really good if he could get jokes in Korean. Riley grinned, “Not this time. We have to make this look convincing. And we need to off-load our gear.”




The colonel told him something else in Korean and handed him a map. Riley said something back that was probably a thank-you, based on how he was standing. Then the colonel and his driver walked out through a side door. Alex flew over and peeked through the little window in the door. There was a Humvee waiting for the colonel. The two South Koreans hopped in, and it took off.




Riley said, “Let’s get organized.”




The back of the Entourage had been stripped. The front seats and the first row of back seats were there, but everything else was yanked out. Riley opened up the Cessna’s cargo hold, and Alex peeked in at the gear. There was a suitcase for each of them, which she floated out. There was the usual gymbag for her, but that was still inside the Cessna. She grabbed that too. There were cases full of weapons. There was a big plastic case holding three M203s. There was a plastic case holding two M32 multiple grenade launchers. There was a big case holding two M240Gs that Hanna had to tell her what they were. There were two smaller cases, each one holding a tranquilizer dart rifle and darts and a bunch of loads for the darts. There was a box that held two big swords and a huge mace. Then there were cases of ammo for the weapons, and three tac vests with web belts: one each for Hanna, Jill, and Riley. Hanna’s had those grapple guns too. Alex figured Grover was a lot more dangerous without anything that could be seen by the enemy. Okay, Grover had his leather pouch that he’d had in Iowa, so he could be heavily armed if he wanted to be. This was a lot of stuff.




Riley tossed a tarp over all that stuff, put their suitcases and bags on top of the tarp, and had them pile in. Alex slid in between Hanna and Grover in the back seat, while Jill got behind the wheel and Riley took the other front seat with his map.




They drove off to one edge of Camp Casey and found their quarters. It looked like a duplex in a row of duplexes. Jill parked the car in the double garage, and they went inside.




Riley directed everyone, “Okay, we have a stocked kitchen and two bedrooms. Tera, you can take over the den as your bedroom if you don’t want Jill to get any more intel on you. The colonel said it’s your call. Otherwise, you three have two queen-size beds to share in the bigger bedroom. Grover and I each have a twin in the smaller bedroom. We’ll be getting up at six ack emma local time tomorrow morning, and Grover needs to be dressed invisibly to accompany Colonel Park when he swings by here at 0630. The rest of us will move out at 0700 in the SUV, in disguise, with our loadouts in the back and Tera’s gymbag ready for her. We’ll meet up with Grover and the colonel and let Grover change into his disguise in the SUV before we start our study tour. I’ve got maps, guidebooks, and a list of sites we’ll go see. I figure we have three days’ worth of sites to go study. If we’re still on duty at the end of the third day, we’ll move to a second three-day tour we laid out, and then we’ll repeat sites if we have to. Right now we need to eat, stay up until eight or nine local time if at all possible, and then get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow could be a big day, or it could be a really long, tense day with nothing happening. Any questions?”




Jill asked, “Can I take the den? Then Tera and Action Girl can have the bedroom to themselves.”




“Sure.”




Alex felt really embarrassed as she told Jill, “Thanks, because I’m really worried about protecting my family and my friends. Even General Hammond doesn’t know my secret identity.”




Jill asked, “Who does? Other than Hanna and Grover and the major?”




Alex admitted, “Jack and Graham. And Walter, I’m pretty sure, although it’s never come up. Oh, and Jo. And Lieutenant Bailey figured it out just the other day while he was doing a security audit for Acid Burn. But definitely not Azure Crush.”




Jill nodded, “Right. Because people who tried to kill you with a station wagon aren’t on your ‘trust’ list.”




“Not even Jack’s IT guys know. But Acid Burn knows, because I enlisted her before Riley and Graham ever tracked me down.”




Jill thought out loud, “So your private team, your two superheroes, and six SRI people. That’s a pretty tight team. I guess I shouldn’t feel left out.”




Riley said, “Four of those six were part of the colonel’s group that investigated Terawatt in the first place, and Lieutenant Lupo found out because she had to share private quarters with ‘Annie Farrell’ during our Berlin op. We’ve been keeping it as tight as we can, because we have The Collective and Orphans and the NID all threatening us.”




Jill frowned, “And I’m one of those Orphans. Right. Carlson doesn’t know either?” Alex shook her head no. “Okay, I can live with this until I’ve proven myself.”




Alex whispered, “Sorry.” But she really felt like she needed to stick to her guns on this one and protect her loved ones, even if it turned out not to be fair to Jill.




Jill stopped and stared at her. “Jesus, you’re just a kid too, aren’t you?” She turned to Riley. “Why do we have teenaged superheroes doing a shitty job like this?”




Riley just looked at her and said, “Because they’re all the superheroes we have. Even Azure Crush is just barely legal. You and me and Carlson and Lupo? 25 to 31. After that, you’re pretty much looking at Sergeant Harriman, who has an inhuman tolerance for paperwork.”




Alex was pretty sure Riley stole that line from Jack. She added, “And Danielle Atron, who has powers like mine, and Maggie Walsh, who’s maybe the smartest person on the planet when it comes to biology and genetics.”




Riley looked her way. “Walsh may be the smartest person on the planet period. Look at what she’s designed in just the last few years. And Marshall says she’s done more to advance genetics and the related fields than any other four people. If she wasn’t busy being a supervillain, she’d be walking around with two or three Nobel Prizes right now.”




Alex asked, “I have a question. What’s for dinner?” After all, it was evening in Korea.




The kitchen was stocked with a bunch of Korean and Japanese and Chinese dishes, along with a bunch of American food. And it turned out Riley was pretty good in a kitchen, so he helped Alex and Jill and Hanna make bulgogi and bibimbap, while he opened up a big jar of kimchi and put seasonings on the table. Everything tasted great, even if she thought the kimchi was a little too spicy. Riley liked it, but Hanna really didn’t. Alex wondered if really sensitive taste buds went with a really good sense of smell.




Then while Alex got Grover to do kitchen clean-up and she made a couple big batches of brownies, Hanna and Jill and Riley pulled all the weapons out of the SUV and field-stripped them and checked them all over. It just looked weird seeing someone Hanna’s size wielding an M240G like it was a toy gun, but if you had soldiers who were way stronger than normal, it made sense to give them heavier weapons with more stopping power. And if they were going to have to stop a stampede of giant spiders, Alex wanted some really heavy weapons. Like maybe a couple Vipers and a couple Warthogs. And a B-1 bomber.




Even with the naps she had on the jet, she was exhausted. She still ate a dozen brownies, which everyone said were really good. But then she was conking out.




Jill took over the den for her bedroom and everyone went to bed. Alex went ahead and showered and washed her hair to get ready for the next day, so Hanna did it too, even if she had to use a special shampoo so the color wouldn’t wash right out. And she had to unclip the two weird twintails first, since they weren’t really her hair.




Then the two of them got in their beds. Alex fell asleep right in the middle of something important Hanna wanted to ask about, like prom dresses.







Alex woke up when her alarm buzzed and Hanna just about sprung out of the other bed. There was only one shower in the place, so everyone had to share, so Alex was glad she got her major stuff out of the way the night before. She could totally do her bad foundation and wig in the bedroom mirror.




Breakfast was all American food. Alex made pancakes while Jill set the table. Riley made oatmeal and grumbled about how they didn’t have the right kind of oats and stuff for really good oatmeal. It still tasted really good to her. Grover had to drink a big bottle of clear Pedialyte instead, because he had to be invisible in just an hour or so. Alex didn’t know what she’d do if she was stuck having to drink Pedialyte instead of getting to eat yummy stuff. Bleh.




And it totally wasn’t her fault that Jill just stared at her when she got two more bowls of oatmeal and another stack of pancakes. Jill finally said, “I never thought about the amount of calories you’d burn through on a daily basis.”




Alex shrugged, “It does make it pretty hard to hide who I am on undercover ops.”




Colonel Park came by and picked up Grover. Then Alex and Hanna packed about twenty sandwiches in a cooler that was in the pantry, along with five things of ‘blue ice’ that had been in the freezer and a dozen bottles of water and soda. They all went and put on their disguises, put Alex’s gymbag and Grover’s pouch and Grover’s bag of disguise clothes in the back of the SUV along with their loadouts, and checked that they were ready to go.




Riley was just about to start the SUV when Hanna perked up. “The phone inside is ringing.”




“Uh-oh,” muttered Riley. “That can’t be Colonel Park. And Colonel O’Neill would call me on my cell.”




He rushed back in. Hanna followed him, so Jill did too. Alex figured she’d better go also. She got there in time to hear the voice.




“Major Finn? This is General Hammond.”




“Yes sir,” Riley said crisply.




“I’ve got Colonel O’Neill and General Jackson on the line as well. I’ve got bad news. Turns out the State Department has had an angry North Korean general tucked away in Tokyo, and they just sort of neglected to tell anyone else up until a few minutes ago.”




General Jackson cut in, “At which point General Flagg chewed some asses down to the hipbones. State’s little defector snuck over into South Korea about three weeks ago. He’s furious at the higher-ups for not treating his soldiers properly. They took all those biochemicals and radioactives we were sweating about, and they didn’t use them on spiders or squid. They used them on their own soldiers.”




Oh crud.




Riley asked, “How many soldiers did they treat, sir?”




General Jackson said, “This is why the NK general is so pissed off. They took 680,000 active military, military reserve and paramilitary troops, including a large proportion of the female soldiers, and dosed them.”




Most of a million soldiers? Oh crud!




The general went on, “Apparently, less than 7,000 of them aren’t already dead or currently dying horribly of radiation poisoning or biochemical poisoning or weird biochemical side effects. That’s why their numbers on food imports changed so dramatically. They had most of a million fewer mouths to feed.”




Riley asked, “Sir, how many of the survivors got powers?”




The general admitted, “We don’t know. The NK general got cut out of the loop when he protested the treatment of his people. All he knows is that some of them did, but not enough to form a battalion. So we’re talking somewhere between two supers and a couple hundred. So I hope for your sake that we’re talking low-level powers, and not a hundred Terawatts.”




Mega-crud!




158. Field Trip



General Jackson snapped, “We’re putting all of Camp Casey and the ROK on full alert, because it looks like Colonel O’Neill was right all along, and this is aimed directly at the JSA meeting starting in a little less than an hour. We don’t know when the attack will come, but expect the unexpected.”




Riley grimly said, “Yes sir. We’re on it, sir.”




“Very good. Over and out.”




Riley hung up and gritted his teeth, “In the car. We need to be at the rendezvous early, in case the red team starts their maneuvers. Because we have an unknown number of superpowered threats out there, and we have no way of warning Klar until Colonel Park calls us.”




Jill asked, “You don’t have his number?”




Riley frowned, “He’s not allowed to carry a cell phone or a military comm system while doing these audits, and I don’t have a way of contacting his car radio without alerting everyone on their vehicle comm system, which is monitored by the NK.”




“Why would they even have a system like that?” Alex wondered.




Riley said, “So the NK can tell that the security auditors aren’t up to anything nefarious when they’re in their cars.”




Alex knew these jerkheads were paranoid, but she hadn’t realized just how paranoid they could be. This was so totally not good.




As they piled into the car, Hanna checked, “How will you alert Team Two?”




Riley smiled a little. “The easy way.” He flipped open his cellphone and said, “Dial. Niggli.”




Wait a minute, where had Alex heard that name? 




Jo Lupo’s brisk voice came on. “I have one minute before we’re at stop one and I’ll have to hang up. Sir.”




Alex suddenly got it. Josephina Niggli. She was in the American Lit book, in the twentieth century authors part. Looking ahead at stuff was paying off again. So what was Riley’s code word for Graham? Maybe ‘Bell’?




“Code Red. The NK didn’t dose a bunch of spiders. They dosed two thirds of a million soldiers.”




“Oh holy fuck!” Jo cursed colorfully for another couple seconds.




Riley kept going. “We have an unknown number of superpowered threats. Maybe two, maybe two dozen, maybe two hundred. And Grover’s doing invisible recon and we can’t warn him.”




Jo checked, “Timeframe?”




“Unknown, maybe right now, maybe later this week,” Riley told her. “Just alert the rest of Team Two and be ready.”




“On it. Over and out.”







Grover choked. Oh shit oh shit oh shit! He turned and started running as hard as he could for the JSA. There wasn’t going to be anyone to hear him running until he got a lot closer to the closest checkpoint, and this was so freaking bad!




Why hadn’t anyone guessed they’d dose themselves instead of their invertebrates? Oh yeah, because it was an incredibly stupid idea that only a complete moron with no conscience at all would even consider.




And he didn’t have a sat phone to alert Riley. He didn’t have an earjack either, even if he was probably outside the range of whatever comm system Riley was on right now.




This was desperately bad. He was pretty sure if the badguys started moving forward right this second, they’d run him down, because there was no way he could outrun armed supervillains, much less the motorized infantry following right on their heels. And it wasn’t like he could run off to the side of the road, because the area on either side of the road was minefields.




Minefields? These guys were nuts.







Azure Crush sat in the backseat of the luxury car and kept her mouth shut. She was feeling like… like a giant fuckhead. After all the hate she’d dumped on the pretties who had treated her like shit, she’d turned into one of them. She felt sick to her stomach.




Sure it had been fun teasing the crap out of Mark Carlson. ‘Marky.’ He was really a stick in the mud. Okay, she’d expected he’d flirt back, maybe make a couple passes at her, and give her the chance to dump him. He was fucking hot. He was like an NFL linebacker-sized weightlifter, only sexy and handsome like Conan the Barbarian.




Not that she was going to cheat on Sergei. If you found a guy who hung around centerfolds all day and didn’t hit on them, you kept that guy, because there were maybe five guys like that on the planet, and you didn’t deserve any of them. Still, feeling like you were sexy and hot was fun.




Once they landed, they drove over to a nice one-bedroom place in one half of a duplex, and Mark took the couch. Not even a hint that he’d rather get the bed with one of the hotties. Or both hotties at the same time.




Then at bedtime Lupo took Az aside. Az liked Lupo. She was a tough little bitch who didn’t take shit off anyone. And Lupo wanted to spar with her! Like she wasn’t a supervillain who tried to kill Terawatt once. Like she couldn’t slice a monster clam in half with just a ripped-up metal sign. Lupo had balls the size of railroad cars.




But Lupo explained about Sergeant Mark Carlson and what his deal was. Carlson had been a big three-sport star in high school, and he was going to marry Corinne, the hot blonde head cheerleader, right after graduation. Then he was going to go be a superstar linebacker for Penn State and have a big career in the pros. But that didn’t happen. After the bachelorette party the night before the wedding, when Corinne and all her galpals had had way too much to drink, Corinne’s maid of honor crashed the car. Two dead, two seriously injured. Mark married Corinne while she was still in the hospital, and he enlisted right away to make a better life for her, but she didn’t just get a few broken bones. She lost her right leg a couple inches below the knee. She picked up serious scars on the right side of her face and her right arm.




Lupo had paced back and forth as she explained, “Corinne doesn’t have a lot of confidence in herself anymore. Back that up. She doesn’t have any confidence in herself anymore. She worries constantly that Carlson’s going to cheat on her, or divorce her. Knowing that he’s off on an assignment with a Hustler centerfold is making her crazy.”




Az had muttered, “Sorry. I didn’t know. I figured…”




Lupo frowned, “Yeah, me too, but Corinne used to be the prettiest one, and now she thinks she’s the ugliest one. And she knows he’s meeting some of the hottest women on earth. How would you feel if you knew your boyfriend was out running around with Terawatt?”




How would she feel? She’d want to punch him into outer space, that’s what. If she was some ordinary chick… maybe an ordinary chick who couldn’t even walk anymore without help… It would tear her apart inside.




Fuck. She’d turned into the person she hated the most in the whole fucking world. She’d turned into Libby Clemens. She hoped those fucking North Koreans had a whole fucking army of monster spiders or squids or whatever, because she really wanted to beat the holy crap out of something today.




She looked at her hands. That Captain Fisher had come up with this dodge, and it was working pretty damn good so far. It was a skin-colored spray latex makeup that covered up her blue skin. They’d sprayed it on her hands and wrists. They’d put her real hair up in a tight bun, glued on a latex baldcap, and sprayed her face and neck with the latex before giving her a big, poofed-up blonde wig that looked like it belonged on Miss Texas in the Miss America pageant. Then they’d sprayed colors on her face like makeup. Brown and gray eyeshadows, black eyeliner, bright red lipstick, brick-colored rouge, the whole shebang. She looked pretty much like Didi from the neck up. Maybe Didi’s much taller and slightly younger sister. But she looked like a regular centerfold now. She was wearing long sleeves and opaque tights to hide her blue skin, so she looked like a 6’4” blonde centerfold. Captain Fisher hadn’t even given her a second glance once he was done with the makeup touch-ups. If he wasn’t as gay as Mardi Gras, she’d eat her hat. Even if Carlson’s wife was some hot blonde, she’d still be fucking jealous given how Az looked now.




She’d never thought she’d ever look hotter than Libby Clemens. She’d never thought she’d end up being a bigger bitch than Libby Clemens.




She really wished she could go back in time and punch the shit out of the idiot she was a year or two ago. Okay, she mainly wanted to punch the shit out of the idiot she was a day ago, on the jet coming over here.




She looked out the car window and tried to think about the buildings they were driving past, instead of about what a fuckhead she was. It wasn’t like you could just say ‘sorry for being a complete fuckwad’ and things would be okay again.







Grover was feeling pretty happy about Riley Finn right then. If Riley hadn’t made him do those punishment runs every morning with Hanna, he never would have gotten into shape. Okay, if Cindy hadn’t liked what all that running did for his stomach and his legs, he wouldn’t have kept up the running. After all, Hanna was a lousy running partner unless she was stuck in a tactical vest with enough lead weights in it to sink a rowboat.




He was running at his standard PT pace, and he could go a lot farther than a mile or two at this pace if he had to, since his normal morning PT at this pace was six miles. But he’d been more than halfway to the far edge of the DMZ, and he’d had to get past three checkpoints in that stupidly short interval.




If he hadn’t seen that the North Koreans had women soldiers on guard duty alongside the men, he would have been majorly surprised when he saw the attack force.




Okay, next checkpoint coming up. He slowed to a fast walk and made sure to breathe through his mouth so he’d be silent. It was just a roadblock with an ordinary boom barrier you could raise or lower, like at a railroad crossing. This one just happened to have a bunch of armed guards at it, including a concrete bunker on one side where four female soldiers were sitting with anti-tank weapons in case anyone didn’t want to cooperate.




He walked up to the barrier, ducked under it when the guards walked past him, and walked on toward the JSA. Piece of cake. As long as you were invisible and silent. He wondered if what he was doing counted as the asymmetric warfare Riley was talking about, because using a team of supervillains as the head of your attack force sure did.




He quickly walked another hundred yards until he was sure he wouldn’t be heard, and he took off running again.







Grover was past all the checkpoints, and he was closing in on the North Korean side of the JSA. Fortunately for him right now, all these checkpoints were busy keeping people from coming in from the South Korean side. All these soldiers, and they were all looking in the other direction.




At least, until he got past the first picket line of soldiers, and then he’d have people staring right at him.




He moved along the road, catching his breath so he wouldn’t give away his position. He just had to make big detours around each soldier, so he could be sure if someone moved suddenly they wouldn’t bump into him.




He turned the last corner, around the ugly blue buildings. He skirted past the last three North Korean soldiers and crossed the line into South Korea. He didn’t make any noise or get careless, because getting shot to death by a South Korean soldier would be just as bad as getting shot to death by a North Korean soldier, only way more embarrassing and ironic.




He made his way right to Colonel Park’s car. The colonel was standing there making notes and chewing out some officer in Korean, so Grover had no idea what he was saying.




Grover tapped the colonel on the shoulder, and the guy twitched. But he didn’t give the game away. He just said something that was pretty clearly ‘dismissed’ or ‘get the hell out of my sight,’ because the officer immediately turned and marched off toward the buildings.




After a couple seconds, the colonel opened all the doors on his car like he was airing it out, and then sat down behind the wheel. He acted like he was filling out sheets of paper on a clipboard.




Grover slipped into the shotgun seat. He whispered, “Colonel Park, we have a big, big, big problem. The NK’s getting ready for their assault. And they didn’t dose their bugs or their seafood. They dosed other Koreans. They have half a dozen supervillains at the forefront of maybe a battalion’s worth of troops in jeeps and canvas-sided trucks and stuff. I didn’t get a good look at all of it. But if they’ve moved up into the DMZ now, they’ve got to be getting ready to launch their assault.” He grabbed a sheet of paper and made notes on it. “Read this to Major Finn.”




The colonel groaned, “Very well. I cannot inform your people until I am out of the DMZ and can reclaim a cellphone. I dare not make an announcement over the car radio system, because we know they routinely monitor the system. I will go back and tell the two men I trust to be ready to evacuate the important people as soon as there is the first sign of an attack. Then I will hurry to where I can alert your teams.”




Grover took a deep breath. “Good. I’m going back across the border.”




The colonel looked alarmed. “You cannot. You have no weapons. No armor. No offensive or defensive systems of any kind.”




Grover nodded, even though the colonel wouldn’t see it. “Tell my team. But somebody’s got to slow these creeps down.” He swallowed hard and said, “If I don’t come back, they’ll have an idea on how to find my body, okay?”







Colonel Park drove as rapidly as he dared. He used his car radio and lied, “Attention, this is Colonel Park, codeword Tokyo, my brakes are not working, please raise barriers and prepare a crash location at Position Tango.”




Position Tango was just inside the very southern edge of the DMZ, and would put him within a hundred yards of the designated meeting place with Major Riley Finn. He could cover that distance in seconds, if he could get past the security guards who would want to question him about the car.







Riley Finn listened in on the colonel’s car radio broadcast. “Something’s up. Colonel Park is claiming his brakes have failed, but he’s driving our way instead of taking the car off the road. We suit up now.”




He pulled off the glasses and suit coat and clip-on tie. He grabbed his shirt at the third button with both hands, and he pulled open the shirt and padded vest to reveal the distinct pattern of an urban camo t-shirt. He grabbed the hidden seams on his pants and pulled the threads. The pants gave way down the seams, so he could pull them off without even getting out of the car seat. And once the pants were gone, the spandex camo leggings and the combat boots were visible. He felt a little silly wearing a spandex-kevlar stretch thing instead of standard camo pants, but these fit under his disguise. And Captain Fisher had needed to step out of the room to keep from laughing when Riley had complained about how he looked.




He checked that Valentine and Action Girl had done the same, and that Terawatt had done her morphic quick-change into her super-suit. Then he headed for Position Tango.







Colonel Park drove full speed into the crash barrier at Position Tango. It was a series of rows of tall cylindrical water barrels. Each barrel would explode on impact, shooting water upward and absorbing a large amount of kinetic energy. They had tested this, and the crash barrier would stop an armored personnel carrier. It would stop an Abrams, and the enemy had nothing as impressive as an Abrams M-1 tank.




At the last second, he twisted his wheel so his car skidded sideways into the barrels. The water jetted upward and all over the car, so he had to wait a couple seconds before the downpour stopped. He had a sheet of paper to deliver, and he didn’t want it to get wet.




He clambered out of the car and ran for the guard station. “I need my security phone immediately!”




And Captain Finn’s Hyundai SUV came roaring up, almost as if Finn had gotten a psychic bulletin that he needed to be here.




Wait, Finn was traveling with at least one superhero, wasn’t he? Colonel Park had seen Finn on the television giving a press conference with Terawatt about the Umbrella catastrophe, and Finn had been in other footage of Terawatt in action. Not that a large number of people knew Finn well enough to recognize him in full battle gear, but Colonel Park had been part of a South Korean group that had just barely survived a disaster in Siberia. That was when he had met Finn and Finn’s sarcastic leader Colonel O’Neill and Finn’s teammates. It was possible that Finn really had been given a psychic bulletin just now.




He watched as Terawatt flew out of the SUV and began pulling equipment out of the back of the car without touching anything. Finn hopped out of the driver’s seat looking more like a hero in an action movie than a regular soldier. The woman who leapt out of the other front seat looked far too attractive to be a regular soldier, either. And the smaller woman in the back seat wearing the mask…




Finn had brought Action Girl and Terawatt both, plus whatever this other woman was. Had the man known ahead of time what the Northerners were up to? Someone was going to have to answer some hard questions after this was over.




He rushed over to Finn and handed him Klar’s notes. “Klar wrote this for you. I do not understand the codewords. He told me the attack is coming, and it is led by superpowered threats.” He glared, “You could have given us more warning.”







Riley read Grover’s note aloud. “Attack of the fifty-foot woman. Firelord. Wendigo. Tigra. Sandman. Yuki. A couple more, one flies. And maybe a battalion but some of the regular troops aren’t.”




He glanced over at Terawatt and Action Girl. “Do I need to call the colonel to get this decoded?”




Terawatt flew over and hovered behind his left shoulder. “Okay, the first one is easy. They have a giant. Then we’ve got Marvel characters. Firelord’s a flying fire-guy. Wendigo’s a huge, hairy, super-strong ape-like thing. Tigra’s strong and fast and she looks part-tiger. Sandman’s a living pile of sand who can do shapeshifting. Boy, I never thought being able to interpret Jack-and-Acid-Burn snark would help in the field. You already know Yuki, so they have an ice thrower. So then a couple more superpowers, another flier, and a ton of troops.”




Riley said, “Maybe a battalion, so we have to assume several hundred armed soldiers. And if some of the regular troops aren’t regular, then we have to figure a lot of them are mutated in some way, maybe with lower-level powers.” He turned to Colonel Park. “I don’t know what plans you already made, but you should get key personnel out of there ASAP before the JSA turns into a warzone.”




Terawatt looked like she was ready to jet off northward, but he stopped her with a hand on her arm. He didn’t know if anyone had ever told her this, but he figured he’d better do it now. He warned her, “Look Tera, when you’re flying around fighting one ground-based supervillain, you have an advantage. When you’re flying around and there are a hundred armed soldiers shooting at you with everything from rifles up to anti-aircraft missiles, you won’t. You’ll have to be really careful up there.”




She handed him his bulletproof armor and his tac vest, and he quickly strapped himself in. She looked worried behind that mask. “Okay. Do you want me to go on ahead, or stick with you?”




An attack wave of six helos zoomed by overhead. Immediately after that, four tanks and four armored personnel carriers raced by them. That seemed to settle the issue. He told her, “You may want to back those guys up.” She took off after them.




He still needed a couple seconds to signal his team, jump back in the SUV, and move in pursuit. He only just barely managed to get on the road fast enough to be ahead of Lupo.







Jo felt stupid rushing toward a battlefield in a luxury car, but that was what she was driving. At least she’d had a chance to pull off the floor-length disguise-dress and the wig, and grab the body armor and tac vest. She still had the latex disguise makeup on her face so she looked mostly Korean. The stuff on her eyelids was irritating, but the stuff on the sides of her face that made her face look rounder was just plain itchy. She had no idea how people in Hollywood put up with having crap like this on their face for ten or fifteen hours a day. Maybe getting paid a hundred thousand bucks a day was enough incentive.




Captain Fisher and his people were damn good at their job, but really, how did a guy that obviously gay get all the way up to captain without getting booted out of the armed forces? The guy spray-painted a stark naked Azure Crush for over an hour and never once stared at her tits. That spelled ‘gay’ in giant neon letters as far as Jo was concerned.




Azure Crush was in the back seat helping Carlson get out of his suit and into his gear. Az just kicked off her shoes, pulled off her blonde wig and latex disguise, and then ripped off her dress. Then she was in nothing but an exercise bra and spandex exercise shorts. Maybe if you were bulletproof and you’d showed off everything you owned in a centerfold, that did count as battle gear.







The ROK captain reacted as soon as he got the signal. Colonel Park had been very specific, and very angry. And the colonel was someone you did not cross. So there were two armored personnel carriers with their engines already running just outside and awaiting the signal.




He yelled at his team and had them drag the diplomats and generals out of the building and into the APCs. He would have to take the heat for his men who had to strongarm a couple uncooperative generals, but it had to be done. The APCs roared southward toward Camp Casey, and the captain moved to delay the attacking forces until he could feel sure his people were safe.




And there were loud noises outside. A consistent thump-thump-thump that sounded almost as if the area was being shelled but none of the incoming was detonating. He had no idea what it was.




When he saw what was coming his way, he nearly dropped his .45. He needed a second to regain his self-control and begin firing. It couldn’t be real, but he was seeing it.




The last thing he ever saw was a brilliant flash of searing white light.







Riley still couldn’t see the incoming forces because of intervening terrain, but he could see when the six choppers opened fire.




And he could see what happened when they did. He managed not to wince while he was driving. Valentine cussed up a storm.




He could tell by the curve on the tracer ammo that something was pulling a Terawatt and curving the choppers’ firepower back at them. The large caliber rounds and the missiles mercilessly ripped into the choppers. Three exploded in mid-air. A focused beam of white light about a foot across sliced through a fourth, making it explode too.




The fifth chopper fared just as badly. Its rotor crumpled like tinfoil until it was a mangled mess maybe a foot across, and the chopper dropped like a rock.




The last chopper tried to wheel out of the line of fire, but another beam of blistering white light sliced through the front fifteen feet, taking out the pilots and anything else up front. The chopper dove into a building and detonated spectacularly.




Then the red team opened fire on the advancing tanks.







Alex gasped in horror as she rose up over the building that was screening her from the enemy forces, and she saw what she was facing.




All six helicopters had been blown out of the air or else had crashed and burned. The tanks and APCs were already being destroyed.




Boy, she really hated asymmetric warfare. Even if she was asymmetric warfare.




There was a ninety foot tall giantess dressed in what looked like a couple huge canvas tents, and she was firing at the remaining tanks. She had a cannon. Or a howitzer. Or something. It looked like the biggest tank gun Alex had ever seen, and the giant was holding it like you’d hold an AK-47.




The giantess had a sort of chair fastened on top of her right shoulder, and there was a soldier strapped into it. He had odd hair sticking straight up in the middle of his crown like a fin. He was pointing his arms at the last APC, and a vicious beam of bright white light was punching through the whole personnel carrier like a laboratory laser burning through a balloon.




About forty feet above the giantess and fifty feet to the left, there was a flying woman. She was either purple or wearing purple. Over her whole torso she was wearing a shining suit of metal armor. She waved her hands as the last tank fired, and the tank’s round just circled around the giantess to punch right into the top of the tank. The top part of the tank launched upward as the whole tank exploded out to the sides.




And there was one more threat. A flying guy covered in flames, but obviously not in agony from them. He was hurling car-sized fireballs at every ROK soldier trying to take cover in the buildings that hadn’t yet been destroyed.




And there was more stuff coming along behind those four threats. Open trucks and canvas-covered trucks and trucks that were mobile weapons carriers. And the open trucks in front had even more super-threats. There was something that looked like an orange sasquatch, only a lot wider and even taller. There was a woman covered in snow with spiky white hair. There was a woman who looked like someone had spliced her DNA with a big cat. There was something that looked like half a ton of mud. And there was a purple guy who looked like there was something wrong with his face. Of the five, only the purple guy was wearing a tac vest and carrying weapons. Not that you could wear a tac vest when you were a half a ton of mud.




She clicked her comms with her tk. “Engaging now. One giant, one laser-guy, one fire-guy, one tk-girl. The giant’s firing a howitzer. Behind them, just what Klar said. Don’t engage these guys, because they’ll shoot back, maybe with your own ammo.”




She dove down to rooftop level, hoping to get a lot closer before they spotted her. It didn’t work. Laser Guy saw her and pointed his arms at her.




She didn’t wait to get blasted. She’d had enough of that the time she saved Az from the four killers. She went silvery and dodged to the side as she jetted forward.




The white beam sliced into a rooftop where she’d been a second before and cut a burning line through the whole building.




She zigzagged before Laser Guy had a chance to correct his aim.




The giantess fired her gun, which went off with an enormous boom and missed even worse than Laser Guy. Flame Guy launched two massive fireballs, one of which would have toasted her if she hadn’t used some tk to knock it to the side in a little guide parry that Jo would have appreciated.




The tk woman stared at Alex and waved her arms. And…




…nothing happened? Huh?




How did you just ‘miss’ with telekinesis when you were looking right at your target?







Riley spun the wheel, yanked on the emergency brake, and slid the car sideways into the shelter of a now-destroyed building. There was a mostly-intact wall, some rubble blocking the view from the side, and a fair bit of overhanging roof, so they would be completely out of sight until the first enemy wave moved well past the rubble and thought to look behind them.




He gave Team One the hand signals to advance with him, and he moved across the street into the shelter of another ruined building. With the giantess stopping to deal with Terawatt, the advance guard was momentarily stopped and the second wave had caught up. He used a spec ops periscope to get a better look down the ruined street.




The forward trucks were obviously carrying more superpowered threats as the support team. They were now only a couple hundred feet behind the feet of the giantess, which Riley thought was too close to the first wave for threats this powerful. The giantess had to be ninety feet tall, so even if she just fell over backward, anything within ninety feet of her could get crushed.




Already off the trucks and moving forward was a ten foot tall sasquatch that had to be six feet wide. Right behind him was a woman who looked and moved like she was half cat. Oozing off the truck was a mobile pile of clay or dirt. Still on the trucks were a woman who looked like she was covered in ice, and a purple-skinned soldier in a tac vest who was carrying an AK-47. And there was a double picket line of armed soldiers, all of them looking mutated in one way or another. A lot of them looked freakishly lopsided like Dr. Deemer had before he passed away. Some of them looked like Dr. Deemer’s assistant after he’d turned into a weird caveman-like thing which had died soon afterward. And behind that were the heavy weapons carriers, which looked pretty makeshift even for North Korean forces.




As far as Riley could tell, the red team had successfully wiped out all the ROK soldiers and security forces, but the evac of the high-level South Koreans had been a complete success. So all he had to do was stop an entire team of supervillains backed up by an infantry battalion toting enough heavy weaponry to defend against another helo assault wave and another heavy armor assault and probably a jet fighter squadron.




His earjack clicked. It was Lupo. “Team Two in position and moving toward you.”




If they could give Tera time to stop the advance guard and they could keep the support weapons off Tera, then they could focus on the second wave afterward. But until Tera could stop the advance guard, more blue team forces would just be ground up and blue team firepower would be redirected in painful ways. Even worse, until that tk threat was addressed, they had nothing useful they could fire at the advance wave.




What he really wished he could do was have Azure Crush support Terawatt directly, then he’d take on the second wave with Valentine and Action Girl, and use that as a distraction to insert Lupo and Carlson behind the picket lines to take out those heavy weapon carriers. But he didn’t have enough personnel to try something like that, and dividing up his forces so finely was just asking for trouble.




He gave his troops the heads-up and then dealt out assignments over the comms. “Terawatt, take out the tk woman ASAP. Az and AG, engage the second wave and keep them off Tera. Lupo and Carlson, support them. Valentine, you and I keep the picket lines from moving up and supporting their second wave. As soon as their tk threat goes down, we concentrate on the rest of their advance wave.”




If they could take down the advance wave, they could call for reinforcements without worrying about everything walking into a meat grinder. But right now, that was a pretty big if.







Jo Lupo moved, but not nearly as fast as Action Girl did.




Action Girl went straight at the sasquatch-on-steroids, and just as it reached out to grab her, she did a baseball slide right between its legs and pulled out the .45 from under her armpit. She put a three-shot grouping right in the thing’s nads as she slid under and past it. Then she was up on her feet and sprinting at the half-cheetah woman.




The sasquatch roared angrily and turned to look for Action Girl, which told Jo it wasn’t seriously hurt. Any guy who could take three .45 rounds in the crotch and just be pissed off was not going to be easy to take down.




But Azure Crush didn’t seem to be worried about that. While the sasquatch was turned around looking for Hanna, Az came up behind him and sucker-punched him right in the kidney. She hit him so hard he flew a good thirty feet through the air and landed on his face.




He just got right up and roared at her. Not that Az was intimidated. She just sneered, “That all ya got? Bring it, fuckhead!”




Jo figured that in retrospect, Az might think twice about that style of fighting after today. The orange sasquatch-thing charged at her and swung a massive roundhouse. Az shoved at the arm, but still got knocked all the way across the street and through a solid wall.




Well, a formerly solid wall. That now had a large Azure Crush-shaped hole in it about six feet above the ground.




Okay, this thing was going to be a serious problem. And Jo was busy firing at the picket line of armed soldiers, trying to keep them down while not losing her head at the same time.







Alex knew she needed to take down the tk girl, but the other three were way bigger threats to her. She couldn’t even get that far over toward the tk girl as long as Laser Guy was trying to roast her. She dove down and darted off to her right to avoid a blast of fire and a massive laser beam, and then she cut over toward where the giantess wasn’t pointing that cannon. The tk girl just couldn’t seem to target her. Alex didn’t get that, since she’d seen the tk girl was murder on stuff moving way faster than a superheroine.




Dozens of soldiers were firing at her too, but as long as she was mostly around the giantess or on the other side of the giantess, the soldiers weren’t really that much of a threat. Still, she was silvery and dodging around just in case. Getting shot wouldn’t be any more fun than getting hit with grenade shrapnel.




Then Alex felt her earjack getting yanked out of her ear. She finally realized what she was up against. Duh. It made totally great sense when you thought about what the girl was wearing.




She grabbed her earjack and hung onto it. Then she dove as fast as she could between the giant’s legs while Flame Guy and Laser Guy torched the ground below where she had been just a second ago.




She came up right behind the giantess and shot right up along her spine. No one was going to shoot at Alex while she was here, and the giantess couldn’t reach her either.







Azure Crush scrambled out of the wreckage of the wall. She could hear Big and Hairy lumbering and roaring as it came after her. It leaned down and stuck its head through the hole it had made with her.




She hit it as hard as she could, right in the kisser. It went flying back a good twenty or thirty feet and then just scrambled back up.




She waited impatiently for it to stick its head through the hole again. But this time it charged right through the wall, tearing the wall apart and smashing her across the room. She crashed through an inside wall and hit the other outside wall so hard she cracked it apart.




Fuck, that one really hurt. If this guy was this much tougher than she was, this fight might not be so fucking great.




She pulled a steel girder out of the wall and smacked The Orange Hairball right in the stomach. She got in a really good shot and launched him up through the roof.




“Back, back, back, back, it’s outta here!”




She stalked out of the ruins of the house, her makeshift bat ready for another couple innings.




Or so she thought. She stepped through a doorway and Mister Hairball caught her by surprise. The fucker was already waiting for her, and he punched her hard enough to knock her up on top of the roof. She crashed down through the roof, through the ceiling and through a table, to put a dent in the floor. Fuck, that hurt!




The wall exploded inward as he smashed it apart with her girder. Then he tried to smash her. She rolled to the side and just missed getting brained with the thing. She ducked as he swung it high, and it smashed through another wall. She backed up as he swung it in a nasty overhand that ripped through the ceiling and the rafters.




And the whole fucking building fell in on them.





159. Battlefield



Hanna ran right at the cat-girl. Now that it was too late, she realized she’d lost her machine gun even before she did that slide on her back between the hairy man’s legs. The slide was stupid, and losing her primary weapon was much stupider. She had been so focused on facing the cat-girl that she had already made several critical mistakes. She didn’t know what she had done that had ripped through the makeshift carrying strap she had rigged for the M240G. Perhaps she could go back for it later.




And she was going to have to admit all of her mistakes when she wrote her report for Colonel Jack. She really didn’t like it when he read her reports and he looked at her with that disappointed look in his eyes.




Meanwhile, she had seen how fast the cat-girl was, so she didn’t have time to stop, turn around, and hunt for her machine gun in the middle of the brawl going on between the hairy man and Azure Crush.




The cat-girl opened her mouth to reveal two rows of teeth that were more like a tiger’s teeth than a human’s, and she hissed at Hanna. Hanna wondered what sorts of mutagenic chemicals they had used on this woman, because this woman was more cheetah or lynx than she was human anymore.




The cat-girl drew her right hand back, and massive claws popped out of her fingertips. As Hanna got within melee fighting range, the cat-girl made a vicious horizontal swipe.




The cat-girl was very, very fast. Just like a cat should be. But Hanna had seen the raised arm, and was expecting this very move. So Hanna didn’t have that much trouble leaning back out of the path of the swipe and grabbing the arm as it flashed past. She used her backward motion and her grip to throw the cat-girl over her in a jujutsu throw that was supposed to slam the cat-girl into the concrete with the impact on the cat-girl’s back and the back of her head.




It didn’t work. The cat-girl twisted in mid-air like a real cat and landed on her feet. Her hind feet, since the cat-girl’s arms were really more like front legs than human arms. The cat-girl used Hanna’s throw to throw Hanna in turn, and Hanna found herself flying through the air. Her first reaction was preparing to land at the feet of the cat-girl, but the throw was harder than that. Her next reaction was preparing to land twenty feet away and use a parkour move she had learned from Sergeant Scott to move farther away and prepare for a counterattack.




She realized that neither of those counters were going to be useful. She landed fifty feet away, on a roof, with an impact that knocked the wind out of her. The cat-girl was stronger than she looked. A lot stronger. This was going to be challenging.




Unfortunately, her .45 was knocked loose from its holster by the impact. Hanna considered that the alternative — given where the .45 sat under her armpit — was probably a dislocated shoulder. The .45 went skittering across the roof and off one edge.




And the cat-girl was already landing on the roof after a powerful leap. Hanna rolled to her left to avoid a slash from one of the cat-girl’s hind legs, which had claws just as long as those on her hands. The claws cut ugly grooves into the roof. She was glad those grooves weren’t in her abdomen.




Hanna leapt off the roof and pulled one of her bat-grapples in the same motion. She fired at a damaged column high up on a partially-destroyed three-story building within her reach.




It was a very pretty building. It looked like the pictures of religious sites that Riley had showed them. She didn’t understand religion, but she knew her mom believed in God, and she knew Alex had even met Higher Powers. Alex had even fought one. Hanna did not understand how you could have a Higher Power and be able to fight it and survive, but Alex had not told her the entire story yet. Hanna was fairly sure that Alex had helped one goddess fight the other goddess, but the part that did not make any sense was her impression that Willow Rosenberg was one of the two goddesses. Willow was very, very smart and very pretty and very friendly, but was definitely not a goddess.




Religion was very confusing.




It did not help that Janet said you simply had to have faith. Hanna did have faith in many things. She had faith in Alex, who did not have faith in herself but was more powerful than Hanna would ever be. She had faith in Janet, who loved her like a daughter even though Hanna was not Janet’s child. She had faith in Jack, who would run into a very literal hell of giant spiders and napalm explosions to save a teenager. She had faith in Cindy and Charlie and Grover and Willow and Riley and Graham and Jo. She did not have faith in something she could not see or hear or experience in any way.




She had faith in her own innate abilities, and the skills her father had taught her.




She swung toward the temple, and the cat-girl made an immense leap after her. That was a tactical error in a battlezone where there were fliers and ground forces with ranged weapons. Once you leapt that far into the air, you had a couple seconds where you had no control over your flightpath. Hanna had extensive control over her flightpath, because she could shorten or lengthen her line, and she could release the grapple at any point, and she could use her second grapple.




And since the cat-girl had made a tactical error, Hanna took advantage of it. Hanna held her second grapple and fired it. She snagged the cat-girl’s hind feet, and with a swift tug flipped the girl so her hind feet were closer to Hanna. Since Hanna was still soaring up toward where her first grapple was set, that also meant the cat-girl was upside down and thrashing helplessly and screaming like an angry cougar.




Hanna swung the cat-girl so her body crashed hard into a wall. She released that grapple, lengthened her first line so she could land on the ground, and retrieved the first grapple as well.




And the cat-girl was already coming after her again. That was… not encouraging. Hanna pulled out her combat knife and turned to face her foe.




The cat-girl stopped for a moment and sniffed suspiciously. She asked in Korean, “What are you?” Hanna had no chance to reply with her limited knowledge of Korean before the cat-girl leapt in another attack, claws and fangs first.




Hanna managed to block the cat-girl’s left hand’s slash with her combat knife, but the right hand still clawed right through the front of her tac vest, all the way down to the body armor underneath.




Hanna used her left hand to grab her left bat-grapple. She fired it downward, ensnaring the cat-girl’s ankles, and with one swift yank, she dumped her opponent on her tail. But the cat-girl was strong enough to rip the grapple out of her hand with one flashing kick of her legs.




Hanna tossed the knife to her other hand so she could grab her right grapple. She pulled it out of its holster and fired it at the bridge of the cat-girl’s nose.







Riley dove for cover as a foot-wide white laser beam cut through the concrete wall he had been using as protection. He was used to planning advances and retreats, and looking for cover to make both work. He had automatically assumed he would need something like that for the laser-blaster and the fire-thrower, along with some means of hiding from sight to avoid the tk-wielder.




Oh, and he didn’t want to get stomped on by the ninety-foot giantess either. Graham would probably make a joke about taking the time to peek up the canvas ‘dress’ of the giantess when she walked over him.




He moved in a subtle advance, making sure he couldn’t be seen and that Valentine was clear. Normally, he would keep his teammates within effective distance of his position, but that wasn’t a good idea when they were facing two blasters and a tk wielder. But centuries of military doctrine needed more than a few minutes to adjust for this kind of battlezone.




Classic military doctrine was too rigid for a battle against maybe nine heavily powered threats and dozens of possibly low-powered threats, on top of the standard North Korean asymmetric warfare approaches. The ruins of those helos and tanks and APCs were testimony to that. Even fundamental military strategies had to be re-thought in those terms. Clausewitz was too stiff for this battle. Sun Tzu was more the right approach, because he was ‘high-concept’.




“So it is said that if you know your enemies and you know yourself, you can win a hundred battles without a single loss,” he silently quoted to himself. Well, he was counting on that one. Terawatt already knew what she was facing, and had fought similar enemies before, so she had a major advantage. Her four opponents lived in North Korea, which was so isolated that they probably had no idea there could even be a superpowered being other than them. They had no clue how to fight something like Terawatt, other than ‘just keep blasting like we did before.’ And the North Koreans had obviously counted on that axiom too. They had known exactly what the ROK and the Camp Casey forces would do, and the blue team had run right into an overwhelming offensive force they had no idea how to counter. If it hadn’t been for the colonel’s insistence on getting Teams One and Two in place for today, the red team would probably be blasting its way through Camp Casey right now and be heading for Seoul.




He switched over to the Tac Four frequency to give the commanders far behind him an update. “Delta to Alpha. Delta to Alpha. Enemy momentum blunted, possibly temporarily. Enemy supers are going to make the use of fighters and choppers and heavy armor ineffective at the moment. Maintain rear positions. Please advise when heavy artillery is ready to shell these grid sectors, as that may be our best tactic if we can’t deal with their ranged threats. Over and out.”




Man, he did not want to have to call heavy artillery down on his own position. Now if he could get all of his people clear of the grid coordinates first without losing containment on the enemy, even if he was still here, he might consider it.




He found a route around a broken wall and past a still-burning crashed chopper to a new position where he could advance or retreat if need be. Indirect strategies were essential against an overwhelming force like a giant who could just step on you, or a guy who generated a laser beam that could cut through buildings.




He used his little spec ops periscope to get a view of the battlefield. Tera was using her opponents’ strengths against them by flying so close to one that the others didn’t dare attack. Smart girl. He wished he had a way of building up her self-confidence without risking overdoing it.




Hanna and Az had advanced too far and separated themselves. They were supposed to work with their support team and not go play solo superhero. But he couldn’t send Lupo and Carlson off on babysitting tasks. He had tried calling both of them over the comms and hadn’t gotten anything, so they were either down or had lost their earjacks. He was just going to have to give them time to regroup. He hated that. Especially with Hanna, who was just a kid. Well, Az was just a kid too, even if she was twenty-one. Just barely.




Valentine was doing exactly what he wanted, which was a huge relief considering he had never been on a battlefield with her before. Still, she was Delta Force. She knew what she was supposed to do, and when.




He located a squad of mutated soldiers who were trying to line up some MANPADS on Terawatt. He used his M203 to drop a grenade on their position, and he ducked back down out of sight. Then Valentine did the same, so the red team had no idea where he was.




As long as Tera had the four members of the advance guard tied up and distracted, he knew he could use his M203 effectively. But as soon as the tk-wielder had time to focus on him, his weapons were going to be worse than useless. Still, Tera knew that, and she knew he couldn’t provide useful support. Anything he fired at the advance guard was likely to get redirected by the tk-wielder.




Valentine opened up with a short burst on an advancing squad of things that used to be soldiers and now were more like the dead body of Dr. Deemer’s assistant. One went down and two other were obviously hurt but not out. The things were probably a lot more dangerous in hand-to-hand than a normal soldier, but weren’t really as dangerous at range. They were carrying AK-47s that had been crudely modded for oversized fingers, with no trigger guard and an oversized charging handle. Those AK’s probably had the safeties removed to make them easier to fire. He figured none of those ‘soldiers’ could possibly field-strip their equipment if there was a problem, given their misshapen hands.




He watched with his periscope. When the things tried to spot Valentine’s position, he opened fire on them and finished the job she had started.




Another laser beam came his way, and he dove to the ground as it cut through the crashed helo and also the damaged wall he was behind. He dropped to the ground and crawled as fast as he could to his next selected position.







Carlson got another look at the thing that was made of mud. Or maybe it was a guy who used to be a simple soldier and now was some kind of shambling thing. Did the North Koreans have no conscience or ethics or anything? You just couldn’t do shit like that to your own soldiers. That was wrong.




He put a burst of 7.62 mm into the thing, and it just ignored the bullets before it ducked behind a building. Shit! He needed to maintain his role, but he was really worried about Azure Crush, even if she was a bitch. That sasquatch thing she’d been fighting had looked absolutely indestructible.




A dozen mutated soldiers opened fire on his position. They had badly modified AK-47’s. Too bad for them. He had an M32 and an M240G, one in each hand. Okay, reloading was a pain in the ass, but the firepower more than made up for it. In the next three seconds, he put three grenades and fifty rounds into the force. None of them got back up.




He ducked down and slapped in more grenades, even though the M32 was getting pretty hot. He definitely couldn’t afford to have the thing get so hot that the grenades cooked off inside it. That would be bad. Of the bad, as the colonel’s girlfriend would say.




He had a grenade frag in his left thigh, but he didn’t stop. He had to support his team and get them home. And he had to get home to Corinne, because who would be there for her if he wasn’t?







Jo Lupo was finally far enough forward. She slid out of cover and aimed her M203 at the first weapons carrier.




A girder of mud coiled around her weapon and tore it from her arms.




A tentacle of mud wrapped around her waist and yanked her backward.




She was dragged inside the body of the mudman, where she began to suffocate.







Alex tapped her earjack. “Alert. The flier isn’t a tk wielder. She’s a Magneto type. If you’ve got anything non-magnetic, fire it at her.”




Alex was still silvery, so it was easy to zoom up the inside of the canvas dress, along the spine of the giantess.




Seriously, they couldn’t give the poor woman anything better to wear than a canvas tent? And no panties and no bra? What was wrong with these jerkheads?




She zoomed up under the giant woman’s hair and grabbed on with her hands. The hair was like grabbing handfuls of really long string, and Alex had been working out. A lot. She was able to hang on with her hands and use her tk for something else. All of her tk.




She hadn’t been able to stop Gojira, but the giantess was way smaller. Maybe one third the height and probably less than a fiftieth the weight. Alex reached out with her tk and found those carotid arteries. Gojira’s blood vessels had been like trying to stop a flood from pouring through a tunnel big enough to drive through. This was totally different. She could feel each carotid artery was like a pulsing pipe about three or four inches across. And the force of the pumped blood was way, way less.




She clenched her jaws and squeezed. It was hard. Really hard. Hard enough to give her a throbbing headache. But it was still possible. She got both arteries clamped shut, and she just hung on. She knew it would have to take a lot longer than four seconds, just because the giant had so much more blood and such a huge head.




She didn’t expect that after only about fifteen seconds, the giantess would just sag limply, and then fall face-first on top of a couple ruined buildings.




Laser Guy was strapped into a protective chair on the giant’s shoulder, and he screamed all the way down. Flame Guy was in front of the giantess, and he had to fly as fast as he could to keep from being slammed into the buildings below and squished like a bug.




Alex darted out of the bushels of hair and went for Magnet Girl, but metal shards came flying up from all over the place. Shards of metal guarded the girl, and more shards came searing through the air at Alex.







The soldier waited until the struggling woman inside his muddy form went limp in death. He didn’t like being nothing but a shapeless mass of mud — or something like mud. But he was a loyal soldier, and he could now do something for his country that no one else could.




He dumped the limp body on the ground and moved forward. But he heard something. The woman had just gasped for air.




He turned around. Or rather, he turned the part of his body that could see. The woman was coated in mud, but she was alive. She had held her breath and gone limp and feigned death. He didn’t know the enemy had anyone who could hold their breath like that. She was already up and on her feet and scrambling around the corner.




His last sight of her as she ducked around the corner was her right hand. It was coated in mud, but it had three rings on its fingers.




Three grenade pins.




Before he could react to that thought, explosions deep inside his form ripped him apart and splattered mud all over the area.







The purple mutant ran up to the unconscious laser-blaster. He didn’t attempt any sort of medical treatment. He slapped his hands on the man’s body, and then inhaled sharply.




He put his hands out and felt the energy as a viciously bright white light seared forward and burned a hole in the ground.




He grinned ruthlessly and extended his arms to blast a vicious laser beam up at the flying enemy woman in white and black.







Jill was under fire and pinned down behind the remnants of a wall. She’d had a secure, hidden spot until the giant fell and nearly crushed her. She’d had to scramble out of cover. Unfortunately, a squad had spotted her when she moved.




She couldn’t stick her head out, but she had a spec ops periscope too, and she was using it.




The purple-skinned mutant didn’t seem to have any powers that she could detect. And he moved like he was vulnerable. He used careful military techniques to move up behind the squad that was shooting at her, and he climbed into the rubble around the giantess. He made his way over to the laser blaster — and Jill still didn’t see how a laser could be white light, because lasers needed to be a coherent beam of a single wavelength, while the blaster had been putting out a column of white light — and just grabbed the body.




Then he blasted a hole in the rubble with a copy of the injured man’s powers.




How was a power mimic even possible? That made no sense to her.




She didn’t have time to consider it, because now they had another front-line threat, after Terawatt just finished dropping two of them!




She immediately called into her comms, “Alert! The purple guy now has laser blaster powers! He’s some kind of power mimic! Don’t let him touch you!”




Then she saw what he was about to do, and she called, “V to Tera, Move it! He’s targeting you!”




Despite the incoming on her position, Jill tried to put a few rounds into the guy. But he extended his arms at her and blasted her cover into pieces.




As she scrambled for safety, it dawned on her. If this guy could mimic powers by touching someone, why didn’t the red team let him mimic some of their more dangerous powers ahead of time?







Alex heard the warning over her comms. She was still silvery, but she didn’t think that would protect her from getting sliced in two.




She darted to the side, and the beam of white energy seared past her. She wasn’t getting past Magnet Girl’s cloud of protective metal shards, but she had an idea. She darted around it so Magnet Girl was between Alex and the laser.




This guy wasn’t as careful as the real Laser Guy, and he sliced right into Magnet Girl’s steel bodice. The girl screamed in pain, and the metal fragments guarding her suddenly went flying all over the place. Alex zipped in and shocked Magnet Girl in the back of the head while unhooking the steel armor and casting it aside.




Magnet Girl was really small. Alex was guessing she was maybe 4’8” and thin. Without the steel protection, that was really clear. And she had weird scales all over her forehead and going off into her uniform, so maybe she had scales like that all over. But she was tiny enough to hold in the air. So Alex grabbed Magnet Girl with her tk and flew down to put her on a roof.




Flame Guy flew up behind her to try and take advantage of her not being a complete jerkhead and not just letting Magnet Girl fall over a hundred feet to her death. He threw a big fireball right at her back. That really made her crabby.




Fake Laser Guy tried to burn a hole right through the building she was over so he could roast her from below, even though he might burn through Magnet Girl too. That made her even crabbier. Were these guys just total jerkheads?




She used her spare tk to grab that fireball, and she threw it right at Fake Laser Guy.







Hanna gasped as the wind was knocked out of her again. The cat-girl had simply batted the second grapple out of the air, and then had torn the handle out of Hanna’s grasp.




Hanna had also lost her combat knife, and was resorting to whatever she could find, which was why she was fighting with a length of rebar like it was a quarterstaff.




The cat-girl had another length of rebar and was fighting back. The cat-girl’s length was maybe half a foot shorter than Hanna’s, but had twenty or thirty pounds of concrete in a host of lumps all along its length. And the cat-girl was strong enough that she was still wielding her rebar at least as fast as Hanna could.




Hanna took another really painful shot in the ribs, and went flying backward into a wall. A couple hundred pounds of rubble cascaded down onto her, pinning her in place. She watched as cat-girl moved in for the kill.




“AG to Tera, requesting help ASAP.”




The cat-girl grinned ferally as she raised the rebar over her head. She stopped and gloated, even if it was with a snarl.




And a bolt of lightning hit the upper end of the rebar.




The cat-girl screamed like an injured cheetah as she convulsed and then toppled over onto her face.







Grover spotted the three mutated soldiers who were maneuvering to get around behind Sergeant Carlson.




Not happening on his watch.




He slipped up behind the three guys. They all looked like they were halfway between Doc Deemer and his dead caveman-mutated assistant. That sure put his problems with being invisible into perspective.




Two of the men ducked down and snuck forward, while the third one stayed back and covered them. Grover moved up behind the third soldier.




One chunk of broken concrete to the head, and the guy was down. He grabbed the guy’s AK-47 and emptied it into the other two men.




He dropped everything, checked that there wasn’t anything visible on his hands, like brick dust, and he moved back around the battlefield to pick off another couple badguys.







Azure Crush groaned in pain. She was feeling more like Azure Crushed right then. That fucking walking drain clog was knocking her all over the fucking battlefield. She’d been shot a couple dozen times too, but that was pretty much nuisance value. She was bulletproof, at least for what these fuckwads were firing, but she definitely wasn’t sasquatch-proof.




He threw her by one foot, and she went flying toward a bunch of the soldiers. They tried to scramble for safety, but she still landed on a couple of them. Hard. She was pretty sure they weren’t going to be getting back up after that impact.




She rolled off the crushed soldiers and went for the closest truck. A dozen soldiers fired on her, but the bullets bounced off her skin. They hurt, but not nearly as much as getting the fuck pounded out of her by Mister Hairball, so she kept going.




She spotted Icebitch off to the side, making ready to turn her into a Sno-cone, so she grabbed up two really surprised soldiers, and she threw them. Icebitch hurled a blast at her, and it caught the two soldiers instead, turning them into chunks of ice.




Az got to the first truck. She kicked the part where the trailer was hooked onto the back of the cab, and the trailer came loose, tipping over and dumping everything onto the ground. She threw the cab into Mister Hairball, knocking him into what was left of a wall. She threw the trailer at Icebitch.




Icebitch cast a huge wall of ice. The trailer crashed into it and stopped.




Mister Hairball jumped to his feet and roared in fury.




Oh fuck, she’d given him ideas. He threw a slab of concrete wall back at her.







Jo Lupo checked, and that goddamn mudman was still moving. He was pulling in more of the mud that had been blasted all over the place. How the hell did you kill a pile of mud?




She scrambled back and retrieved her M203, which was fortunately right where it had gotten tossed. She moved back and put an HE round right into him.




And he started to reform again! She put another HE grenade into him, and another, until he was splattered all over the ground and none of the mud was moving.




She moved around a shattered wall. It had a massive slit burned right down the center, so she used it as cover and observation point too. She peeked through the opening and spotted a row of soldiers on one of the far trucks. All of them were lining up RPGs at Az.




“Lupo to Az, take cover!”




Az didn’t react.







Grover had been looking for an opportunity like this. He had taken down a dozen soldiers, but this was his best chance yet.




There were two female soldiers off to the side with those one-person anti-aircraft systems. MANPADS, if he remembered what Riley had told him. The women were doing their duty and watching for incoming support aircraft, instead of watching the fighting going on all over the place.




He slipped up behind them and took both of them down with a chunk of concrete. Then he grabbed one of their weapons and fired on the truck full of RPG users.




The blast was bigger than he expected. He dove into a small depression off to the side of the road. And there were more explosions. And then some more.




Everyone who wasn’t hammered by the blast waves was scrambling madly for cover. Anyone who came his way was likely to choose Grover’s spot to dive into, which was going to be a big problem.







Azure Crush went flying when the blast wave hit her. It didn’t do nearly as much damage as it did to the soldiers around her, but it was murder on her hearing.




Frosty The Snowbitch just hit the dirt and formed a fast ice shell over herself. Mister Hairball just got bowled over, which just pissed him off even more.




She would’ve complained about being black and blue from all this shit, but she was already solid blue.







Alex used her tk to punch Flame Guy in the face, and she let him chase her back toward the north, where all the explosions were going off. Fake Laser Guy went running after the two of them, but he couldn’t cover anywhere near the territory she could. He was only going maybe fifteen miles an hour at his best, and that didn’t count when he had to climb over rubble or cut around wrecked buildings.




After working with Yuki, Alex was pretty sure Flame Guy’s fireballs wouldn’t hurt Ice Lady, but that didn’t mean Alex couldn’t try something sneaky.




Flame Guy threw another blast of fire at her, and she used her spare tk to slam the fire down on top of Captain Caveman, who was really smacking Az all over the place.







Hanna had finally managed to dig herself out of the rubble. She had lost her machine gun and her sidearm and her grapples and her knife and most of her tac vest and half of her body armor.




Fighting the cat-girl had been awesome.




She was bruised and battered. She was clawed in several places, none of them serious enough to put her out of action. She wanted to do it all over again.




She tapped her earjack again. “Action Girl clear, but unarmed.”




No one said anything.




“Action Girl. Can anyone hear me?”




That wasn’t good. How long had she been without comms in a fluid battlezone where intel was their best weapon? Well, their second-best weapon, after Terawatt.




She knew she had voice but not sound on her earjack, because Tera had come to her rescue when called. She needed to pursue a guerilla warfare approach until she could either acquire weapons or meet up with a teammate.




“Action Girl to team. I have no weapons. I apparently have no audio either. Am moving to acquire both.”




She slid around a damaged wall and listened for movement. Nothing. She moved forward.




On top of a collapsed wall, the purple-skinned man was kneeling while clearly trying to line up a shot on Terawatt with just his hands. That made him another energy caster. She couldn’t let him do that.




She leapt up behind him and struck him hard on the back of the neck.




He fell over backward, and his hand slapped limply against her ankle.




She suddenly felt incredibly weak. It was like she had just run a hundred miles through a desert. Her knees buckled, and she collapsed onto the rubble.




The man grabbed her ankle, and she felt like all of her strength was draining out of her body. What was happening? She couldn’t think. She couldn’t get up. She couldn’t pull away from his suddenly-powerful grasp.




He pushed her down the pile of rubble, and she rolled limply to the ground. It hurt so much! It was like all her toughness had abandoned her. She needed to get up, but her muscles had turned into useless limpness.




He stood up and flexed his arms. She could see that he suddenly felt strong. She could see he was enjoying the sense of power.




She could see he was going to kill her with his bare hands.




He grinned cruelly and flexed his hands like he was going to choke her to death. She struggled to lift her arms to defend herself, but she couldn’t do more than make them twitch.




Suddenly, he looked up past her and grabbed for his sidearm. He didn’t make it. A three-shot grouping from an M203 chewed into his chest and knocked him backward. He fell back and tumbled down the far side of the rubble.




Jill Valentine came running up, weapon at the ready. “Riley’s had us looking for you ever since we got your broadcasts.”




Hanna gasped, “Too weak… Stole my strength…”




Jill checked, “He didn’t just copy your powers, he stole them? Damn it!” Jill leapt to the top of the rubble so her body was minimally exposed but her weapon was at the ready.




Hanna watched as Jill’s shoulders slumped. And Hanna knew. The purple man had stolen her toughness too, because he had three rounds in him and he had still run off in the seconds before Jill looked over the top of the rubble.







Az took a cheap shot at Mister Hairball while he was on fire and not paying any attention to her. She knocked him thirty feet through the air. He hit the ground and started rolling.




Az gritted her teeth as Frosty the Snowminge quickly covered him in ice crystals, putting out the fire.




He jumped to his feet, and his hair started growing back. It was growing back at an unbelievable rate. Az stopped and stared in shock. By the time he caught up with her, his hair was all grown back like it had never been burned. Was this guy indestructible?




He started to take a swing at her, but Carlson off to the side put a fuckload of machine gun ammo into his face. Mister Hairball turned and charged off that way.




Az tackled him around the ankles so he couldn’t get at Carlson. It was like tackling a mountain, but she managed to bring him down. She owed Carlson a big one. She wasn’t letting Mister Hairball rip him in half.







She shook some of her icicles off her hands, and she looked around at the battlefield.




Two weapon trucks were still on fire, with dangerous munitions cooking off. She hurled as much ice as she could onto those flames. She pulled in as much heat as she could from the fires, so she felt better.




Many of her fellow soldiers were down, and most of the rest were trying to re-group. The advance guard against the evils of the southern pretenders was all down or in serious trouble. They had been told they were unstoppable, so she did not understand how they had been stopped. Clearly, she needed to vanquish the flying foreign menace.




She heard a sound like fingers snapping, and she whirled about, her ice blasts ready to go. But there was no one there. At least, she didn’t think so until an invisible fist struck her in the face.







Az had lost her earjack when the building fell on her and Mister Hairball, so she hadn’t gotten any hot news updates for maybe half a minute. Or however long she’d been fighting the guy since then.




But she heard it when Lupo screamed, “Az! That purple guy’s a power leech! He can pull your powers away from you, leaving you unprotected!”




Well fuck. Az heard the warning just as Mister Hairball kicked her off and rolled to his feet again. And that Purple Sucker came stumbling in between them, so she leapt to the closest roof to get out of his reach.




Purple Sucker looked bad. He was bleeding purple blood all over the place. He said something in Korean that sounded like an apology, and he grabbed Mister Hairball.




Az hadn’t thought anything was really going to slow down Mister Hairball, but the guy just collapsed and folded in on himself. Even worse, all his earlier injuries just came back like it was his powers that were holding them off.




Purple Sucker just stood up and shouted his confidence, whatever the fuck he was saying. And he jumped way up into the air so he could land on the roof in front of Az.




But he didn’t have any idea of how strong he really was. He soared way over her head and plunged right through the roof and the ceiling to crash into the floor.




She yelled at Lupo, “Hey! Purple Sucker just ate Corporal Hairball, and now he’s stronger than me! Avoid at all cost!”







“Finn to base. Finn to base. Main force has been blunted. Flying fire caster still a threat, one super-strong ground threat. Most munitions and heavy weapon teams are cooked. Several platoons of infantry still active. Battlefield now nearly clear for assault waves.”







Alex heard Jill’s broadcast over the comms. Oh crud, so Purple Guy was now super-strong instead of having lasers, and she didn’t dare get anywhere near him because he might be able to jump over and grab her and suck her powers out of her body. Eww.




And here came Flame Guy again. But she was now back near Ice Lady’s area. And he had plenty of fire and his fire didn’t hurt him like Mister Cready, but he didn’t have a lot of extra lift. And as long as she stayed silvery, the fire he was throwing at her wasn’t that bad a threat to her.




She used her tk to slam Flame Guy down into one of the walls of ice. He really hated that. So she did it again. His fire kept dimming, but as soon as he got away from the ice it came back to full power.




Then Alex noticed that Ice Lady was struggling to her feet. Alex wondered who had clobbered her. Since Ice Lady was getting back up, it probably wasn’t Az. Or Hanna. Or any of the soldiers. That kind of left it up to Grover. Good on him.




Flame Guy hurled more fire at her, and she used her spare tk to swat it toward the trucks that hadn’t been blown up or set on fire.




Ice Lady finally spotted Alex. So Alex flew toward Ice Lady and dropped twenty feet lower. She made herself a really easy target, and then she yelled at the ice-caster, “Over here!” Okay, she didn’t know if North Koreans even learned English.




Ice Lady immediately hurled a blast of freezing cold and ice her way, which was just what Alex wanted.




Flame Guy was closing in behind her, so she jetted straight up and she used her tk to slam him downward right into the path of the ice blast. Flame Guy screamed like he’d been dipped in acid, for about half a second. At the end of the half second, he was unconscious in a coating of ice. He crashed to the ground and didn’t move.




Alex didn’t give Ice Lady a chance to take another shot at her. Alex dropped to the ground so she had as much tk as possible, and from fifty yards away she punched Ice Lady in the jaw with over two hundred pounds of tk. The ice-caster went flying backward and landed with a thud.




Four more soldiers popped up on the other side of a wrecked truck trailer, and she hit them all with a burst of lightning. They all dropped before any of them got a shot off. She flew back toward the middle of the battlefield. “Tera to team. Fire and Ice down. Next task?”




160. Field Study



Riley was hiding inside the ruins of one of the blue buildings that held the meeting rooms. Well, the ex-meeting rooms, because these sure weren’t usable now.




He whispered into his comms, “Finn to Tera. We’re down to one superpowered opponent but he’s super-strong and can leech powers by touch. Action Girl’s practically knocked out after getting grabbed, and he even took down the sasquatch. I need you to attack without getting within a hundred feet of him, because right now we’re just stalling him.”




There was the distinct pawmp of a grenade launch, and an explosion, followed by an angry yell. The guy was screaming in Korean that he was going to find them and rip their bowels out for the scavengers to eat. Nice and creative, without using too many dirty words. Riley didn’t hear a lot of threats like that. Mostly they were strings of cursewords with some nouns and verbs connecting them.




“Lupo to Finn. That was my last ‘nade.”




“Finn to team. Lupo moves back. Carlson and I alternate until Terawatt arrives.”




“Tera here. I’ve got an idea.”




“Finn to team. Hold up. Move into positions to backstop Tera.”




Riley used his periscope and peeked around the frame of the shattered window. Tera swooped in and hovered sixty feet up and a hundred feet back. Suddenly, the purple soldier’s tac vest and web belt went flying off over what was left of the roofs. The guy leapt into the air for Tera… and Tera dropped to the ground before the guy was anywhere near her.




He started slowing down, and he stopped until he was hovering about forty feet up. And Tera was just standing there, staring grimly at him.




Right. She couldn’t lift tons, but she could lift over two hundred pounds. And once the guy was shucked of his gear, he probably only weighed about a hundred and sixty, even including his clothes and his combat boots. Smart girl.




The guy started thrashing and screaming and cursing as he hung in mid-air. It was just as well that Tera didn’t speak Korean, because the guy was getting pretty colorful.




“Finn to Tera. If you can hold him until his power fades, he’ll be back to an unpowered person who needs superpowered opponents to get anything.”




“Tera here. I can hold him like this for a long time. Maybe an hour or two. I’ll let you know when I’m getting stressed.”




But it was only a minute or so before the guy began crying and pleading. In Korean, he begged, “Please, I need more powers, don’t leave me like this!”




Riley watched as the guy finally just sagged helplessly. Once the stolen power faded, the guy’s bullet wounds opened up again, and he began bleeding profusely.




“Finn to Tera. Lower him. I’ve got a medic kit. If he tries to grab me, put a current through him.”




Tera lowered the purple soldier to the ruined concrete, and the guy sagged limply to the ground. Tera used her tk to lay him out flat, and Riley rushed over.




The soldier looked up at him and tried to say something, but purple blood filled his mouth and spilled down one cheek. The soldier’s eyes went glassy, his muscles including his sphincters went limp, and his last breath bubbled up through the mouthful of blood.




Riley stood and stared down at the body. There was nothing he could do for the guy with a lousy field medic kit in the middle of a hot battlezone. Not when the guy needed major thoracic surgery, plus a heart-lung machine and massive blood transfusions of blood types that probably didn’t exist anywhere except in the guy’s body. He sighed unhappily and then tapped his earjack. “Finn to team. Purple super is dead. Valentine? Good shooting.”




He switched back to Tac Four. “Finn to base. Finn to base. All primary supers down. At least three of them are dead. We will require containment protocols for others. Full force has been blunted. Some platoons of infantry still active. Battlefield now clear for heavy assault forces.”







Within a minute, he could hear the sound of incoming choppers. They swept overhead and took up position just along the border. Tanks and APCs and IFVs came rolling in, and a couple infantry battalions came rushing in alongside.




Riley clambered up on top of one of the ruined buildings so he could get a decent view of what was happening back at the other side of the border.




Tera flew up into the air and made a report over the comms. “Enemy troops who are still mobile are piling survivors onto the still-working trucks and getting out of here. That includes Ice Lady, Flame Guy, Magnet Girl, and Cat Girl. They’re all still unconscious and being piled onto an open flatbed truck with a bunch of injured or unconscious troops. Do I stop the trucks?”




He sighed. “Finn to Tera. Do not engage anyone who is already across the border.” He really hated international politics, especially in places like Korea.




“Klar to Finn. Are you kidding? They try to kill a ton of important South Korean guys and maybe invade as far as they can, like downtown Seoul, so they can kill Christ knows how many people, and they tried to kill all of you, and they just get to drive home?”




Riley frowned. How do you explain decades of insanity and centuries of bad blood to a teenager in one minute? “Finn to Klar. I doubt it. Most of them can’t pass as normal anymore, and all of them know that North Korea experimented on their own troops to create a battle force. The big cheeses can’t let them live to tell anyone else.”




Tera zoomed in on his position. He could see the horror on her face. “Wait, you know they’re gonna get murdered, and you’re just letting ’em go get killed?”




Jill Valentine scrambled up onto the roof to join him. She explained gently, “Tera, there’s nothing we can do. They’re so heavily indoctrinated that there’s no way we can convince them. To them, we’re the evil, lying enemy. Anything we say or do will be viewed as a trick. There is literally nothing we can do to protect them.”




Tera stared wretchedly at the small force that was rushing away in a few trucks. “Well, that’s mega-cruddy. You’re sure there’s really nothing we can do?”




Jill just shook her head no. Tera’s shoulders slumped miserably.




Riley scrambled down off the roof and said into his comms, “Regroup on my position now. Be sure someone gets Action Girl and Azure Crush over here.”




Lieutenant Lupo walked over carrying Hanna the way you carried a bride over a threshold. Lupo looked like she’d been dipped in mud. Hanna looked bad. He winced inwardly, but he did his best not to show his feelings. He’d seen Hanna dying of peritonitis after being gutshot, and she didn’t look this weak.




He moved his people over to the side, so the armored cavalry could move through. “Status?”




Tera said, “I’m starving.” She looked around and apologized, “Umm, sorry.”




Sergeant Carlson laughed, and then reported, “Small frag in left thigh, one in my left bicep, but I’m good to go. You can just pull ’em out and bandage me up, right?”




There was no way Riley was doing that if he didn’t absolutely have to. If a piece of shrapnel was blocking a tear in a major artery, yanking it out could make your ‘patient’ bleed to death in no time.




Azure Crush grumbled, “I got the fuck beat out of me, but it’s all just bruises and shit.”




Hanna weakly insisted, “I’m fine… I can move out now. But I need… my grapples.”




Lupo scowled, “She can’t even stand. Or sit. That bastard really effed her up.” He looked at Lupo for a couple seconds before she finally admitted, “It’s just mud. Okay, so I need a shower.”




Riley gave orders. “Tera, see if you can find AG’s grapples, then get to the SUV. Carlson, get in your car and take a load off that leg. Az, ditto. Lupo, drive them both over to Camp Casey and get them looked at, then go shower at your quarters and get everything packed up and over to your Cessna. Make sure the Cessna’s going to be ready to go, then round up Carlson and Az when they’re cleared to go home, and get them to the jet. Valentine, take AG to the SUV. Klar, stick close to her and remember none of these troops know about you, and all of them are on a hair trigger. As soon as I report to the commanders here, I’ll be along and we’ll drive back to our quarters.”




He moved off to give situation reports to the ROK and American commanders, while over his earjack, an exhausted Hanna insisted on spelling out in intense detail where she’d lost both grapples, her machine gun, her sidearm, her tac vest, her combat knife, and pieces of her body armor. It sounded to Riley like the catgirl had spent too much time toying with her prey.




He just knew the colonel would make ‘Cheetah Girls’ jokes when he read the reports. Or maybe ‘Cat People’ cracks. At least Klar had already used the ‘Tigra’ reference, so the colonel wouldn’t pull out his Marvel Comics refs.







Alex was on her third energy bar and sixth sandwich before Riley got back to the SUV. He looked really tired. And not just because he’d been in a huge firefight. He looked way more tired than when he’d left to go give reports.




She hastily finished chewing, and she swallowed. “Riley, are you okay?”




He smiled, but he looked exhausted. “Yeah. Telling the same thing over and over a hundred times really takes it out of you. And what do I tell them about the giant and the laser blaster? It’s not like either one is going to stay put in a normal prison cell. When I left, they were going with some Pentagon bright boy’s idea for dealing with supers. They were duct taping C-4 around both their necks. If either one tries anything, someone will press a button and blow their head off. Literally.”




“Eww.”




He sighed, “And the laser blaster has two broken legs, a dislocated shoulder, a concussion, and a broken arm. If he hadn’t been in that reinforced chair, he’d probably be worse.”




Alex felt really horrible at that. She hadn’t even thought about that guy when she took down the giantess, except that she was trying to figure out how to knock him out while dealing with all the rest of them. She wasn’t a murderer, but it was just because of dumb luck.




“I don’t want to kill people,” she whimpered.




Riley sighed. “Frankly, neither do I. Sometimes it’s kill one person or let dozens die. At the Umbrella headquarters, it was kill some people who wouldn’t want to still be alive, or let maybe tens of millions of people die a horrific death. This could have been just as bad, because if we hadn’t stopped them like we did, it would have been another major war, and the last time the Russians, the Chinese, the Americans, and half a dozen other countries got dragged into it.”




Jill said, “Tera, what you did to that blaster was probably a lot less than what the purple soldier on his own team did to him. Look at the shape Action Girl’s in right now.”




Hanna weakly lifted her head from the headrest and said, “I feel happy! I want to go for a walk!”




Alex couldn’t help laughing, even though she totally wanted to be upset. “Did Jack and Charlie show you Monty Python movies?”




Hanna closed her eyes and smiled. “They are very funny. King Arthur arguing with the socialist in the commune made me laugh so hard I had to run to the bathroom.” She lifted her arms up above her head. “And I really am feeling better than I was. And my cuts are clotting again.”




“Your cuts?” Riley groaned, “AG, that’s the kind of thing you really need to tell your commanding officer. In case you didn’t notice, the sasquatch died from his injuries when the purple-skinned soldier leeched out his powers. If the laser blaster had had any regeneration or toughness powers that he was depending on, he probably would have died from having his powers leeched off.”




Riley drove off to their duplex. “Now once we get back there, we make sure all the weapons are unloaded. Then I want everyone taking a quick shower and changing into clean clothes. Tera? I want you in uniform, so no one else gets a look at ‘Annie Farrell.’ While we take turns showering, we’ll also cook up some more food and eat and take some more food with us on the jet. It’s an eight hour plane ride home for Tera, plus two more to Iowa, and then another hour to West Virginia.”




Hanna helpfully said, “Do not worry. She only ate six of the sandwiches.”




Alex was still unhappy about nearly killing someone, even if he was a badguy who already killed a bunch of soldiers and was trying to kill her. But Klar wasn’t really upset that he’d killed some enemy soldiers. He told her, “My granddad served in the Korean War. He said that it was the worst thing he’d ever seen in his life, and that he prayed every week in church that there wouldn’t ever be another war like that with young men going and getting killed or maimed. I think… I think he’d be really proud of what we did today.”




“What you did today,” Riley insisted.




Jill said, “The North Koreans are really big on asymmetric warfare, but they’re also big on the economics of war. If they were willing to lose up to two thirds of a million military and paramilitary troops, they had to be ready to kill a hell of a lot more South Koreans than that. Maybe they were planning on this being the next big war, because they probably figure that if they can completely wipe out the enemy, it doesn’t matter how many soldiers they lose.”




Alex shuddered. Those guys were crazy.




Riley said, “And I think we know where they got all those mutagens, so we’ve probably stopped another big Collective effort to start World War III or whatever they’re aiming for. You have to give yourself credit for that, too.”




Jill pointed out, “And what else could you have done? What would anyone else have needed to do?”




Riley admitted, “I was waiting to see if we could really stop their supers, because if we couldn’t I was going to be calling heavy artillery down on our positions, and nobody except maybe that sasquatch could have survived that. You saved a lot of lives today. A lot of lives. And you did it by killing… no one. You should be feeling really proud of yourself.”




Grover added, “They killed everyone in those choppers and the tanks and the APCs and every ROK guard they found. They would’ve kept on killing people until they got told to retreat. If they ever got told to retreat. And once they were through the DMZ and they spread out all over South Korea, what would anybody have done to stop ’em?”




Riley said, “Those supers could have wiped out everything Camp Casey could throw at them, and then vanished back over the border, and then threatened to unleash entire armies of supers unless South Korea surrendered.”




Hanna murmured, “They do not have armies of supervillains.”




Riley nodded, “Right. But we wouldn’t know that if it wasn’t for that defector. We’d be sitting on the border right this second and driving ourselves crazy worrying about where the next attack would come, and how many supers it would include, and what they would be able to do, and how much damage they would wreak before they retreated. IF they ever retreated.”




Jill chipped in, “This may be the turning point in the armistice here, too. North Korea just lost over two thirds of a million military and paramilitary troops, and they probably spent a lot more money than their economy could afford for those chemicals. This could lead to an assassination with someone less militaristic taking over, or maybe a military coup, or who knows what.”




Riley objected, “I wouldn’t go that far. Nothing’s changed over there, no matter how horrible things got, including the famine years in the 1990’s.”




But even after everything encouraging that Riley and Jill and Grover and Hanna said, Alex still felt horrible. She just kept telling herself it could have been a lot worse. If she hadn’t been along, things would have been bad. If she hadn’t been along but Shar had gone in her place, things would have been horrific.




Alex didn’t like thinking about it, but Jack had told her that the DHS had excavated under The Shop’s research headquarters while looking for underground tunnels that might have survivors in them. They hadn’t found anyone still alive, but they had found some security rooms and prison cells and research labs. And one of the hard drives had data on tests done with Charlene McGee. Willow had looked through the data and figured out that Shar was probably capable of a lot more than just fires hot enough to burn concrete. Willow was pretty sure that if Shar got too carried away, she could create a hotspot hot enough to cause nuclear fusion. Even if it was just a teeny weeny hotspot, that could be so far past bad that Alex didn’t have a word for it. Maybe ultra-mega-uber-super-bad.




They drove back into the garage of the duplex. Riley and Jill unloaded weapons and packed away ammo and cleaned firearms, while Alex and Grover took the first couple showers. Then Alex started cooking a big lunch and Grover packed everyone’s clothes up, while Riley and then Jill showered. Then Riley took over in the kitchen and made Grover help, while Jill loaded the SUV.




As they were doing that last part, Alex got the really embarrassing job. She used her tk to hold Hanna up so Hanna could shower and get dressed, because Hanna could move her arms and legs again, but she was about as stable as a one-year-old toddler. Alex’s mom said that one-year olds weren’t toddlers yet, they were still ‘wobblers,’ which was way funnier when you weren’t holding up a wobbly sixteen year old who was stark naked and trying to take a fast shower.




Hanna grinned, “Look at it this way, Alex. It could be worse. You could have to hold onto Grover! Or Major Riley. Or Az’s friend the blonde centerfold who Lieutenant Jo was complaining about.”




“Eww, eww, and extra eww.” Because Didi would probably be totally slutty and creepy about it. “Thanks. Now I won’t have any appetite for lunch.”




Hanna giggled, “I do not think there is anything I can say that would keep you from eating a huge lunch.”




The lunch was sort of ‘everything still in the pantry and freezer’ so it was a weird mix of American food and Korean food and Japanese food and Chinese food and what-Americans-think-is-Chinese food. Alex had some of everything, except that spicy kimchi stuff. Hanna wouldn’t touch it either, even if Riley liked it.




They cleaned up in the kitchen. And Alex used her tk and half a dozen dustcloths to go from room to room, wiping off everything that might have a fingerprint or a loose hair on it. Jill followed her with a special vacuum cleaner with a HEPA filter in it, and then tossed the vacuum cleaner’s bag into the SUV so there was no trace evidence left behind.




Grover had another cooler packed with baggies of ice and bottled water and a bunch of the leftovers, in case people got hungry on the way home.




They drove to the same hangar, and Colonel Park was there with his adjutant. He had a short conversation in Korean with Riley, while Alex got Hanna settled in a seat in the Cessna, and Jill and Grover transferred stuff to the Cessna’s hold. Alex flew out and used her tk to move a bunch of the equipment a lot faster than even Jill could manage.




Everyone climbed into the Cessna, and it taxied toward a runway for them to take off. Riley leaned back and said, “Colonel Park just found out about our State Department hiding a North Korean defector from everyone including the South Koreans who should have gotten the man in the first place, and not telling anyone the relevant information that the defector had. There are going to be some very angry phone calls going back and forth between governments, and I’m glad to be far away from those calls.”




Hanna said, “Could someone get out my computer tablet? I would like to get started on my reports, because it will take me a very long time to write down every mistake I made. I do not wish to admit all of them, but it is important to write a proper report so mom does not ground me.”




Alex asked, “Did you make any mistakes? Because I didn’t see any.”




Hanna shrugged weakly, “I should have engaged someone other than the cat-girl.”




Riley pointed out, “Maybe not. No one else except you and Tera could have handled her. Probably not even Az. What you should have done was engage her at range.”




“Oh, right,” Hanna nodded. She slipped into a really good imitation of Jack’s speech patterns when he was being a pain, “Ya, sure, you betcha.”




Jill smiled, “I still think the move you made on the sasquatch guy was spectacular.”




Riley grinned, “I look forward to seeing the colonel’s face when he reads that part of your report. He’ll have his legs clenched together so hard he’ll need a crowbar to get them apart.”




Grover asked hopefully, “Can you get video of it?”







After they were airborne and out of Korean airspace, Jill asked, “Does anybody have any idea how that guy’s white laser beam worked? Because lasers need to be a coherent beam of a single wavelength.”




Alex guessed, “I just figured he was firing off a hundred different lasers side by side in a big bundle, but all the colors blurred together so it looked white.”




Riley ventured, “I don’t know, but it probably wasn’t a real laser. It was probably a burst of some kind of energy and we just assumed it was a laser because it acted like one.”




Grover said, “I thought it was probably some kind of particle beam, and the way it cut through the air caused a bunch of side effects that generated the white light.”




Hanna said, “I figured it did not matter how it worked, as long as it was a serious threat.”




Grover snarked, “Thank you, Miss Practical.”




Hanna stuck her tongue out at him and grinned.




Alex figured that she wouldn’t sound stupid, since Jill was asking questions too. “Umm, I have a question. So we’ve seen giant whatevers before, and energy casting, but how does it work to be able to suck up someone else’s power set? That makes no sense to me.”




Riley said, “I’m just guessing here, but I think what we saw was a psychic power. He could boost himself to generate energy or to telekinetically make himself appear stronger and tougher, but he probably couldn’t, say, grab the giantess and become a giant himself.”




Alex didn’t know, but she figured Riley’s idea was better than what she came up with, because ‘power leech’ still made no sense to her as a power set even after she’d seen it in action. Okay, most people didn’t think her powers made any sense, because even if you had tons of extra energy, how did you actually cast lightning? How did telekinesis really work in terms of physics? And even if you said ‘okay I’ll give you a pass on the lightning and the tk’ what was the thing she did where she turned into a pile of silvery semi-liquid stuff, and how could that connect with everything else she could do?







Since Korea was seventeen hours ahead, it was 2 am Monday morning when the Cessna flew past Paradise Valley on its way to Edwards for refueling. Alex dove out at fifteen thousand feet and flew home at maybe four hundred miles an hour until she slowly lost speed from her lack of a really aerodynamic shape.




She darted through the runoff system and into the house. Once again there was a light on in the kitchen with a note taped to the fridge. And there was a fresh box of Gloria’s donuts waiting for her on the counter, plus three Bavarian creams in the fridge. She ate an apple fritter, flew upstairs, and changed into peejays before she went and checked on her parents.




“Mom? Dad? I’m home. And I’m fine.”




Both her parents got up and rushed over and hugged her. Her mom started crying. Her dad whispered, “Acid Burn let us know you were fine, but we watched the news, and we were just so worried…”




Her mom whimpered, “Hush, George.” Then she sobbed, “Oh honey, we were terrified! You were in a war! They had pictures on the eleven o’clock news from a bunch of security cameras that were still working, and it was horrible!”




She hugged them back. “It was pretty bad, but for me it wasn’t being in a warzone. It was just fighting another team of supervillains. It was just really bad for the people down on the ground.”




Her mom worried, “Is everyone else all right?”




And she admitted, “Well, mostly. Jo got covered in mud, and she was pretty embarrassed about it. Riley and Jill and Grover are all fine. Azure Crush went too, and she got beaten up a lot, but she’s okay. And one of Jack’s sergeants got a couple pieces of shrapnel but he’s fine and walking around and insisting he doesn’t need any time off. And Hanna got, well, mega-exhausted by one of the supervillains, so she’s really tired.”




“Mega-exhausted?” her mom asked suspiciously.




“Totally exhausted,” she insisted. “This badguy who could suck your powers out of your body and then use them himself. He managed to kill one of his own teammates and knock another unconscious doing the power drain thing to them, and he got Hanna too. And Hanna got beaten up and scratched by a soldier who got turned into a cat-thing. Janet’s probably not gonna be really happy about that. She’ll probably yell at Jack some.”




Her dad frowned, “Well, it sounds like somebody needs to yell at that man.”




Alex defended Jack. “No! Somebody needs to pat him on the back and tell him he did a great job and give him some medals and promote him to general! If he hadn’t figured out what it meant when the North Koreans were buying all those chemicals and stuff, and then figured out what these ‘peace talks’ really were, and then made a big pain of himself getting permission to send us over there, this would’ve been a disaster. Jack maybe stopped a huge war just by using his brain and getting the right people in the right place at the right time.”




Her dad paused for a second before he asked, “Has anyone ever checked whether Jack might be psychic?”




She confessed, “Well, I think Willow made him sit still for long enough to do some testing with Zener cards and stuff, and she said ‘no.’ But he sure can be really intuitive when he tries.”




Her mom said, “There are different kinds of intelligence besides the George-and-Annie-and-Alex kind, you know.”




She said, “You mean the dad-and-Annie kind.”




But her dad insisted, “Who had the highest SAT score ever in the family? Who outsmarted Danielle Atron? Who had a better idea about using chemistry than the super-smart doctors on that island with the silicates? I think she meant the Alex-and-Annie-and-Barb-and-maybe-George-too kind of intelligence.”




Her mom gave her dad a big kiss. Alex felt kind of uncomfortable with the way the conversation was heading, so she told them, “Well Jack does have a Masters degree in something.”




Her mom smiled, “Honey, they don’t just let people become colonels because they’re hotties.”




Her dad elbowed her mom, “Gee, you know, he does look a lot like that one doctor in those old soap opera reruns you like to watch when you think no one’s looking.”




Her mom blushed a little. “Stop it George, or the whole house is going to find out who you think is hot.”




He smiled, “Well everyone knows that. Raquel Welch! Especially in that animal-skin bikini. Or any bikini. Or in that wetsuit. And that babe who played Samantha Garretson back when you made me watch “One Life to Live” with you when we were engaged.”




Her mom looked over at Alex. “Never force your boyfriend to watch what you like, because he’ll find some way to make you not enjoy it anymore. Like telling you how hot he thinks some of the actresses are, even though you’re sitting right next to him.”




Maybe that was more about their engagement than Alex wanted to know. On the other hand, it might make for good teasing material someday.




She got her folks to go back to bed. Then she ate five more donuts and headed to her room. She flew in and was just about to climb into her bed when Shar lifted her head and said, “I need a goo’night kiss. And Piki does too. He was really worried about you, so I had to hold him all afternoon long. And he was really scared when Jo got buried alive inside the mud guy and she couldn’t breathe.”




Whoa. Even Alex didn’t know that part. All she’d heard from Jo was she got muddy. Maybe she needed to ask Jack what happened, because she was sure Jo wouldn’t fib on an after-action report.




She kissed Shar and Piki good night. Then she dove into the bed and conked out.







“Come on, Alex, get up! Your alarm clock’s buzzing really loud!” Shar even gave Alex a little push on the arm. Then, when Alex still didn’t move, she hit Alex on the head with Piki.




“Hey!”




Shar insisted, “Come on, you gotta get up so you can make me get going and all that stuff.”




Alex groaned and turned off her alarm clock. She felt like crud, and her body totally didn’t want to get up.




Alex got whacked on the head with Piki again, and a giggling pain ran out to the bathroom.




“Ugh.” It was Monday morning. Again. She’d already done Monday morning yesterday. She’d missed Sunday morning, and had an extra Monday instead. Yuck.




She knew it was jet lag. People were not made to fly halfway around the world, adjust to the time there, fight a big battle, fly back home, and have to adjust to the time back home, all in like thirty-six hours, and then not get enough sleep afterward. “Bleh.”




Hanna was probably totally back to normal, and wide awake, and being the hot exchange student at her school and flirting with boys. Alex had a feeling that Hanna’s ‘naïve Swedish teen bombshell’ routine was making guys get in fights with each other just to talk to her and sit next to her at lunch and stuff. She wondered how Charlie O’Neill stood it.




Alex took a shower and made it colder than usual just so she could wake up. And she drank a cup of coffee so she’d stay awake. Because even the Official Riley Finn Timed Catnap Method did not get rid of all your jet lag if you only got about three hours of sleep before you had to get up and go to school.




Fortunately, Shar could tell how tired Alex was, so she was extra-chatty on the way over to elementary school to keep Alex awake. And then Alex rolled her windows all the way up and played Pink as loud as her stereo system would go and sang along, so she didn’t get drowsy on her way to her school. Okay, so maybe she didn’t sing every word in all of the songs, because Pink had a worse potty mouth than Az.




And Alex went back out to her car and took a nap during second period, and Ray came out and woke her up for third period calc class.




At lunch, everyone was talking about the big ‘Terawatt saves the day in Korea’ thing. Well, that and the big basketball game on Wednesday, and the fight Kelly and her date got into at Trish’s party Saturday night when Trish’s sister put the moves on him right in front of Kelly. And what was in that sauce on the hamburger patties the lunch ladies were serving. And whether Miss Greene, one of the history and social studies teachers, was knocked up. And whether the cheerleaders were going to go cheer for the track team this year when they usually didn’t but Donna’s current boyfriend was going to be one of the big stars on the team.




Louis smirked, “Wow, I guess that’ll put Terawatt in her place. She’s in between secret sauce and bad dates.”




Alex said, “I think Terawatt has way better things to do with her time than care what a bunch of stupid teenagers think about her. She’s probably worried about major world events and unstoppable monsters and stuff.”




“And whether that sauce on the meat is an unstoppable monster, because it’s just not natural,” Ray complained.




Nicole took her spoon and stole a little of the sauce off Marsha’s plate. “Hmm… Oh, they totally overcooked the garlic at step one. That’s what that awful taste is. That, and they didn’t cook the flour enough.”




“There’s flour in sauce?” Louis asked. Pretty much the whole table looked at him like ‘duh’.




Ray said, “Even I know that, and my mom chases me out of the kitchen with a wooden spoon when she’s cooking.”




Marsha complained, “Louis’s idea of great cooking is if he puts milk and butter in his Kraft mac and cheese.”




“Hey! I do that all the time!”




Marsha corrected herself. “Okay, your idea of great cooking is if you dump the ground beef and the veggies in with the mac and cheese and stir everything together.”




“Ick.”




“Eww.”




“Bleah!”




Louis defended himself. “There’s nothing wrong with adding cooked ground beef to the mac and cheese. Dad really likes it!”




Marsha added, “And he’s still a way better cook than his dad.”




Alex nodded at that. Louis’s dad’s idea of great cooking was pulling a menu out of their phone drawer before ordering out.




And then, on the news that night, there was lots of stuff about Terawatt in Korea and the battle, but also one of the models who had made the NID’s Top Twenty Terawatt Possibilities held a press conference in Hollywood to announce that yes, she really was Terawatt, and she was looking for A-list movie roles when she wasn’t flying around the world saving the day. Too bad for Miss Liar-liar-pants-on-fire that she held the press conference right about the time the Korea battle was going on, so she totally got caught lying. And then she wasn’t even embarrassed about getting caught lying! She just claimed it was acting. Some people…







On Tuesday morning, Alex was way more awake, so as soon as she dropped off Shar she hurried over to the grocery store so she could get a copy of Newsweek so she could look at the story on Willow before school started.




And there it was, on the magazine stand. There was a great front cover that was a picture of Willow’s face, and a picture of Clare Tobias’ face, both in three-quarter profile, and dramatically turned toward each other. Underneath, it said “The Faces of the Cupertino Attack.” Alex glanced through the article on Willow and the interview, and they used a bunch of her photos, and they looked really good. They even had a couple of Alex’s pictures of Clare Tobias too.




And Alex gulped. The front cover of Time was another headshot of Clare, only with the headline “Orphan, Killer, Terrorist/Orphan!”




She grabbed it and hastily checked the index. There was a huge article by one of their staff reporters, Joseph Frady.




Oh crud. She knew that name. Joseph William Frady was one of the names Willow and Jack’s IT guys had come up with as a possible Orphan.




The big article was titled “The Cult of Orphans” and it was all about the Breslynn Orphanage and the 25-to-31 year old mid-summer newborn thing, because Frady was an Orphan too, and he had gotten his email from KOBO, and he was spilling everything he’d found out since then. And he had figured out the link to Umbrella, so the magazine had like four dozen pictures of important people, like U.S. Representative Alan Kort and Iowa state Senator Noah Prescott and Glenn Howard, and each one had a page of coverage with the title “Is So-and-so A Breslynn Orphan?”




She stopped and scanned through the main article. It portrayed the Orphans as all being too smart and too aggressive and too ruthless and too dangerous, and Frady was including himself in there too.




She smirked as she leafed through the pages. Frady was pretty good, or else he had some inside sources, because he had all the Umbrella Orphans including Glenn Howard and the other Orphans who got Umbrella campaign money. Frady even wondered in print if Glenn Howard was deliberately attacking Terawatt so the Orphans could handicap her. Frady even pegged Clare Tobias and Captain William Kevin Drummond and Samuel Daystrom and Gerard Roger Newsom. He also pegged two of the three White House interns who were probable Orphans, and every other Orphan who had been arrested because of the SRI.




Alex turned the page and cringed. The title of the next page was:




“Is Willow Rosenberg a Breslynn Orphan?”




Oh crud.





161. Interlude XXVI



Maggie Walsh listened to the supposedly intelligent person delivering a clearly ill-informed point of view on the Korea situation.




“—with four superpowered individuals still alive, and a clear goal in mind, they are likely to take Option C instead of Options A or B, and therefore we should expect—”




She interrupted, “None of the above.”




“What?” Really, he was an idiot. He was raised in China and Hong Kong, and he had even less understanding of the thought processes of the North Koreans than she did. And just last week he had accused her of unleashing projects that she couldn’t control. As if any of her projects were ever out of her control, or all that hard to stop with the right knowledge.




She snapped, “They won’t do any of those things. They completely underestimated the loyalty the generals would have for their troops. They already have one defection, two resignations, and fourteen personal signed protests. That we know of. If they try this again, the generals will attempt a coup. So they’ll do what they always do. They’ll bury it and lie their asses off to their people. That means they’ll kill their four supers and everyone else in that battalion who is still alive. They’ll also kill all the people who are still alive but extremely sick from the treatments. They can’t afford the hospitals and doctors and nurses. And they really can’t afford to have anyone else within North Korea find out just how many of their own people they sacrificed in this one extremely-stupid plan.”




He whined, “And how can you induce all of that?”




She said, “It’s obvious. It’s what I would do in their shoes.”







Buffy Summers was sitting in Freddie’s lap and playing ‘cute but stupid girlfriend.’ She didn’t mind. She really didn’t. She told herself a couple more times, hoping it would sink in.




Freddie had invited some of his teammates and several of his coaches over to look at game films of the latest season. He had his backup quarterback, two of his most dedicated offensive linemen, his favorite receiver, his offensive coordinator, the quarterbacks coach, and the receivers coach. The game film they were focused on was their two games against the New England Patriots. They had lost the regular season game by three, and they had lost the conference championship game by six. So Freddie was kind of fixated on breaking down the opposing defense for next year’s games.




Buffy had gotten everybody drinks and snacks, and was watching the game films too, while pretending she was just ‘the girlfriend.’ It wasn’t her fault she liked football too. And it wasn’t her fault she knew a lot about it. After all, she’d watched it with her daddy back when she was still ‘daddy’s little princess’ and she’d watched it when she was cheerleading, and she watched games with Freddie whenever she could. He really knew a lot of details about team strategies and individual strengths and weaknesses. He even had his own personal category system for defenders that was basically a breakdown on how they covered receivers, whether it was in man-to-man or zone coverage.




She didn’t know the particular codes they used for their plays — okay, so she had picked up a lot of the codes when they said them out loud at the same time she could see the play on the screen — but she did know the plays. And the Patriot secondary was just lethal. Regardless of the codenames, she could see the receivers were running the standard pass patterns: down and outs, comebacks, deep ins, crosses, slants, hitches, flies… the usual.




It had been harder to sink into the role she had chosen, ever since that goddamn email and the visit from Terawatt. She wasn’t the kind of person who got visits from Terawatt! She was just another Tori Spelling or Kim Kardashian. She was just a bimbo who didn’t get to figure skate anymore, except when she went down to her favorite mall and got out one of the pairs of skates they kept just for her so she could get out on the ice and do some loops and spins and axels and lutzes. God, had she loved figure skating. She had been so good at it, and it had felt so… freeing. Leaping and soaring and spinning and rushing across the ice… it was as close as she was ever going to get to being able to fly.




She kept telling herself. That was all she was. But she’d had it drummed into her thick head that she was a lot more. She was an Orphan. She wasn’t just a girl, she was someone who had been born to be more than a mere human. At least no one in that stupid Time magazine article had pointed a finger at her. She had read through a copy with her heart in her throat, terrified that the very next page would be ‘Is Buffy Summers A Breslynn Orphan?’ but she wasn’t in there. A couple athletes she knew or had met were in there, and that would probably destroy their careers. She knew just how awful each of them had to feel right now. If she wasn’t a coward, she would have sent them all sympathy cards. Or maybe sympathy emails.




She waited and waited, but no one was saying what she wanted them to say about the game films. If she hadn’t gotten that email, maybe she would have just gotten up and left the room and baked more apple turnovers. But Terawatt had told her she was special. Terawatt! How weird was it that someone like Terawatt thought someone like Buffy Summers had potential?




She just wished she knew why Terawatt had stressed the word ‘potential’ when they spoke. Was there some secret meaning in there Buffy was supposed to get?




She gave up and took her life in her hands. Literally. If this ruined things with Freddie, her not-quite-perfect-but-still-good-enough life was over. She put a little extra ‘dumb blonde’ into her voice and asked, “Freddie, when your guys are running those little routes and those medium ones—”




“Five and ten yard, baby,” Freddie automatically corrected.




“—and the Patriots guys know when to close on your receivers, what would happen if your guys were suddenly running eight yard and thirteen yard routes instead? But just only for the playoff game at the end of the season?”




Freddie looked at her with surprise in his eyes. He got it. He totally got it as soon as she said it. The Patriots defensive secondary men would move toward the receivers at the wrong time, and would end up opening themselves up to getting burned. Repeatedly. What would look like short, horizontal pass plays could suddenly turn into deep routes for massive gains and quick scores.




His backup QB laughed out loud as he got it. His offensive coordinator snorted with amusement. His linemen looked at each other and slapped hands. His QB coach smirked, “That… could work!”




His left guard took another bite of one of her apple turnovers and said, “She’s hot, she bakes like a dream, and she knows football. Hey Buffy, if this idiot ever dumps you, I’m single!”




She smiled at him and teased, “I’ll let your girlfriend know you said that.”




He just kidded, “Hey, she can’t bake worth shit. I’m willing to trade up.”




Freddie hugged her and said, “She’s taken, thank you very much.”




Maybe she could survive this Orphan thing.




Maybe she could find a way to make it work for her.







The Imam finished his prayers before he listened carefully to the news. Prayers could not be interrupted for something as unimportant as reports of events that had already happened.




Roughly seven superpowered people had led an attack in the Demilitarized Zone of the Korean Peninsula. They had successfully destroyed security forces, attack helicopters, armored personnel carriers, and even tanks, before their advance was blunted and they were stopped by the American superheroine Terawatt.




He turned toward his favored mullah. The man would go far. There was no question. He was strikingly handsome, and at only thirty was already the finest scholar the Imam had ever met. Plus, he had a memory like an elephant’s and he was a truly dynamic speaker. It was little wonder the Imam had begun turning to him more and more. The Imam wondered if he should arrange something. His second daughter would be of the right age in just another two years, and she was not going to find a finer husband anywhere.




He asked, “What do you think of the news reports?”




His mullah frowned in thought, “I believe it is Allah’s will that we see this now. If the infidels can get seven superpowered beings, then surely we will be given seven times seven.” He even backed up his position with four quotes from the Quran, as was his wont.




The Imam carefully considered the idea. He finally nodded, “Then you may begin.”




162. A.L. Mack to the Rescue



“Oh crud oh crud oh crud!” Alex rushed up to the checkout line with the Time and the Newsweek, stood in line impatiently, and then sprinted to her car as soon as she paid. She didn’t even bother to get her change.




She started the car up and rushed off to school. But she pulled out her tPhone and used her tk to speed-dial Jack and flip it to speakerphone.




“Offices of the HWAAA, Sergeant Harriman speaking.”




She was so stressed out she almost didn’t remember to use her Terawatt voice. “Walter, it’s me. I need to speak to the colonel.”




Jack came on the line in seconds. “Hello Tera, what a co-inky-dink. I was just looking at a couple magazines that aren’t trashy enough for Klar’s mother to read, even though Walter’s expecting me to do some work one of these days, and I was wondering when you would spot them. You’re not skipping school and hanging around the pool hall to read these things, are you?”




She was so not laughing. “They pegged Willow!”




Jack griped, “They also pegged Finn and Carlson. But they missed Lupo, even though she’s worse at hiding her abilities than anyone since Ben Grimm.”




Alex turned a corner a little sharper than she meant to. “Did they peg Mister Gotham or Miss Hollywood or our wife of a shipping heir?”




“Nope, they’re oh-for-three on that. As for Gotham, even if they had his name, they probably figured they’d better not name a guy who owns enough stock in the parent company to get every one of them fired and the whole magazine closed down. Willow’s really upset, but this is really going to put a crimp in the plans of a bunch of our potential Orphans.”




She pulled into the school parking lot and slammed on the brakes. “I gotta go. I’ll read the whole thing when I can. You call Willow and do something nice to make her feel better.”




Jack snapped like he was answering a four star general. “Yes sir! I am on that task, sir!”




Okay, Alex figured Jack was never like that with real generals.




She shoved the magazines into her backpack and ran for homeroom. She just barely made it to the door as the bell rang.




“Miss Mack, is there a reason you are very nearly late this morning?”




She fibbed, “My mom wanted me to get a bunch of copies of this week’s Newsweek and I couldn’t get through the twelve-items-or-less line because this little old lady had a huge shopping cart totally full of stuff and wouldn’t go to another line and they wouldn’t make her and she was making them check all the eggs in every carton she had too and it was so frustrating!”




“And why do you need to buy a ‘bunch’ of Newsweeks?”




Alex walked up and showed her a two-page spread of the article on Willow. There were four pictures there, all of them ‘copyright A.L. Mack.’ She pointed at one of the bylines.




Mrs. Porter’s eyebrows went nearly up to her dyed hair. “How many pictures do you have in here?”




Alex shrugged, “I sold them a couple dozen, but I doubt they used all of them because of space constraints. That happens all the time in editing.”




During second period, Alex went to the library area and read the two magazines. The Newsweek article and interview were really nice to Willow. The one page article in Time tried to make her look not so nice, even if the most that they had was a guy she dated a couple times in college who pretty much said she was a know-it-all who wouldn’t put out even after he bought her a nice dinner. Wow, what a jerk. And Larry Ellison’s legal people refused to comment on the corporate takeover last year when Oracle ate Red Tree Software and spit her out afterward.




The Time article on Riley tried to make him sound like an evil Orphan, but it came off looking like they were trying to crucify a saint. The worst thing they had on Riley was he didn’t drink beer like the other guys, and when he went to bars with other military guys he always tried to get a Dr. Pepper or a coke. That, and he lived apart from his wife a lot of the time, because she was in Africa saving the lives of little kids as part of Doctors Without Borders, and before that, with the Peace Corps.




The Time article on Sergeant Carlson was pretty great, even though they were trying to be mean. Alex hadn’t known how awesome he was as a soldier, or how amazing a husband he was. She hoped that the reporters didn’t go and be horrible to his poor wife Corinne. She remembered him saying she was grouchy about him going to Korea with hot babes, but she hadn’t had any idea how awful things were for his wife.




She did kind of wonder if Frady had really managed to miss Bruce Paine. Maybe Jack was right and the magazine chickened out on pointing at one of their stockholders. Maybe not. But if Frady tried blackmailing Bruce, Alex was sure the Batman would kick Frady’s slimy butt all up and down the East Coast.




Then she was nearly late to third period because half a dozen people from the Photography Club wanted to congratulate her on the Newsweek thing and ask her how she got her big break and get her to be the speaker at the next meeting of the Photography Club, which she was the co-president of anyway.




She made sure to call Willow at lunchtime and make sure Willow was okay. She called from her Alex phone using Willow’s regular number, so she ended up having to get through an automated voicemail system. She figured Willow had to set something like that up to handle all the annoying reporters and creepy callers and stuff.




“Alex? Is that you?”




“Yeah. Are you okay? The Time article tried to make you sound like a badguy. Okay, mainly it made that guy you dated sound like the world’s biggest creepazoid, but they were trying to make every one of their possible Orphans look like a badguy.”




Willow whimpered, “I’m really not okay, and I had to get a copy of the automated answering tree system for my business set up to handle annoying reporters and angry nutcases, and reporters have been calling me nonstop, and there’s three different newsdorks parked in front of my house, and my neighbor Mrs. Madlow is really mad at me because her friend told her I was an evil Orphan who was trying to take over the planet and she’s the head of the neighborhood watch and she doesn’t want me taking over the neighborhood, and I wish Jack was here right now because I could really use a hug, and he can’t come because of all the newsdorks!”




Alex told her, “You should issue a press statement and get the police to get those jerkheads off your property.”




“Well, they’re not on my property, they’re just in the street, and I really should issue a press statement. A.L. Mack needs to drive up here and I’ll talk to her, and she can make sure I don’t look like an evil taking-over-the-world type.”




Alex started to say no way, but then it dawned on her. “Yeah! And then Willow Rosenberg can act like A.L. Mack is a really good friend who came to her rescue!”




“You are a really good friend, and you’ve come to my rescue a ton of times, starting with the day you and Barb picked up my boxes and helped me get home when I was totally of the wrecked.”




Alex thought about it. “Okay. I’ve got to get home and start dinner and pick up Shar and wait until mom gets home from work, and then I can drive up. I’ll call you when I’m on my way. I want you to put on your ‘made up but looking not made up’ makeup like you wore to Cupertino, and something casual but still professional. We’ll film… I think in your library because it looks cozy and not threatening at all. And we’ll use my GoPro with this awesome sound system that goes with it that I got for my birthday, and I’ll ask you a question, and then you’ll talk, and if we don’t like how it goes, we’ll erase it and do it over, so no matter how much you mess up, we’ll just make it perfect. How’s that sound?”




Willow bubbled, “It sounds totally, totally of the awesomeness!”




Alex asked, “And did you give Hanna lessons on how to talk like a Valley Girl?”




“I think maybe I just Skype too much with her.”







Alex got home from school in time to start dinner, but her mom came home early. With a stack of maybe fifty copies of Newsweek, and a really excited expression on her face.




“Alex, you don’t need to cook dinner. I’m sure your father’s going to want to take everyone out to dinner.”




Alex pulled out the Time magazine and showed her mom the page on Willow. As her mom skimmed over it with a horrified expression, Alex explained, “Mom, I need to drive up to Willow’s house right after I get Shar home. I’ll have to skip dinner.”




“Wow, this must be an emergency if you’re skipping a meal,” her mom teased.




“Oh, ha-ha. Willow’s really upset, and reporters are bugging her, and they’re camping out in the street in front of her house, and she needs a reporter she can trust to do a really nice interview so she can get these people off her back. So I need to go up there and get the interview and edit it so it looks good for her, and get it sent to KPVC so they’ll run it tonight.”




Her mom worried, “And when will you be home?”




“As soon as I get the interview finished and I drive back. It’s the drive up and back that’ll be the most time, and I have to drive, so all the reporters see me drive up to her house and drive away after.”




Her mom pursed her lips and thought. “Okay, let’s make some sandwiches for you to eat on the way up, and you can leave right now, and I’ll go get Shar. I’ll tell your father we have to schedule the big celebration dinner out for tomorrow night.”




Alex grinned, “Great! You’re the best mom ever. I gotta get my nice suit into the car, and my makeup kit and my hair stuff, and grab some diet cokes.”




She flew up the stairs as her mom said, “Your suit’s in your closet in the plastic bag from the cleaners.”




She grabbed the suit and a pair of matching shoes, even as she realized that she had forgotten to take her suit and her other nice stuff from last week over to the dry cleaner because of everything going on, so her mom had done all that, even though going to and from the dry cleaner was really an Alex job. She used her tk to grab her makeup bag and her hair stuff and her shoes, and toss them into her gymbag. She already had her GoPro in her new camera pack, so she just made sure she got her special sound system clipped on the top it. She put her computer tablet in her gymbag, and she checked that her battery-powered halogen lights and her fold-up reflector were already in the camera pack, along with the other camera gear she might want. Then she rushed downstairs, draped her suit across the back seat of her car, and put the camera bag and the gymbag on the floor in front of the back seat.




Her mom had five hot sliced-chicken sandwiches ready for her, with each one wrapped in a napkin for easier eating in the car, and then wrapped in aluminum foil to stay warm. And she had Alex’s car cooler ready, with ice and diet coke and a couple ice cream bars.




She hugged her mom and said, “You’re the best, and I love you, and I really need to tell you that a lot more.”




Her mom smiled, “I’m just happy you’re rushing off to be A.L. Mack instead of Terawatt today. Even if you took your gymbag.”




Alex said, “I’m just making sure. And all the other reporters would have a ton of stuff for an interview like this: videocameras, lights, reflectors, sound recording equipment, maybe two extra people to operate all the equipment, cables to hook everything up… It’s normally a really big deal. You saw how much gear they used for my little interview at KPVC. I’m gonna try and make do with a lot less. And I’ll be using my tk instead of a big videocamera on a steadicam system or on a big tripod set-up.”




“Well, you be careful, and tell Willow we love her and we worry about her.”







The drive up to Willow’s was pretty easy. Thanks to her mom, she got started way before rush hour, and the traffic she saw was mostly in the southbound lane. She called Willow as soon as she was on the road. It turned out that Jack already had someone from the FBI hassling the reporters on the street, ‘checking’ that they weren’t criminals or Orphans trying to interfere with an important computer security project for the DHS. If Alex hadn’t had a mouthful of hot chicken sandwich, she might have laughed out loud.




Once she was nearing Willow’s neighborhood, she pulled over and parked. Then, after making sure no one was around, she ducked down, puddled into the clothes in the back seat, and came back to the front seat all dressed up. After that, she grabbed her makeup bag and her hairgel and a brush, and she spent ten minutes adding makeup so she looked more sophisticated but still Alex-y, and getting her pixie cut properly styled with more body than she usually bothered with. Life with tk was just a lot better. She could apply eyeliner and mascara perfectly on the first try by holding her eyelids still, and she could get the clumps out of her mascara as easy as looking at them, and she could style her hair without a hair dryer.




She drove into Willow’s driveway and parked next to the FBI car. She walked right over to the closer FBI agent. “Hi! I’m A.L. Mack. Ms. Rosenberg’s expecting me.”




“Yes ma’am, she gave us a heads-up. Can I see some ID?”




She pulled out her wallet and showed him her driver’s license. He smiled, “Your ID picture makes you look about fourteen. You might want to do something about that.”




She gave him a smile since he was being nice. “I am only eighteen, so it’s not a problem yet. But thank you. I’m going to do a short interview, and then I’ll be out of your hair.”




“Oh, this is no problem. Dealing with the Woodward and Bernstein wannabes over there? That was a hassle.”




She grabbed her gymbag and camera bag, and hauled them over to the front door like they were really heavy. Willow even stayed behind the front door so the nosy reporters couldn’t take photos of her at all. Willow locked the front door and led Alex into her library room.




It was already prepared. The curtains were closed, but Willow had a couple bright lights and a huge reflector screen set up in front of the window. Alex didn’t even know Willow had stuff like that, but maybe Willow had bought it to take pictures of herself in her cosplay outfits back when she wasn’t going out of the house in them. 




Willow had everything moved off the couch and end tables, and just piled on the floor under the reflector so they were out of the way. And Willow looked perfect, with her hair done and her makeup just right and her ‘casual’ suit looking very cute. She looked lovely and innocent and girl-next-door. And harmless. That was going to be really important, because Alex did not want people hating on Willow.




“So… how do you want to do this?” Willow asked nervously.




Alex explained, “Okay, your lights are great. I’ve got a halogen light and a GoPro I’ll maneuver with my tk. I think I’ll sit at this corner of the couch and you’ll sit at that corner. Then every question and answer will be a separate shot that we’ll cut back and forth on. So we can fix anything. If you get nervous, or say something embarrassing, or whatever, we’ll just cut it out and re-do it. How’s that sound?”




“Excellent. Or as someone likes to say, egggggggcellent.”




Alex broke into a grin.




After she checked her hair and makeup one more time and then checked Willow’s too, she got Willow seated in a nice position with her arms positioned so her body language pretty much said ‘I am shy and harmless’.




Then Alex sat on the other end of the couch and faced the camera and light where she had them floating. She turned on the GoPro and got it all adjusted with her tk and an occasional hop up to peek at the viewscreen and the adjustments. She started the recording. “I’m A.L. Mack, and I’m here with Willow Rosenberg. Ms. Rosenberg is the CEO of Red Tree Software, and has been programming since she was ten or eleven. She is regarded as one of the top computer and network security gurus in the world. Her firm is currently running a massive review of the computer security for the entire Department of Homeland Security. And she has just been accused of being a member of a terrorist cult, the so-called Kids of the Breslynn Orphanage. Ms. Rosenberg, thank you for inviting me into your home and giving this interview.”




She stopped the recording and turned the camera and light. Then she stood behind the camera to make sure she had Willow all lined up and looking nice. She signaled Willow and started recording. “Thank you for driving up here with no notice. I appreciate it, because I’m really not getting a lot of the support right now except from my boyfriend and my parents.”




Alex moved back to her seat and repositioned everything. “Let me ask a hard question right off the bat. Were you expecting this bombshell?” She adjusted the camera again so it was one Willow.




“I knew it was possible, ever since I received an email that purported to come from the Kids of the Breslynn Orphanage, even though I checked and the return address is not only a forgery, but doesn’t even exist.”




And Alex kept adjusting the camera in between every question and answer. “It doesn’t exist?”




“It is a domain name that no one has ever bought. You can’t go from that name to any IP address on the internet. It was spoofed by a very talented cracker.”




“A cracker? Not a hacker?”




“No, in the computer security world, hackers are top-notch computer programmers. The people who break into computer networks are called ‘crackers.’ It’s not our fault that the word ‘hacker’ gets used incorrectly outside our business.”




“But you are one of these ‘orphans’?”




Willow nodded meekly. “I must be. I was adopted from the Breslynn Orphanage as a newborn. Anyone who has seen a photo of my family can tell I’m adopted. They’re all Ashkenazi Jews with curly dark-brown hair and dark brown eyes and… distinctive noses. I look like I’m Irish.”




“But being from an orphanage doesn’t make you a terrorist. So what do you think Joseph Frady is implying?”




“I think he’s pointing out that way too many of these babies are now part of some kind of organization. I think someone a lot older than us must have sought some of these orphans out over the last five or ten years and convinced them they’re part of some sort of genetically superior ‘master race,’ which is the kind of thing I personally oppose, as a Jew with a Jewish family which came over from Europe. So someone older than these people is behind all this, and has been providing some sort of organization.”




“But what about the letter Joseph Frady received? You said you received one as well, right?”




“Right. As soon as I read it and realized what it meant, well, I cried for about twenty minutes straight. My company’s in the middle of a huge audit of DHS computer security. My boyfriend is an Air Force officer working within the DHS. I was terrified.”




“And what did you do?”




“I called my boyfriend and turned myself in, and I helped his project build a ‘profile’ of what these orphans might be like, and I’ve been assisting some computer support people in the Department of Homeland Security in their work on this since then.”




“So the government knows you’re one of these Breslynn orphans, and they’ve cleared you of any wrongdoing, and they’re keeping you on as a security consultant?”




Willow carefully corrected her, “Well, a few small parts of the government know. But yes, I’m not accused of any wrongdoing, and I’ve been defending their computer systems from a variety of really unpleasant attacks, including some that we’re pretty sure are from P$ychon4ut. We’re now fairly sure that P$ychon4ut is also one of these Breslynn orphans, which may explain why he’s so dangerous and so aggressive in his computer attacks.”




“So how do you feel, knowing that you’re one of these orphans?”




Willow sighed, “Partly disturbed, and partly horrified. But I have to admit it, in one way I’m also partly relieved. When I found out that I was adopted, I wondered what was wrong with me that my birth mother and my birth father didn’t want me. Now I have an answer. It wasn’t that some pregnant woman didn’t want me. The ovum and sperm that became me were just part of some crazy genetic experiment.”




“And what do you intend to do now that Joseph Frady has ‘outed’ you?”




Willow shrugged. “Hopefully, the same thing as always. This doesn’t change things at the Department of Homeland Security, since they already knew. I’m a stay-at-home. I like to program, and I like to read, and I like to garden in my back yard. I’ll just keep doing that stuff. It’s not like I used to go out and party, or go on wild dates, or anything like that. I’ll probably have my groceries delivered instead of buying them myself, but that’s about it.”




“Well, good luck Ms. Rosenberg, and thank you for giving us some of your valuable time.”




She cut the camera and started turning off all the hot lights with her tk. She said, “Okay, now I need to download the footage and do some editing, and then I can send it off to Laura Marsters at KPVC.”




Willow grinned, “Great! I think I’ll heat up some veggie calzones I made yesterday, and then I’m gonna get out of this outfit and take off the makeup. Jack really likes it, but he also likes it when I’m not wearing any. Then we can eat and watch the news. I bet that weasel Glenn Howard’s called a press conference to announce he’s not an Orphan and he’s not adopted and he also isn’t a lying scum-sucking weasel.” She tried a really lame Richard Nixon imitation. “I… am not a crook.”




Alex had to fiddle with the video file in about a dozen places where there was too much lag in between questions and answers, and she centered the video image in some of the shots, and she checked that everything looked good and the sound quality was really great. Then she saved the edited file and used Willow’s wifi to fire it off to Laura with a note that she had Willow’s written permission to film the interview — even if it was incredibly obvious to anybody who saw the footage that Willow was okay with the whole thing — and that she’d be in to sign stuff tomorrow.




The calzones were really good, even if they were a lot smaller than Alex was expecting. Instead of being things half the size of a medium pizza, they were a six-inch circle of dough folded over yummy cooked veggies and sauce. It was really hard to get enough sauce to make everything inside moist and yummy, without making the outside gloopy and gooey, but Willow’s were just right. Willow ate two. Alex had six, but she’d been using her tk a lot during the interview.




And they watched the news.




There was lots more Orphan news, including a press conference by the President, who announced that the Orphan threat was real, and bigger than just Umbrella Corporation and Clare Tobias. He also said that Time magazine was mostly correct, only there were five other orphanages around the world in addition to Breslynn, so the threat wasn’t just Americans. And that the U.S. Government’s secret programs to deal with the threat were now jeopardized by Frady refusing to cooperate with the DHS. And that the U.S. government already knew about the Orphans because Major Riley Finn, one of the heroes of the Korea battle a couple days earlier, had come forward as soon as he received his email instead of, say, suppressing it and using it as a story to advance his career as a reporter.




Willow laughed and clapped at that last bit. She murmured, “I’m really glad now I voted for him.”




With all the stuff about Joe Frady patting himself on the back so hard he was about to dislocate his shoulder, and a bunch of Orphans lying like crazy that they weren’t Orphans, and a bunch of Congressmen holding hearings about the Orphans, and Oswell Spencer being so sick he was in intensive care now, and the aftermath of the Korea thing, there was hardly any time for science news. But at least the newscasters showed a thirty second clip of Samantha Carter smiling at the camera and saying she had tons of cool astrophysics data to analyze, and the other mission specialist had a sample from the comet that contained surprisingly complicated organic molecules that might even be some sort of nucleic acid, and they were really excited about that.




Alex drove home feeling really good about things. Maybe, when Sam Carter got back to Earth, Jack could arrange a meeting and Alex could get some really hefty physics help on stuff like her powers and alternate dimensions. Not that Jack’s people weren’t good, but Sam Carter was going to be awesome. Alex just knew it.







On Thursday afternoon, Jack called her on the tPhone. “Hey Tera, whatcha doin’ Saturday afternoon? Can you come out and play?”




She tried not to giggle, because Willow was always saying you shouldn’t encourage him. “Jack, I think you pretty much have my entire schedule written down by now.”




But he was unrepentant.




She was so glad she’d gotten that word-a-day vocab program for her tablet.




Jack was totally unrepentant. “I was kind of hoping you’d fly down to Edwards in your uniform so you’d get there at six ack emma your time, and you’d take Air SRI and come eat lunch with me. Oh, and then the President wants to give you a civilian medal for saving South Korea from freaky supervillains. You, and Hanna, and Grover, and Valentine. Finn and Lupo and Carlson are getting the cool military stuff you civilians don’t get. I think the CinC wants to make a big deal about some Orphans being heroes and saving our butts, so expect some Korean War veterans, and don’t call any of them an old coot.”




“Jack! I would never!”




“Hey, some of them are old coots. And the ones who went into politics are extra coot-y. Never forget: politics comes from the Greek, ‘poly’ meaning ‘many,’ and ‘tics’ meaning ‘horrible blood-sucking parasites’.”




Alex giggled so hard she never did get around to telling him that wasn’t where the word came from. He probably knew that anyway.




“And Alex? I really wanted to thank you for what A.L. Mack did for Willow. That interview really helped things. And she was so darn cute in it.” Then he stopped being mushy, and he smirked, “And the looks on those newsleeches’ faces when they found out they’d been scooped and there was already an interview on the airwaves while they were sitting around trying to ambush-interview a nerd! Priceless.”




“You’re welcome. You just take good care of her.”




He griped, “I’d take way better care of her if she’d give in on more of the conflicts on her list. Have you seen that thing? I think there are phone books that are shorter. I’ve gone through and cherry-picked all the easy ones already. By the way, heads up. Conflict number 264: our first daughter has to be named Alexandra and you have to be the godmother. Beats me why she thought that would be a conflict. I mean, I wouldn’t stick a kid with my foster mother’s name if you threatened me with hot pokers.”




Alex felt warm and smug for the rest of the evening.







On Saturday morning, she was up early so she could shower and zip into her uniform and fly south toward Edwards Air Force Base. She met up with the chopper like usual, and they took her to the usual Cessna. The unusual part was there were already three people onboard, instead of just Jo and Sergeant Carlson.




There was a quite pretty blonde woman with her long hair draped completely over the right side of her face like old pictures of Veronica Lake. She was sitting with her right side against the wall, opposite Sergeant Carlson. And there was a metal cane on the floor beside her.




Oh.




Alex floated down the aisle past Jo, and she said, “Sergeant Carlson, it’s good to see you again. I take it this is your wife Corinne?” She looked at the blonde and said, “It’s nice to meet you. I still haven’t met Graham’s girlfriend or Riley’s wife.”




Corinne looked kind of shocked that Terawatt would want to talk to an ordinary person, so Alex added, “It’s okay to shake hands. I won’t shock you or anything.” She put out her left hand, and Corinne nervously shook it with her left.




She didn’t know what else to say, so she flew into the seat across from Jo. “Bet you never thought you’d get a medal from the President.”




Jo admitted, “This is the kind of thing a soldier dreams about. But I’d be a lot happier if I didn’t feel like I’m just being used like a pawn in a really complicated political game.”




Alex kind of felt the same way, but she told Jo, “I think it’s a good kind of pawn, because it’s the President saying you’re a hero, you’re not a terrorist, and not all Orphans are evil take-over-the-world types.”




Mrs. Carlson snorted. Sergeant Carlson whispered, “It’s okay, you can say something.”




Mrs. Carlson whispered back, “But… she’s Terawatt! I can’t!”




Boy, that made Alex feel lousy.




Sergeant Carlson whispered, “You can. She’s nice. She won’t yell at you or anything.”




Mrs. Carlson nervously said, “Well… anyone who thinks Orphans have to be evil terrorists doesn’t know Mark. He’s the nicest guy ever.”




Alex grinned. “I agree. Riley Finn too.” She looked over at Jo and teased, “But not Jo. She’s not the ‘nice guy.’ She’s the ‘tough chick’.”




Jo smiled back, “Damn straight.”




While the Carlsons whispered back and forth, and Jo worked on paperwork, Alex did… schoolwork. She used her tk to pull her tablet out of her gymbag, and then she worked on her first Lit paper for the term. Willow had suggested getting all her reference materials on the tablet or online, and then using the ‘outline’ program she’d loaded onto the tablet, so that was what Alex was doing. It was a lot easier whipping up the outline for the paper that way, but it was just as much work writing the paper, and it was slower than using a full keyboard. Still, she finished the rough draft in under an hour, and then she used a ‘search in this list of files’ program from Willow to check all her quotes and paste the references in at the end of the paper. That was way faster than usual. Then she saved it until she was ready to do the editing pass next week, because it wasn’t due for two weeks.




And this time, she wasn’t going to turn it in super-early, because some of the people in the class were still kind of cheesed off about that. It totally wasn’t her fault that Ms. Walters started fussing at students to get their papers in as soon as the first paper got turned in. She’d wait until Mina or Hal or Ming got their paper in first, and then someone else would get glared at, and she could turn her paper in and be glare-free. She would have a glare deficit!




And then she got started on the book they were reading in Spanish class, only it really was easier to read on the tablet, because she could use Willow’s accelerator and mark a word or a phrase, and get a Spanish-to-English translation right away, even if it was using the sat phone to connect to the internet while she was on the jet. Even better, Willow had managed to get electronic copies of her chem and calc books from the publishers, in an I-am-not-going-to-ask-if-this-is-legal way, so Alex was going to do chem and calc homework on the way back too, just like she had the textbooks along.




They landed and taxied over to two Hummers. Jo opened the hatch and stopped. “Corinne? Do you need any assistance?”




“I… I’m fine.”




But it was pretty obvious Mrs. Carlson wasn’t fine. She grabbed her cane and limped down the aisle. Even though she was wearing baggy long pants, Alex could tell that her right ‘foot’ wasn’t working like her left foot. And Corinne had a cotton glove on her right hand, and she always tilted her head down so her hair stayed over the right side of her face. Alex just wanted to fly over and give her a hug and tell her it was okay.




Sergeant Carlson hopped out of the doorway first, and then stood there to give his wife a tiny bit of privacy while she struggled with the steps and the not-really-helpful handrail. Then he ushered her into one of the Humvees. He situated her behind Sergeant Walters, who was driving, so her good side was to a window, and he hopped up in the front right seat.




Alex decided to be pushy. She flew over to the empty seat in the back and asked, “Is this spot free?” She knew perfectly well that Mrs. Carlson wasn’t going to say no to Terawatt. She hoped Corinne didn’t think she was being mean.




“Umm… I… Yes?”




Alex flew into the seat and buckled up. She gave Corinne a smile and asked, “Are you gonna get to eat lunch with us? I mean, you and the sergeant?”




Mark gently said, “Just tell her. She’ll understand.”




Alex said, “You can talk to me. I’m just a regular person. Even if I can do some weird stuff.”




Corinne muttered, “You’re not just a regular person. I mean… You’re a real superhero! Like in the comic books. You fought a spider bigger than our old high school! You fought those creepy silicon things. You fight stuff Mark isn’t allowed to tell me about. I could never be that brave, or that tough.”




Alex insisted, “I’ve seen your husband in action. He’s that brave and tough already. And he wouldn’t have married you if you weren’t special too.”




Corinne looked uncomfortably at her husband and confessed, “He was way out of my league even before we got married. He just had this stupid crush on me even if he was the big star of our school. Football, basketball, baseball, good grades, the whole deal. I was just some dumb blonde who could do cheers. And I can’t even do that anymore. He was supposed to go to Penn State and be the country’s best college linebacker, and then go be the best linebacker in the NFL, and then I ruined everything.”




“Honey, it wasn’t you,” the sergeant objected.




“He should’ve dumped me on my parents and gone off to Penn State and found Miss Right there. He threw his entire sports career away. For me.”




Alex knew Corinne felt really bad, but she still said, “And I’m glad he did. Not that I’d want anyone to get hurt, but having him on Team Two has maybe made the difference between losing a big chunk of Tokyo to the silicates, and saving the day. Or fighting a nasty battle that was over in minutes, versus having a war between North and South Korea that probably would have dragged a dozen other countries into it.”




Sergeant Carlson disagreed, “I’m pretty sure Terawatt could’ve handled things without me.”




Alex insisted, “You’ve seen how bad some of these things have been. I couldn’t have done half of them without the SRI. I sure couldn’t have saved Rome and Tokyo and New York simultaneously, and there’s no way I could’ve stopped an entire battalion of soldiers and nine supervillains all at the same time. You’re really important, and so are Jo and Riley and Graham and especially Jack.”




Corinne asked unhappily, “So why was a centerfold along?”




Alex explained, “Because she’s like our very own Hulk. She’s stronger than all the rest of us put together. Your husband can throw a person. Azure Crush can throw a Hyundai.”




The sergeant mentioned, “And she tackled an indestructible monster that could probably bench press a building, just to keep it from coming after me, so I owe her one.” He paused a second and added, “And I didn’t tell you that.”




Alex said, “Let’s pretend I told you, so no one gets in trouble.”




“So why isn’t she getting a medal too?” Corinne wondered.




He shrugged, “Politics, probably. Wouldn’t look good to have the President giving a medal to a woman who spent time being a supervillain before she posed naked for a dirty magazine.”




Alex said, “I’m hoping she’s turning over a new leaf. Because I didn’t enjoy our first fight, and I doubt she’ll make the same mistakes if I have to fight her again.”




He muttered, “I kinda doubt you’ll make the same mistakes either. From what the captain and the ell-tee say, you just keep getting tougher and tougher, and anyone who can do what you did Monday can take down Babe the Big Blue Oxgirl even if she brings friends. Which reminds me, how did you take down a fire-thrower and an ice-thrower at the same time? Did you just trick ’em into shooting each other?”




She explained, “An ice-caster absorbs heat. She can’t really ‘cast’ ice like the fire-caster can throw fireballs. So hitting her with a fireball won’t hurt her. It might even make her feel better. I tricked her into hitting the fire-caster with ice and knocking him out, and then I telekinetically punched her lights out.”




He grinned, “I’m perfectly happy with a little properly-applied brute force in the right place.”




163. Presidential



Sergeant Walters parked the Humvee next to the other one, which had Sergeant Scott driving it. Jo and Hanna hopped out of that one. Alex realized they were parked behind the DHS building Jack had taken her to just the other week. She smiled as she thought about the lunch Jack had for her the last time.




Only this time, they went into a much larger conference room with a lot more people in it. Riley was there, with one arm around a beautiful woman with deep red hair, and talking to a smiling man and woman who looked older than Alex’s folks. Hanna ran over and hugged Janet, who was talking to an empty suit — which was obviously Grover dressed up in clothes people could see — and Jill and another older couple. Jack was talking to General Hammond and Major Davis. Oh! And Willow was on the other side of General Hammond so Alex almost didn’t see her!




There was a Hispanic couple that rushed over and hugged Jo, and a Scandinavian-looking couple who walked slower but still hugged Sergeant Carlson and his wife. Alex took advantage of all the running around to fly around the room the long way and give Willow a hug too.




Willow smirked, “Jack’s really grouchy, because he’s getting an Air Force Cross when what he really wanted was to get more medals and promotions for his teams. But he doesn’t know what I know!” She nearly trilled the last few words, and she bounced up and down with excitement. General Hammond gave Willow a fatherly grin and a big wink.




Alex figured this was going to be awesome.




Jack stepped over to a long table covered in food and announced, “Thanks everyone for coming and surprising the tar out of our medal award winners. Klar and Terawatt have secret identities and people to protect, but Action Girl decided she wanted her mom here, and her mom threatened me with some really big needles at my next medical unless I made that happen.” Half the room laughed or chortled.




General Hammond said, “The problem is that there’s some really clear security camera footage we couldn’t suppress covering most of the ground-level parts of the Korea battle, because only about a half of South Korea’s external security cameras were knocked out, and a lot of that footage made the international news within hours. That, plus the issue with getting the President to publicly recognize that our Orphans are the good guys, led us into this compromise. We’ve been trying to protect the identities of Major Finn and Lieutenant Lupo and Sergeant Carlson, but now everyone knows that at least two out of three of them are Orphans, and all three of them were captured on security camera footage while fighting supervillains, so we’re going to go with this medal ceremony so we have the President’s say-so that our people are the good guys. But it does expose them a little more. So afterward we’re going to be giving each of you a little extra security. Mrs. Carlson and Dr. Fraiser, you already live on protected bases, but we’re putting people into position to keep an eye on the rest of you, just in case.”




“And just how are you planning on making that work on a farm that’s a good two miles from the next farmhouse?” asked the man who had to be Riley’s dad.




General Hammond drawled, “Well sir, I was hoping you’d be willing to take in a nice college student who’s taking a sabbatical for a year or so, and is willing to work for room and board.”




“Hold on,” said the woman who had to be Riley’s mom. “You’re giving us a real farmhand who knows how to do real work around the farm, not just some guy who sits in the kitchen all day dressed in black and cleaning his guns?”




The general smiled broadly. “Ma’am, you have us confused with a different agency. I’m talking about a trained soldier who happens to have grown up on a farm in Kansas and can operate and even repair pretty much anything you’ve got, and isn’t afraid of some hard work.”




Riley’s dad smiled, “Well, with the boys gone, we can sure use the help. I was looking at hiring some help come planting season, but this would be… pretty handy. Just expect your boy’s gonna come back thirty pounds heavier, because my Marti’s one whale of a good cook.”




“Oh stop it, you’re making me blush,” said Mrs. Finn.




While General Hammond went around talking to people about the protections the DHS was putting in place now that their family member had been outed as an Orphan and also as a member of a key United States military project, Jack was walking around being friendly and getting people to go eat. So Alex got right in line and loaded up her plate and went and ate with the Finns, who were just ahead of her.




Okay, so she had more on her plate than Riley and his wife combined. And his wife wasn’t a dainty eater. She had a goodly amount on her plate.




Riley’s wife gave Riley a raised eyebrow, and he gave her a tiny shake of the head.




Oh. Alex put her hand out and shook hands. “Dr. Finn, it’s nice to meet you. And no, I’m not an Orphan, my powers just use a phenomenal number of calories every day. And yes, your secret’s safe with me.”




And then she just got into a chat with Mrs. Finn, who was just super-nice and insisted on being called Marti, about food and cooking, until she cleaned her plate and went back for seconds.




Then she sat down with the Lupos and talked with Jo’s parents about running their own business while she cleaned her plate. And then she went back for thirds.




She had her third plate with the Carlsons, and her fourth plate with Jill’s mom and stepdad. And she had a slice of cake with Hanna and Janet and Klar. But she didn’t eat anything while she talked with Jack and General Hammond and Major Davis about them having to go testify before a joint Senate committee on the Orphan threat. Jack was pretty snarky about the politicians, so Alex had no idea if he had smarted off to them or not.




Then they needed six cars to get everyone over to the White House for the awards ceremony. Jack was in his fanciest dress uniform, even though he grumbled to Willow the whole time about General Jackson not being willing to cut Riley a step up to lieutenant colonel. “Fer cryin’ out loud, the guy fought an unstoppable blob monster with a bottle of bleach and a fire extinguisher! I did everything except throw a tantrum and hold my breath until I turned blue, and Jackson just gave me a smirk.”




Willow grinned, “That whole holding your breath until you turn blue thing? Didn’t work on me, either.”




Jack smirked, “Well, I was just trying to get some mouth-to-mouth resuscitation out of you, not a half a ton of paperwork.”




“Oh, you!”




Things went a lot smoother getting into the White House this time, even if Corinne couldn’t go through a metal detector without setting it off. But they had a full-body scanner she could step into, in a little room off to the side. Alex took a peek. Eww. Prosthetic right leg from below the knee on down, and things in her right hand and forearm that looked like steel pins and steel bracers. Jo already knew her leg would set off the metal detector, so she just went straight to the scanner before Corinne even got near the Secret Service agents.




Then they all went up to a room with a bunch of important Senators and Congressmen and some veterans of the Korean War who wanted to shake Alex’s hand. And a bunch of photographers who were all back against the curtained window. And the Secretary of the Air Force, who was a big old burly guy with white hair and a big smile.




The President came in and shook hands and smiled at people, even though his Secret Service guys were busy frowning at everyone. Alex made sure to shake his hand and smile, “It’s nice to see you again, sir.”




He grinned back, “It’s a real pleasure to greet you again, particularly seeing that you keep making me look good internationally.”




Then the President awarded the Medal of Honor to Riley, and then Jo, and then Sergeant Carlson. Alex was totally impressed, because that was big stuff. Sergeant Carlson also got another Purple Heart, because he got a couple pieces of shrapnel in him, and Alex knew how much that hurt. But there was only one other woman in history who ever got the Medal of Honor, and she was a Civil War battlefield surgeon who wasn’t a soldier and didn’t fight in a battle. Jo was the first woman soldier ever to get a Medal of Honor.




Jo so rocked.




And that was when Alex found out that everyone saluted you if you were a Medal of Honor winner and you were wearing your medal. Even generals. Sergeant Carlson was no longer going to be saluting every officer on his base. Now every one of them would be saluting him every time he wore his medal.




Then the President had civilian decorations for the non-soldiers. Jill got the Presidential Medal of Freedom, because she was still technically ‘officer’ Valentine and not Lieutenant Valentine, even if Jack was working on that problem. But that was still a really big deal. And then Action Girl and Klar got Presidential Medals of Freedom too, even if Hanna had to change into her Action Girl disguise first. Alex was a little surprised that Jack was okay with Klar getting outed as an ‘invisible man’ but she figured Jack was maybe okay with that as long as Grover’s identity was still secret. Maybe Jack hadn’t been given a lot of choice in the matter, since the President wanted to award medals to people and make a big deal about how Jack’s Orphan soldiers and superheroes saved the day. Alex thought maybe having to put up with those annoying Senators and Congressmen had made Jack want to do whatever it took to protect his people, and maybe this was it.




Somehow, Alex wasn’t expecting that she would get the Presidential Medal of Freedom with Distinction, which even came with an awesome sash that draped diagonally all the way around her torso. She really didn’t think that what she did was a whole heap braver than what Jill or Grover or Hanna did, because they couldn’t just fly away if things got tough, or turn silvery if someone shot at them.




Then the Secretary of the Air Force came over and presented Jack with an Air Force Cross for his work in Arizona. Riley got one too, and Jo officially got her Purple Heart for it. But there was more. The President awarded Jack the Air Force Distinguished Service Medal too. Jack seemed pretty surprised about that.




After all the handshakes, Jack stepped over to the side and said to General Hammond, “Sir, you can’t award the Distinguished Service Medal to me, that’s for Major Generals and up!”




But General Hammond glanced over at the Secretary of the Air Force and said, “That’s right… Brigadier General O’Neill.”




Willow giggled into her hands, because that was definitely an ‘oh holy crud’ look on Jack’s face. Only there was no way Jack would actually say ‘crud.’ Jack obviously didn’t want to be a one-star, but he was stuck. He could hardly complain about it in front of the President and the Secretary of the Air Force. And General Hammond had a look on his face like ‘after all the crud you’ve pulled, you totally deserve this bit of payback, so there’.




Alex was pretty sure General Hammond wouldn’t say ‘crud’ either.




After all the handshaking and photography, the Secretary of the Air Force took Jack aside and said, “O’Neill, you put your ass on the line and made things happen, and you saved untold lives by doing so. You deserve that award… general.”




And General Hammond put his hand on Jack’s shoulder, where there was now a single great big star, and told him, “Look Jack, the SRI’s growing, and getting larger responsibilities, and we need a general in charge of it. You don’t want Flagg or Jackson appointing someone they like, say, Colonel Maybourne, to run it, do you?”




Jack immediately said, “No sir.”




General Hammond smiled, “Then you’ll just have to endure the pain. Just like I do.”




Jack looked like he was swallowing dirt, but he said, “Yes sir.”




Then George Hammond smiled, “Oh, and General Jackson wanted me to remind you of the prerogative of a new general.”




Jack’s eyes lit up, and then he winced as he realized how General Jackson had to have known this would happen, and that was why he had smirked at Jack when Jack was trying to get a promotion for Riley. Because now Jack could do it himself. Alex had to admit this was totally fun watching Jack get it after all the snarking and naughtiness he’d done. Willow was practically having a silent giggle-fit watching Jack.




General Hammond looked at Major Davis and tilted his head in a ‘come on over’ gesture. The major brought over a small box and handed it to Jack, whose eyes lit up when he peeked inside. He just said, “Thank you, sir.”




Then he walked over to where Riley was being congratulated by his wife and parents, and he said, “There’s just one more thing… Lieutenant Colonel Riley Jerome Finn.” And he replaced Riley’s gold oak leafs with silver ones. “Congratulations.”




Riley just stood there looking so stunned he couldn’t speak. Then his wife kissed him and his folks hugged him, and he was okay again. He managed to stammer out some thanks to Jack.




Jack just said, “No thanks permitted. If you weren’t so darn competent, I wouldn’t be stuck with this star now.”




Jack stalked over to where Alex was standing beside Willow, even if Alex was floating maybe half a foot off the floor. Jack scowled, “You two are like a couple seventh graders over here. Did both of you know about this?”




Alex shook her head no, but Willow covered her mouth with her hands and giggled. “George and General Jackson called me and told me why they wanted me to be here, but I had to promise not to tell anyone, not even Tera, and especially not you, or I’d have to hide out in the other room until after you got your star that is totally of the cool.”




He frowned, “I really didn’t want this. I hate being stuck behind a desk pushing papers and sending people out to get shot at, or in Tera’s case, blasted with super-lasers and attacked by indestructible hairballs and smacked around by giant mega-dino guys.”




Willow insisted, “They never established it was a guy.”




He rolled his eyes but smiled at her. “They pretty well established it’s not a ‘she,’ and that’s all I’m caring about. If you want to spay or neuter your pet mega-dino, then I’m sure the ASPCM would help.”




“The ASPCM?” Alex checked.




Willow smiled, “Jack made it up and won’t let it drop. It’s the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Monsters.”




Jack smirked, “Because someone has to protect those kyute widdle blobs and silicates from those mean, mean superheroines who shock them and tie them in knots and jab ’em in the butt with radioactive stuff.”




Alex complained, “Well, I figure it’s only a matter of time before I’ve got some jerkhead yelling that I’m biased against zombies.”




Jack admitted, “We’ve already had Finn looking out for that kind of problem in Iowa. He found two shyster lawyers, both trying to drum up class action suits against S.T.A.R.S. for killing innocent victims who just happened to be zombified already. They were going around contacting relatives of people we think got zombied, and families of missing persons who are possibles. Both legal eagles got investigated, and both are currently getting disbarred for some pretty creepy stuff they’d pulled previously.” He paused a second, “Oh, and that woman in Tromaville who was trying to sue Terawatt is now in jail for insurance fraud, filing false police reports, and some other charming cons she’s been running for years. And when they arrested her, she had five stolen IDs on her, so she’s also going up the river for identity theft and grand theft and anything else the New Jersey state attorney general’s office can dream up.” He grimaced, “She’s a real sweetheart.”




Willow asked, “And what about the lawsuits from the Spencer Estate and the Kort family and the Prescott Trust and all those guys?”




Jack rolled his eyes. “They’re just legal smokescreens to confuse dumb people before any jury trials start. The civil lawsuits will have to wait until the criminal prosecutions wrap, and given that there may be multiple separate death penalty trials in this mess, I’m figuring they’ll get to the civil suits maybe in the year 2525.”







Alex found herself all alone on the Cessna going home. The Carlsons and the Finns and the Lupos were all being put up for a night at a really nice Washington hotel, and from the quiet little argument Jack and Willow had, Alex was guessing Willow was footing the bill and not letting Jack or the SRI pay her back. Plus, Jack and Willow were staying somewhere in the Washington area overnight. And Janet was taking Hanna and Grover back home.




Alex got a lot of studying done using her tablet, even if she kept wondering what she could do to help Corinne Carlson. And she kept wondering… why ‘foot the bill’? She finally looked it up using one of Willow’s little apps that searched a bunch of word wealth and word origin sites. Willow was the most amazing programmer ever.




She got home in the middle of the afternoon. Everyone wanted to see her medal with the sash and everything, and her mom called Ray over to see it too. It was only after everyone had seen it and admired it and Shar got to try it on for a few seconds that Ray asked, “Where are you gonna keep it?”




Oh. Right. Alex Mack couldn’t be seen with something like a super-fancy medal that only Terawatt and a few other people ever got. Crud.




And she couldn’t call Jack or Willow to ask, because it was evening there, so they were either eating out or doing something in a hotel room that Alex not only didn’t want to interrupt, she didn’t even want to think about.




She sent Willow an email, and hopefully Willow would get back to her after she got back to California. Which would probably be Monday, if she knew Willow. Alex put the medal and the sash back in their special case, and she tucked it under her lingerie in her underwear drawer, and she hoped nobody burglarized the house and ransacked her underwear in the next day or two.







The whole ‘who might be an Orphan’ deal really started to explode that week. The joint Congressional hearings got hours of play on CSPAN-III. Several big political figures who were under thirty-two were getting pressure to resign or not run for another office, even if maybe they weren’t Orphans. Some of their political opponents were insisting crazy things like ‘who knows whether you are because maybe your parents lied on your birth certificate when they got you illegally from a foreign orphanage so maybe you’re not even really an American.’ Several big-name young stockbrokers and money market managers who were in the 25-to-31 age bracket were finding huge numbers of people were withdrawing their money because they didn’t want to fund another Umbrella Corp.




The top athletes in that age bracket were being examined under a microscope by every sports reporter on the planet. The USOC and the IOC were talking about banning all athletes 25-to-31 who were orphans born mid-summer and adopted as babies, until someone could come up with a genetic test. Important researchers and scientists in the age bracket were finding all their work was being scrutinized and re-evaluated. There was a huge flamewar going on dozens of websites where pro-Willow people were arguing with anti-Willow people about whether her software was the best thing ever, or part of some fiendish plot to take over people’s computers.




Several possible-Orphan politicians and soldiers in countries like North Korea and Afghanistan suddenly went missing. No one knew if they had been kidnapped or assassinated, or if they were fleeing to some top-secret Orphan hideaway, or what. In northern India, Khan Noonien Singh was making a big stink about how this was a sign his political enemies were out to get him by any means possible. Two dozen other possible Orphans around the globe were insisting the same thing because their political enemies were using this against them… but Alex knew they might also be evil badguys.




Alex didn’t like it, because she was pretty sure that not all these people getting the short end of the stick were really Orphans. Some of them were just born at the wrong time.




When Jo drove up Sunday afternoon for kung fu class, she hugged Alex and said, “Thanks. My mom and dad thought the medal was great, but they couldn’t stop talking about how I knew Terawatt and Terawatt wanted to sit with me and wanted to talk to my parents like they were someone important.”




“I… Well, they were nice.”




Jo just gave her a big smile. “Anybody else who could do what you do would be a stuck-up bitch by now.”




Alex admitted, “I grew up with enough ‘mean girls.’ I don’t want to be one too.”




Jo muttered, “Yeah, well Azure Crush is sure working it pretty hard these days. She was a complete dicktease to Carlson until I gave her the 4-1-1 on his wife.”




When everyone else was in their gi, Alex had to fly upstairs, do a silvery quick change into her uniform, and fly back down the stairs.




She landed in between her mom and Shar. Jo glanced at her watch, “Thirteen seconds. Pretty da- darn impressive.”




Alex said, “Yeah, it’s a better secret-identity-saving power than laser beam eyeballs or something.”




“Honey, you haven’t fought someone with laser beam eyes, have you, because you haven’t told us about that,” her mom checked.




Alex said, “No, I was thinking about Cyclops. In the comic books? X-Men?”




Shar helped, “You know, the dorky guy Wolverine hated on in the movie?”




Alex’s mom smiled at Shar and teased, “I don’t know how you can keep all these imaginary superheroes straight when you still have trouble remembering the difference between evaporated milk and sweetened condensed milk.”




Shar loudly protested, “It was just that once!” She looked at Jo and whispered loudly, “But it tasted really icky.”




Yeah, that had been the worst chicken tetrazzini in the history of tetrazzini. Alex still said, “Accidents happen, and we won’t make that mistake ever again, will we Shar?”




“No way José!” Shar insisted. She made a yuck face and a pretend-gagging noise.




Alex’s mom just smiled, “And don’t worry, Jo. I’ll check Shar’s chicken tetrazzini before it goes into the oven from now on.”




“Me too!” piped Shar. “Now I ask Uncle George to taste it!”




Alex’s dad just rolled his eyes a little. “I guess my first initial stands for ‘guinea pig’.” But he couldn’t help smiling some too.




Then kung fu lessons went really well, and dinner got prepped while Alex did her private martial arts lessons with Jo. They went inside, and Jo whispered, “It would be really funny if it was chicken tetrazzini.”




It wasn’t, but it was a really yummy chicken and rice casserole with little button mushrooms and sliced artichoke hearts. And ‘science cookies’ for dessert. While Alex had been in Washington, her dad had shown Shar how to make a meringue and they’d baked meringue cookies, and her dad had told Shar how making a meringue and baking it right was just chemistry. And they were mm-mm-good, so that pretty well proved her dad’s point right there. She didn’t know anybody else whose dad could make perfect meringue cookies, because her dad was pretty awesome for a dad.







The week started off with the same old stuff, especially at school. Or maybe it was because Alex had ended up spending nearly six whole hours doing serious schoolwork on Saturday while flying to and from Washington, D.C. Although she did get an email back from Willow that said Alex should just leave all her Terawatt medals and stuff with Jack and make him have to store them and clean them and all that stuff. Alex made a mental note to take her medal along the next time she did anything with the SRI, so Jack could store it for her in someplace safe.




On Tuesday, she gave a talk to the Photography Club about how she got her big breaks as a photographer. She had to lie about the Terawatt part, though. Okay, she had to lie a lot. She went with the standard story she’d been telling people, about spending six or seven months working with Louis and sometimes Nicole and Robyn listening to the police band hoping to catch Terawatt in action. And she fibbed that she got her break with Willow Rosenberg by sending her a packet that included what she wanted to achieve with her photography, and how she planned to do it, and what her qualifications were, and a two paragraph piece on why she thought she was the best person for the job, and a collection of some of her best photos so Ms. Rosenberg could see that Alex actually knew what she was doing. And she had no idea a friend of Willow’s would hear about Alex’s project and ask to see the photos and send them to someone he knew at Newsweek. And when the news about the Orphans exploded on Tuesday and she called Ms. Rosenberg to see if she was okay, she got the offer to come do an interview because Ms. Rosenberg trusted her, and by the end of the interview, she was getting to call Ms. Rosenberg by her first name! And Willow was really very nice, and she was very shy when she wasn’t being CEO Rosenberg, and she liked to spend her time programming and playing video games and reading, and she wasn’t at all like you’d think an Orphan would be. That part totally wasn’t a lie, because Willow was a really great person.




Jack called her the next day on the tPhone to give her a heads-up. A bunch of veterans in Congress and the Senate were raising a huge stink about the NID and some Pentagon higher-ups mistreating a handful of heroic young soldiers who just happened to be stronger and faster than other soldiers. And the Congressmen didn’t want to lose our super-soldiers if there was any chance the U.S. might soon be facing other countries’ super-soldiers. Jack was ecstatic because General Jackson told him that he might finally get those promotions he’d been begging for. And the NID was in even more trouble. Jack was just still kind of cranky that he got promoted right out of a field command.




On Friday, Alex and Mina had another yearbook meeting with everybody, and everything went swell. Only two people’s teams were behind schedule, and Alex got a couple other people to volunteer to help them out, and she also got them to promise to give her three-times-a-week updates until they were back on schedule, which she figured would be enough incentive to get things fixed, because having to send her a report three times a week would be mega-annoying for them. If not, she had a bunch of ideas based on her dad’s time management book. And they were done with the whole meeting in thirty minutes, which was still five minutes longer than she’d scheduled, so then they had snacks that Mina had baked the night before, and everyone said this was the best yearbook year ever. Maybe that was because Mina’s tollhouse cookies were totally awesome. Alex had six and had to make herself not eat more because Mina was starting to notice. Alex had to fib that she hadn’t had time to eat all her lunch.




On Saturday, she spent the afternoon with Ray and had dinner at his house. And then they went to see a movie which looked really funny in the ads, but it turned out the only four funny moments in the whole stupid movie were in the commercials already so there was nothing left to enjoy. And the wacky girlfriend who looked so fun and entertaining in the one-minute ad turned out to be the most annoying person ever when you had to sit and watch her for an hour and a half. By the end of the movie, Alex didn’t want the guy to marry her, Alex wanted him to push her into a big mud puddle and go back to his old girlfriend who was quiet and not a complete nutbar.




When the movie ended, it didn’t sound like anyone else in the theater enjoyed the movie either. She couldn’t remember hating a romantic comedy that much in ages. Maybe she liked “From Justin to Kelly” even less, but it was pretty close.




They walked out, and Ray looked at the scowl on her face. He said, “Thank God! Because if you liked that turkey, I was gonna write rom-coms off our date list forever.”




She complained, “What were we thinking? That was so horrible! And the thing with the kitty that was so funny in the ad? Yuck!”




Ray agreed, “This is even worse than those movies that are supposed to be comedies but nothing in the ad is even close to funny. This tricks you into thinking there’s something funny to go see, and it makes you hate the stuff you thought was gonna be funny from the ad. It’s like the evil twin of romantic comedies!”




A couple behind them heard Ray and yelled, “Amen, brother!” Alex and Ray laughed all the way to his car.




Alex used a new Willow app on her phone to immediately go to half a dozen movie rating sites and give that movie a really awful score, and maybe it was mean, but she wrote: the only funny part was the rude comments after we left the theater. Okay, that wasn’t nearly as rude as a lot of the other comments she saw people had already posted. She read some of the really mean ones to Ray as he drove out of the parking lot. ‘Silence of the Lambs was a better rom-com than this turkey.’ Wow, that was snarky enough to be from Jack.




At least Ray took her to an all-you-can-eat buffet for a ‘late night snack’ and he got two big plates of food. She got two big plates, and also got half the food off his plates, so the manager didn’t notice she was eating a lot. Although Ray did eat a ton of dessert too. Alex just had some chocolate pudding, and some chocolate cake, and some apple cobbler, and some peach crumble, and some coconut cream pie that wasn’t as good as it looked, and some soft-serve ice cream.




And more of the chocolate pudding. With a bunch of the soft-serve mixed in. And some chocolate syrup on top.







And then, while Alex was leaving church Sunday morning, her tPhone buzzed inside her bra. It wasn’t like she was as stacked as, say, Terawatt or Azure Crush, so she couldn’t just hide stuff the size of a phone in the cups of her bra. But she was wearing a nice church dress with one of her nicest bras, and she had her tPhone tucked under the bra’s band over her sternum, so it didn’t show.




She waited until she was in the car before she used her tk to slide her phone down over her stomach, under her skirt, and out at her knee. It was a text from Jack. conf call w fbi @ 1200 b there or b square




The FBI? The only thing she could think of was the FBI guys who hadn’t been happy with A.L. Mack but had still given her a card. But she couldn’t see Jack having an SRI conference call over that.




She told everyone she had a conference call she needed to be on at noon in the home office. So, once they got home, she did a quick change into some overalls and a t-shirt, ate a fast lunch, and got ready.




At a couple seconds before twelve, she dialed into the SRI’s private conference call number. “Terawatt here.” She figured she’d rather be a couple seconds early than be the one Jack teased about being late, because Jack did stuff like that.




Jack’s voice came on, “Team One already here, with Harriman and Team Terawatt.”




Alex complained, “Can we not call it Team Terawatt?”




Graham’s voice was already saying, “Team Two here, minus Sergeant Carlson, who has a couple days leave.”




Riley’s voice came on, “Davenport team here. Finn, Valentine, and Marshall.”




Willow’s heavily AutoTuned voice came on, “Acid Burn here. Who’s still missing?”




Jack said, “Well, you would be the last one on the call, except the Feebs haven’t bothered to join the call they chose the time for. They didn’t like going with Sunday, but I reminded them we have stuff that crops up unexpectedly, like saving South Korea from supervillain teams or stopping silicates all around the world.”




Alex smiled to herself, because she knew the real reason Jack did these calls on weekends was because she was in high school classes on weekdays, and he was hiding her secret identity.




A voice Alex didn’t know blared, “Special Supervisory Agent Lewis Erskine and Special Supervisory Agent James Rhodes of the FBI Counter-Terrorism Unit in D.C., with Special Agent Thomas Colby in the field.”




Jack snarked, “Well, thanks for being very special there, even if you’re specially late. We’re all on the call already.”




The voice cleared his throat and said, “This is not a convenient time, Colonel O’Neill.”




“That’s Brigadier General O’Neill, Agent Erskine. The President promoted me yesterday.”




Alex smiled to herself, because Jack was really sticking it to these guys, and she could tell by the silence that the FBI guys didn’t know whether to believe him or not. She would’ve been pretty darn suspicious, especially since she knew Jack could be a real stinkbug when he wanted to be.




There was some whispering Alex couldn’t make out, and then the Erskine guy said, “Yes, General O’Neill. And congratulations on your Air Force Distinguished Service Medal.”




Okay, coming up with that intel that fast meant they were pretty competent even if Jack didn’t seem to like them, and that they had to have their very own ‘Acid Burn’ type right there and feeding them tidbits of data. So Alex was going to be really careful if she needed to say anything.




Agent Erskine said, “Ever since your group alerted us about Clare Tobias and her attempted terrorist attack in Cupertino, we’ve been investigating. Andrea Harrison, the woman Tobias was claiming to be, is a real member of that security group, and has been missing since that day. Her apartment didn’t show any signs of breaking and entering, or any disturbances. Her car was found in the parking lot at the Cupertino building, with Miss Tobias’ fingerprints on the steering wheel and stickshift, superimposed over the fingerprints of Miss Harrison. We interviewed Miss Harrison’s associates and friends, and were able to put together her morning. She left the apartment as usual, and went to a strip mall not too far from her place of residence, where she got a frappacino, extra shot of espresso, non-fat milk, extra foam, with Sweet’n Low she brings in herself instead of one of the regular artificial sweeteners the store stocks. Her usual. A longtime friend of hers works the morning shift as a manager four days a week, and Miss Harrison regularly dropped by on those days to say hi and get her coffee before driving to her assignment. Our people found seventeen coffee spills ostensibly where someone dropped their coffee on their way to their car or while getting into their car. This happens often enough that the strip mall has someone wash the parking area down late at night two or three times a month. We were fortunate to get to the site before the wash-down.”




Another voice took over. “We took samples of all the spilled coffees from the pavement and sidewalk, and had them analyzed in the Quantico labs. One was definitely a frappacino with extra levels of caffeine, non-fat milk, and Sweet’n Low added. The sweetener is distinctive, because it has saccharin, dextrose, and cream of tartar in specific relative concentrations. And since the store doesn’t carry Sweet’n Low, this is highly likely to be a coffee spill from Andrea Harrison. We have no proof that this is the only time Andrea Harrison ever spilled her coffee there in the last two weeks, but it is possible this is where she was snatched.”




A third voice added, “Agents in the area blanketed the corridor between that mall and the Cupertino building. You sent us the clothing Miss Tobias was wearing at the time, and we were able to recover microscopic traces of pollens and weed seeds off her pants cuffs, and soils and some fine rocky materials off the soles of her shoes. Our forensic mineralogy and forensic botany people were able to help us pinpoint where Miss Tobias must have gone, and that led us to one of the local Bay Area parks. After an extensive search, we found where she buried the body of Andrea Harrison. If you hadn’t alerted us that Tobias was an Orphan with unusual strength and speed, we might have had trouble interpreting the results of the medical examiner. Someone grabbed Miss Harrison’s head and broke her neck, with an extremely violent injury between her fourth and fifth cervical vertebrae. But the bruising is consistent with a woman with Tobias’ hand size. Normally, we associate an injury like that with a large, powerful, violent male who has had certain types of military or intelligence training.”




Agent Erskine took over again. “Once we were reasonably certain that Miss Harrison could have been snatched from the parking lot of that strip mall, we also knew that someone had to have been watching her for some time and building up a file on her to facilitate Miss Tobias’ insertion. We’re going through security cam footage from every shop in that mall, plus every security camera within two blocks, because we need to find her fellow terrorists. And we searched the surrounding area in case the vehicle Tobias arrived in might still be in place. We found an old Econoline van parked a block and a half away. Clare Tobias was using it as an RV. It had food, a camp stove, a sleeping bag with camp mattress and camping pillow, a suitcase of clothes, a makeup case and four wigs and several hanging bags of disguise outfits for her, plus a metal case with gaskets for an airtight seal. Its interior was all foam rubber except for a small depression just large enough for that vial she was carrying.”




The third voice came back. “We traced the van back to a used car lot in Milwaukee, where a woman who could have been Tobias in a brown wig and disguise makeup bought it for cash using faked credentials. But there is more mileage on the van than a direct drive from Milwaukee to Cupertino would rack up. There’s just enough extra mileage to make a detour to one of a hundred different cities near one of the possible routes: Green Bay, Chicago, Indianapolis, Minneapolis, Sioux Falls, Kansas City, Denver, or anything within eighty miles of Cupertino. We have field agents checking every one of those possibilities.”




Jack said, “Good. Because if Clare had to make that detour to get that vial, then you guys have a pretty big corridor along I-80 or I-90 to search on. And you have to assume it could be another major terrorist threat.”




Agent Erskine asked, “How large a terrorist threat do you have in mind?”




Jack snarked, “Ever heard of a little place called Beirut?”




One of the FBI guys choked.




“Yeah. We think this is the stuff our Orphan terrorists used on Beirut. And also on Lanzhou, China. But they have to make it up in batches of thousands and thousands of gallons, so they can hit an entire city at once. Our best guess so far is they need it in liquid form, so they probably insert it into the city’s water mains just downstream of the primary water treatment plant. So you’re looking for a medium to large city with water mains accessible just downstream of the water treatment plant, near some sort of light or heavy industrial plant or factory or even warehouse where they could synthesize enough of this crap to flood the city water lines and poison most of the population.”




Agent Erskine politely asked, “What does the toxin do? And is there an antidote?”




Lieutenant Marshall explained, “It’s a prion with special chemicals tacked on so it targets particular parts of the brain. It creates permanent lesions so you think everyone you see is an enemy, and you have no control over your aggression anymore. The victims will kill anyone they see, hunt down and kill anyone they can find, and not do much of anything except hunt and kill. Expect they’ll stop noticing things like pain and physical injury and ordinary bodily requirements like food and water and sleep. This is what we think happened in Beirut and Lanzhou. Overnight, most of the population turned into berserk killers who attacked anyone they saw with anything they could get their hands on. If you can’t find these guys’ secret lair and cut off its connection with the city water lines, we could end up having to nuke Denver. Or Chicago.”




Agent Erskine sounded a little shaken, but he said, “Thank you for the update, general. I need to allocate more agents on this ASAP.”




Jack waited a few seconds and then asked, “Are they really off the call?”




Acid Burn muttered, “Hang on…” And after a couple more seconds, she answered, “Yep, they’re definitely disconnected and they can’t drop any eaves.”




“Great. All right, these guys sound a lot more competent than some of the Feebs I’ve run into in the past. But there’s no way they’re prepared for several Orphans and a factory full of Mad Human Disease. Burn, work with the Pep Boys to map out every decent-sized city in Clare’s travel corridor, starting with Milwaukee and points a little east, just in case the detour was to go run over little old ladies at a retirement home or something. Find the water treatment plants and check if they’d even catch prions. If not, the insertion point could be anywhere, and the Feebs need to be alerted about that. If so, check whether the city has any viable insertion points that meet our criteria. If we can eliminate any cities based on that, let the Feebs know too. And if you can come up with a short list of buildings to check for this threat in any given city, let the Feebs know that as well. Also, if you can send them emails so they come from Fox Mulder in the Bureau’s basement, I’d appreciate it.”




Jack was so bad! The FBI guys would be totally not happy if they got email that looked like they were from ‘The X-Files’.





164. Mission Failure



Alex was really hoping the FBI could stop the Orphans and their creepy ‘killer maker’ prion stuff before Terawatt had to go do anything. Jack was calling it the ‘hate plague’ even if Alex had no idea where he got the term. Sometimes Jack’s brain went into really wacky places.




Like calling Victor Cready ‘Flamey the Wonder Ouchy.’ Honestly. Sometimes Alex thought Shar was more mature than Jack. Or at least Jack tried to act less mature than Shar. Alex was sure Willow was really good for Jack in that way.




When Jo drove up for the martial arts lessons, they deliberately didn’t talk about the prion stuff. It was just too ooky to talk about around Shar, anyway.




Alex was really hoping the Orphans would have to hide out for a while, since everyone in the whole world was concentrating on Orphans who might be doing bad stuff. Maybe they’d have to hide out for months, and Alex could have a nice, normal, quiet spring term.







Sam Carter woke up. She had a miserable headache, and her mouth felt like a fraternity had washed their socks using her tongue. If she’d been drinking, she’d guess it was a hangover. But there was no alcohol of any kind on the shuttle. If she had been exposed to diseases recently, she’d guess she was coming down with something infectious. But she hadn’t been exposed to anyone new for a looooooong time. Not that she couldn’t use someone new to talk to or even put up with, because she was getting tired of Keith and Don and Eli’s little eccentricities. She would be so glad to land and be able to be around some other people for a change.




Okay, what could be the problem? If it wasn’t the impossible, it could be a failure in the environmental systems. She could fix that, but the env systems were really Don’s assignment, since he was the co-pilot and the official environmental specialist, and Keith was a massive pain about ‘chain of command’ and ‘official assignments’ even though there were only four people in the entire shuttle. If organic molecules were being spewed out by the env systems along with the oxygenated air, that could be a critical problem. She needed to be in a sealed suit right away, and get Don in one so he could fix the air.




She glanced at the electronic clock. It said 0326. That was impossible. They were operating on Houston time just for convenience, and the computer should have sounded her wake-up alarm at 1600. Not to mention there was no way Captain Keith ‘I am in command here’ Baker would let anyone else slide on their duty shifts for even a minute. And there was no way her body would let her sleep an extra eleven and a half hours. That was nineteen and a half hours of sleep! She normally woke up after only six and a half or seven hours of sleep anyway.




None of the guys were practical jokers, and resetting that clock would require resetting the entire computer time array, or else it would get reset in a matter of seconds.




She raised her voice, “Don? Don!”




No answer. That was ridiculous. The Atlantis was too small not to hear everyone all the time. Even when it was Eli doing that really annoying throat-clearing noise he did. It wasn’t as if he could even have a cold after their time in quarantine and then up here, or as if he could be exposed to anything he could be allergic to.




“Keith? Eli? Guys!”




This was getting ridiculous. She pulled herself out of her bunk. She was in her ‘suit’ already, since it was less of a problem to wear it all the time and sleep in it than to change into something a lot less appropriate given she was in tight confines with three guys who hadn’t had any sex in a long time. The ‘suit’ was basically like high-tech long johns, molding tightly to her skin with enough elastic force that she could do a space walk in nothing but the suit, the matching boots and gloves, and the helmet-backpack system. And she was wearing the gloves and boots too. They all did, except when they needed to take the gloves off for detail work. In case of a Type I emergency where they were losing air pressure, she could slap on one of the helmets, engage the seal, and have breathable air in under ten seconds. In theory.




She floated across the narrow passageway and pulled out a backpack system. It was one small tank of pressurized air in between two small env systems shaped like long, thin boxes. The NASA engineers called the env systems ‘air scrubbers,’ but that was inaccurate, and made it sound like the air was dirty and just needed to be washed. No, these were sealed systems with a simple activated charcoal filter and a platinum-based catalyst that under the proper electrostatic charge would break down CO2 into oxygen and some carbon that would get harmlessly deposited on the charcoal of the filter. Still, air eventually leaked out of the system at key sealing junctions, so the system needed extra air now and then from the tank. So, as long as the batteries lasted and the air tank lasted, the system would supply air. In theory, a fully charged pack like the one in her hands should last for up to twenty hours, at which point she’d need to slap on a new backpack system or else have the shuttle’s env systems repaired by then.




She strapped the backpack on, tugged her headgear and helmet in place, and hooked it up. The faint ozone scent told her the system was working properly.




She pulled herself expertly to the control cabin. There was no one there. No one! Keith wouldn’t dream of leaving the controls unattended. She was trained so she could serve as a third pilot, if needed, just as she was the astrophysics mission specialist and the primary flight engineer and the secondary co-pilot. And Keith liked having her watching the controls just in case, when he was on other tasks and Don was on sleep cycle.




She pulled herself back through the ‘living space’ where they had the bunks configured, along with the bathroom and the kitchen and the food stores. No one. She moved back into the payload area, which was at the back of the living space. Still no one.




Oh shit, the specimen containers were all open. There was no way Professor Eli Colby would let that happen unless something really, really drastic had occurred.




“Keith! Don! Eli!”




Maybe she was dreaming. She pulled off her gloves and pinched the back of her other hand. Ouch! Okay, not dreaming. That left hallucinations, insanity, or… something a lot worse than having your flight engineer go nuts.




She checked the entire shuttle. The space-walk suits were still secured, but the computer said one had been taken out and checked back in after only thirty minutes. She checked the computer’s logs. Something weird was there instead of some proper listings, so she went straight to the backup files at the flight engineer’s panels. Don had opened the airlock, and then opened it again from the outside after only seventeen minutes. And two hours later, Keith had tried to erase the log entries. Fortunately, Keith’s strong point was not computers, and he hadn’t cleared the backup drive she had set up using a redundant hard drive.




All three of the guys’ ‘suits’ were stuffed in one of the other bunks. She quickly checked that the alternate suits were all still in the laundry cabinet. Okay, so where were three naked astronauts who had done something so she’d sleep an extra 11.5 hours?




She hopped into the pilot’s seat and checked the astrogation. Okay, still on target for Earth. Fuel? Still at nominal. She checked the outside cameras and cringed.




Half a dozen of the crucial thermo-protective tiles were drifting away from the shuttle, and who knew how many others were completely lost to sight. She couldn’t land the shuttle without every tile perfectly in place and secured. The heat of the landing trajectory would melt a hole in the shuttle and destroy it in mid-air. The only way she could think of such a thing happening would be… if someone performed a spacewalk and tore the tiles off. It would only take, say, seventeen minutes to exit through the hatch, move around to the underbelly of the shuttle, tear a slew of tiles loose and hurl them off into space, then return.




Why would Don do such a thing? It made no sense. Why would Keith let him? Why would Keith aid and abet such an action and try to cover it up? And where were they? And why would they take off their skinsuits? And where was Eli? Still, she knew one thing. This needed to be reported immediately.




She went straight for the communications system. “This is Captain Sam Carter, mission specialist on Atlantis, calling NASA Mission Control. Come in please. Carter to NASA, come in please. We have a crisis. My entire crew is missing, repeat, missing, and the sample containers have been opened. We have a possible contamination threat, and there are now an unknown number of tiles from the underside of the shuttle floating away from me and irretrievable. I need assistance to dock at the ISS instead of attempting re-entry which would, under current conditions, result in burn-up.”




“…-tain Carter! This is Mission Control. We are receiving your message. Give us a couple seconds to hear all of it.”




She waited impatiently. Even at the speed the massive booster rockets on the sides of the shuttle permitted, she was still almost a week away from Earth. There were long seconds of lag in the communications. She pulled up the computer logs and matched them against her backups. All right, only the one spacewalk. There was only room for one person in the hatch, and it had been opened once from inside, then once from outside, and after that Don’s EVA suit had been checked back into its locker. There was no way there shouldn’t be three other people in the shuttle with her.




She considered whether it was conceivable that Don could have taken off the EVA suit and his skinsuit while in hard vacuum, stuffed them into the hatch, and then shut the outer door from the outside so Keith could put everything away. You didn’t just ‘explode’ in hard vacuum, nor did the other ridiculous myths from bad sci-fi really happen. If he expelled all the air from his lungs and yanked the helmet off, he’d have probably fifteen seconds before he passed out, and a couple minutes to live. But there was no way he could get out of his EVA suit in fifteen seconds, and there was no way he could take it off without removing the helmet for at least a minute or two. Okay, he must have come back into the shuttle. So she had to account for three missing bodies instead of just two.




“Captain Carter, this is Mission Control. We’ve been worried down here, because Atlantis has been silent for fourteen hours, and Captain Baker missed three check-ins. Can you repeat and validate your message? You have three missing crewmen?”




She sighed. This was going to be impossible to explain. The most logical choice was that she killed them and dumped their bodies, and then feigned ignorance of the truth. She was never going to be able to convince anyone of an alternative unless she worked it out herself and came up with solid evidence for it.




“Captain Carter to Mission Control. I have three missing crewmen. Something must have happened during my last sleep cycle, because I only woke up minutes ago, instead of twelve hours ago. I need to check everything in the computer logs. I need to check the env systems. Astrogation looks fine and fuel is nominal, but the shuttle has lost a minimum of six of the tiles off the underside. I can see them floating away in the external cameras. And I have to conclude that it was sabotage. Give me a few seconds to get one of the interior cameras mobile, and I’ll walk you through the entire interior so you can see I’m telling the truth.”




While she got the best camera ready, the voice came back. “Understood. Please continue.”




She sent a copy of the computer logs off to NASA. Then she started filming at the cabin, and she narrated as she worked her way through the craft. “Controls. Still on auto, still on course. Living areas. All bunks empty since I’m out of mine. All other suits shoved in here. All backup suits still in the laundry cabinet here. No one in the bathroom, the pantry shelves, the kitchen components, the astrophysics lab area, or the bio lab area. Note that someone opened all the bio sample containers. No one hiding in the EVA suits or lurking in the EVA hatch. No one anywhere all the way back to the engine control access panels. No one in the hydroponic oxygen-exchange system…”




She opened the panels to access the hydroponic ‘garden’ that was their primary CO2-to-O2 conversion system for the mission. It wasn’t harvestable, like a real hydroponic garden, so they were eating out of tubes and boxes, like usual. But it worked well.




Up until now.




Holy Hannah, there was a grayish-green, slimy, fungus-like mess that had taken over the entire hydroponic tank system and all the space around it.




The green mess began extruding some sort of thick tentacle toward her.




She slammed the access panels shut and pushed herself back until she bumped into the opposite side of the shuttle. “Houston? We have a problem.”







Jack grabbed his cellphone when it started playing ‘Girls Just Wanna Have Fun.’ Smart fiancées? Awesome. Smart fiancées who were also phreakers you couldn’t keep out of your phone? Not quite as awesome. At least he was already awake and about to go out for his morning run. It wasn’t even 0600 his time, so he had no idea why Willow was even awake.




He snapped open the phone and checked, “What’s wrong?”




Willow whimpered, “Jack? I don’t know if this is an SRI problem, but if we don’t take it, someone creepy like the NID might!”




He said, “Take a deep breath and let it out slowly. Then define ‘it’ for me, because you left that part out.”




She took a deep breath. “Okay, you know how Tera and I have been keeping track of other-you’s 2IC?”




Jack rolled his eyes. “You can call her ‘Samantha,’ you know. Or Carter.”




She stressed, “Well, the space shuttle Atlantis went silent hours and hours ago, and they missed three check-ins, which is totally of the bad, and so I sort of invaded NASA’s computer systems so I could keep an eye on things, and my system just woke me up and I caught her broadcast back to Houston, and she’s the only astronaut left alive, and there’s a huge fungus blob-thing in her shuttle with her, and they’ve lost a bunch of the heat tiles off the bottom so she can’t even land!”




Jack tried to sound reassuring. “Honey, I know this is bad, but an alien lifeform or a shuttle disaster is not in the SRI’s scope of work. I’m not sure whose purview it is, it should be NASA’s or Strategic Command’s, but it’s not ours, and we’re already in a bit of trouble for pushing our role way too far on some of these ops. Somebody decided that even though we saved the whole planet, the silicate and tarantula and mega-dino ops were not ‘superpowers’ issues and we were naughty children who should have gotten a timeout.”




Willow protested, “Well, that’s stupid, because you’re what’s saved the world like two dozen times in less than three years, going all the way back to that Siberian forest thing I’m not supposed to know about.”




Jack gave in, “Okay, I’m going to call Big Cheese’s office and try to make a case for us to stick our noses in. We both know Tera’s going to want to rescue this Sam if she can.”







Willow stared at the screen in utter horror as she watched the recording.




“Houston, this is Sam Carter. I am still on original flightpath, but I have no guarantee I won’t be consumed by this thing well before I approach re-entry. So I am requesting a flightpath that will take me as far from Earth as possible with a minimal-time trajectory into the sun.”




“Captain Carter, we would prefer if you didn’t go to the most drastic solution first.”




“Houston, I have no intention of doing that unless necessary. But I am eventually going to have to sleep. I would like to have the shuttle astrogation programmed this way every time I go on sleep cycle, as a precautionary measure. Based on what I can guess about the hours while I was unconscious, each of the other astronauts was consumed in turn. If I get… assimilated, I don’t want the shuttle crashing into the ISS or diving into Earth’s gravity well and possibly disseminating this threat while the shuttle burns up on re-entry.”




“Very well, we’ll get on that stat.”







Alex woke up. But it wasn’t her alarm.




Shar was shaking her arm with one hand and holding Piki in the crook of her other arm, while pushing the tPhone at her. “Alex! Wake up! Auntie Willow’s gonna call right now!”




“Huh? How do you know?”




Shar sort of rolled her eyes in an Uncle George way. “I dunno! I just felt her gettin’ really upset, and she was… sorta… thinking about you. And the phone. I think.”




The tPhone rang, only it was the music from ‘2001: A Space Odyssey.’ Alex automatically knew what Willow would be worrying about, with that music playing.




And when was Willow going to stop messing with her ringtones, anyway?




She grabbed the phone and said, “Tera here. Is it a crisis with the space shuttle?”




“I knew you’d get it, even if it’s super-early but I’ve been up for hours worrying,” Willow babbled. “I mean, this is so uber-bad! NASA hasn’t released the video, but I just emailed you a clip, and the stuff they got from the comet that looked like organic molecules? It’s organic molecules. And I’m pretty sure it ate all of Sam’s crew and it may eat her before she gets anywhere near anyone who can help her, and she’s really worried, and she wants a total quarantine for her shuttle on the ISS or else she wants to do a dive into the sun to kill this stuff!”




Oh crud. Alex was going to ask what Willow thought they could do to help, but sort of got run over.




“And I already talked to Pinkie Pie and he says it’s not even an SRI tasking and there’s nothing we can do and it’s not like NASA has spare shuttles lying around to shoot strange spec ops guys up to the space station, and nobody in the SRI has ‘space warfare’ training if there even is such a thing, and anyway, it turns out there are three agencies who actually have this tasking, so we have no shot of getting involved, and I don’t know what we can do to help!”




Alex carefully asked, “Umm, who does have this kind of thing as a tasking?”




Willow whimpered, “Well, NASA, of course, and the United States Strategic Command has a space warfare group that used to be called the United States Space Command, and we’ve got a treaty so the President could call on the Russian Space Force, and… the NID, at least what’s left of it, because the President and Congress pretty much stepped on those guys’ faces, but Jack says he’s sure they haven’t been totally dismantled because that prick Colonel Maybourne and his ex-Shop sidekick haven’t landed on some kind of ‘available officers’ list he won’t tell me about because he doesn’t want me to snoop in it. And it could’ve been worse, because if it hadn’t been for Pyre and you and the SRI, The Shop would have probably gotten a call on this one, because alien lifeforms? Totally in their purview.”




“Eww and double eww.” Then she remembered something even ickier. “Uh-oh. The U.S. Strategic Command? General Kremer runs that, and he’s pretty cheesed off at me, and especially at you.”




Willow whimpered, “Ugh, and Pinkie Pie will be totally of the snarky about that, because he keeps telling me I’m doing too much hacking without doing all the clearance-y things first and he wants me to work more with Big Cheese and Top Banana so the stuff I do is all of the legit.”




Alex admitted, “I think it’s really totally awesome what you do, but doing it the legal way if you can? That would be good.”




“Mega-good?” Willow teased.




“Uber-ly of the good,” she teased back.




But as soon as Willow hung up, Alex pulled up Willow’s email on the tablet and watched the attachment. Oh crud. She couldn’t imagine how freaked she would be if she woke up and everyone else on her shuttle had just vanished, and then she found a tentacle monster. In the spot she couldn’t attack, because it was her source of oxygen.




And there was absolutely nothing Alex could do to save Sam.




Sometimes, being a superhero was way beyond cruddy.







Sam Carter checked her oxygen levels again.




She was still in her skinsuit and still using O2 out of a backpack. She had thoroughly inspected all six of the backpack systems, and they were all clean, so she was going to stay on emergency air all the time. She was just going to switch backpack systems every fifteen hours and get the most-recently used one recharged. In case of extreme emergency, she would then be prepared to live on the six backpack systems for up to one hundred or one hundred twenty hours before she asphyxiated, depending on the number of fully-charged systems and the amount of exertion she had to go through.




She had given NASA a complete report on the shuttle’s env systems. There were definitely some low-molecular-weight organics being released into the shuttle air because of the lifeform’s effects on the hydroponics. She didn’t think that any of them could fully account for the way she had overslept, and the ‘hangover’ she woke up with.




She had also tampered with the env system as much as she dared so she could expose the lifeform to changing levels of CO2 and O2 and N2 and the other gases she could adjust. She had been hoping that she could find a combination that it didn’t like, or it couldn’t tolerate. No such luck. It liked CO2, and it didn’t seem to care about other gases. It obviously couldn’t be killed by subjecting it to vacuum, because it had lived in vacuum on that comet for millennia. Millennia? It had probably lived on that comet through entire geological eras.




She had even taken a sample of the lifeform and hit it with everything in Eli’s little bio lab. Unsurprisingly, its microscopic structure didn’t hold up to anything with a pH well over 12 or a pH well under 2, but not a lot could. So if she had ten thousand gallons of pure hydrochloric acid, she could kill it. Or most of it. Even though ten thousand gallons of pure HCl would kill her and eat virtually everything in the shuttle as well.




She was feeling extremely frustrated, too. Eli Colby had been using mass spectrometry to analyze the molecules, and she vividly remembered that he had been complaining about needing to recalibrate constantly, and about not getting enough ionization, which he had been blaming on something Sam had done to his equipment. Now she knew just how stupid that was. He hadn’t been seeing enough ionization because the molecular structure of the lifeform let it directly absorb a pretty wide spectrum of electromagnetic radiation and convert it directly to something it could live on. So he had been feeding it the entire time. No wonder he had needed to continually recalibrate his system. The thing had been growing inside the ionization chamber, probably until it was large enough to develop some mobility and surprise him. It had also eaten away some of the gaskets inside the mass spectrometer, so nothing she had was secure against the stuff. It liked CO2, and it liked hydrocarbons. It would love Earth. It would be a bigger threat than that blob monster in Pennsylvania.




It would be a bigger threat than the asteroid that wiped out most of the dinosaurs sixty-five million years ago.




She had really wanted a chance after NASA to maybe work with whichever part of the DHS handled Terawatt and other superpowered individuals. The physics of superpowers would be fascinating. It was a shame she was pretty unlikely to ever get back to Earth, unless it was as absorbed and reconstructed molecules inside this lifeform.




But she was currently studying the mass spec output. Eli acted as if no one but a biochemist could possibly use one or understand the output, but it was really just pattern recognition. Large parts of the molecular structures were clearly analogues of DNA, which meant that the gene sequencer Eli had refused to get out of its carrying case was really what she needed to try next.




She took the sample out of the mass spectrometer and prepared slides to go in the gene sequencer. Then she was going to transmit the data to NASA as soon as she had it. Maybe some extremely-bright geneticist would be able to identify some weaknesses inherent in the lifeform’s nucleic acids.







Harry Maybourne reacted at the burner cellphone’s first ring. He quickly answered, “Colonel Maybourne here. Today’s passcode is ‘alpha seventeen’.”




“Today’s response code is ‘Meryl Streep.’ Please hold for your contact.”




He instinctively sat up straight. After only a few seconds, he heard the voice of his handler. Now that the NID had been officially dismantled, he was running one of a number of active cells. He had no idea who was actually behind his handler, although he had several guesses. He was working under the assumption that if he ever guessed right and did so publicly, he would have a fatal accident within twenty-four hours.




“Colonel Maybourne, NASA has a problem we need to handle. The Atlantis has lost three of its four crew, and the fourth, Samantha Carter, is going to dock at the ISS instead of landing, because of contamination concerns. It’s a primitive alien lifeform. Get some samples and make sure they get delivered to Base Delta. If Carter or any of the ISS personnel get in your way, you know what to do.”




“Yes sir.”




“For purposes of this op, you have need-to-know. We have an agent already onboard the ISS. The agent’s cover is less important than this mission.”




He listened carefully and memorized the agent’s name, codename, and passcodes.







“Commander Elliot? It’s NASA. They’ve got General Peterson calling for you.”




“Thanks, Miku.” He pushed off and floated over to the central core of the International Space Station. He was a captain in the U.S.A.F. so he wasn’t really Miku’s commander. She was part of the Japanese space program, and was their primary communications officer. But she preferred using his formal title whenever one of the major space agencies called him.




In private, everyone on the ISS just called him Vince. Well, in private their medical officer called him something entirely different, but that wasn’t anyone else’s business.




He floated out of the central core and into the command module from where they ran everything. “Captain Vincent Elliot speaking, sir.”




“At ease, captain. We have a crisis with the shuttle Atlantis. They picked up some exobiology they were studying.”




He nodded, while he held onto a grip. You had to watch your every movement when you were in micro-gravity. “Yes sir. We watched some of Captain Carter’s reports.”




He didn’t mention that he really didn’t like Samantha Carter. They had been in the same year at the Air Force Academy, and she had beaten him out for first in class. Guys still gave him shit about that. Carter was the only girl who had pulled a first in Academy history, and she had done it despite his best efforts. It wasn’t his fault that she was the biggest brain to hit the Academy in decades, or that she had outstanding PT scores for a girl. He hadn’t been able to beat her out, and it had been a pretty nasty battle. She was also incredibly hot, and she had never once given him the time of day. And the word was that she was probably going to get promoted to major as soon as she wrapped up with NASA. He didn’t want to deal with Sam Carter.




“The exobiology turned out to be more than some organic molecules. It ate three of the crew, and has taken over the hydroponics section of the shuttle. Carter is fending it off and trying to analyze it for weaknesses, but it’s a maximal quarantine situation. Can you provide an isolation module where the Atlantis can dock?”




He clenched his teeth. He didn’t like Carter, but he really didn’t want to think about what things might be like for her if she was trapped in a tiny shuttle with an alien lifeform that had already taken down Keith Baker. Vince knew Keith well enough to have a few brews with him, and Keith was one tough, by-the-book officer. He said, “Sir, I need to confer with my medical officer, my researchers, and my flight engineers before I can give you an answer.”




“That’s what I expected, captain. Peterson out.”




Miku looked over at him from her chair. “An alien lifeform?”




He ran a hand through his blond buzzcut. “An alien lifeform that ‘ate’ three of the crew of the Atlantis and is probably looking at Sam Carter for dessert. Could you call an all-hands? We’ll make it short, so we can do it in here.”




Miku quickly called the entire crew of the ISS, and people started drifting into the command module.




Viktor was first in, as usual. Viktor was part of the Russian Space Administration, and they didn’t talk about it, but Vince knew Viktor had space warfare training as part of the Russian Space Force. Vince had asked Viktor to be his second in command, and Vince knew that if things ever went to hell, he’d be damn glad he had a 2IC with space warfare training, instead of a 2IC who was really good with, say, electronics. You could always order the technician to do what was needed. Knowing what orders to give was the hard part.




Lisa was second. She was a gorgeous redheaded Italian woman who was way too good for him, but luckily liked him anyway. She was part of the ESA group, along with Hans. As the station’s med officer she was also in charge of the environmental systems, although the mechanical side, like repairs, was Michael’s forte.




Michael drifted in next. He was part of the Canadian space program, and the station’s primary flight engineer, although he spent most of his time working as Hans’ and Jun’s and Al’s assistant in the research labs. He said, “Hey Vince, Jun and Al are on sleep cycle. Can they just catch up later?”




“Sure,” he nodded.




And Hans came in last. That was partly because he was the oldest person on the ISS, and partly because he spent all his uptime in his lab. At least he had stopped asking Michael to call him ‘Dr. Halvorsen’ all the time in the lab. Michael had his own Ph.D., so it was sort of annoying.




Vince explained the situation, and asked for input. He might be the commander of the ISS while he was up here, but that didn’t mean this was an American military command.




Hans instantly said, “We should try. This is absolutely fascinating! A non-terrestrial lifeform. We could learn so much from its biochemistry, its functional form, its—”




Viktor interrupted, “Its way of eating every astronaut it can get its tentacles on. This is not a good idea.”




Lisa agreed, “It could be very dangerous. We can’t maintain perfect isolation with a hundred percent certainty.”




Michael contributed, “We have worked out how to separate a module from the station. It would have to be on its own environmental system, but we could set it up with a power cable and a transport tube and maybe three tether cables.”




Hans suggested, “At least three. Michael and I have tried this in computer simulations, and the problem will be the docking maneuver.”




Vince said, “We could use module four. It has bio lab equipment, a short-term environmental system of its own, a docking system, and an EVA hatch. But the environmental system won’t hold up on its own for more than a couple weeks.”




Lisa shrugged, “With only one person, and access to the environmental system in the shuttle, we ought to be able to extend that to several months if we absolutely have to.”




Hans said, “And we can move in some of the spare physics lab equipment for Captain Carter to work with, before we disconnect it.”




Miku said, “We can put a couple remotely controlled jet systems on it so we can keep it stable after the shuttle docks.”




Viktor nodded, “Good idea. It should be workable. Michael and Jun and I should be able to rig it and detach it in under…” He looked at the clock on the wall and thought it over. “… twelve hours if Al and Miku can rig up the jet systems for us first.”




“Yes, we can do that,” Miku nodded.




Michael leaned over, “So Hans, you ready to test out our remote sampling and analysis system? I think it ought to go into the module.”




Vince said, “Thanks, everyone. I’ll contact NASA and give them the news. Then we just have to prepare for a carnivorous alien lifeform we know nothing about.”







Sam Carter studied the data on the engine test burn. The astrogation data were conclusive. There was only enough lost mass to account for seven or eight of the ceramic tiles. The mass of her fellow astronauts was still onboard.




That meant that all the living semi-solid mass packed in around the hydroponic oxygen exchange system had to be made of the mass of her three fellow astronauts. So it was only a matter of time before she fell asleep and got eaten. Or absorbed. Or adsorbed. Or digested. Or transformed. Or…




She studied the readouts from the env systems and properly recalibrated them. It liked CO2. If it ate her, it would lose its CO2 generator. She had no way of telling if it was smart enough to understand that. It didn’t possess chlorophyll, but it had chlorophyll-like organic molecules for conversion of CO2 and energy into O2 and food. And the env systems showed something in the filters that under a microscope looked like… spores.




Spores? Oh hell.




If this thing escaped isolation and got loose on Earth, it would be a disaster. Now… how was she going to sleep without risking being eaten, or even worse, assimilated? Wait, how did she know she wasn’t already assimilated?




She took samples of her mucus and her blood and a scraping off her skin and checked under the microscope and in the biochem lab. Oh holy Hannah, she was already a carrier. If she couldn’t figure out how to eradicate this from her system, she couldn’t ever go home. Don must have known, and had enough control before he mutated to go sabotage the shuttle so all the exo would burn up. Only that would not guarantee a one hundred percent success. Keith must have known, and had tried to cover it up from her. They must have known she was contaminated too, and didn’t trust her.




Or else Don was ‘possessed’ by the thing and sabotaged the shuttle to get as much of the lifeform spread as widely as possible when the shuttle came apart on re-entry. Then Keith was ‘possessed’ as the thing grew inside him, and tried to cover up for Don. In that case, it was only a matter of time before the lifeform possessed her, and she did something Samantha Carter would hate.




She had to report this to NASA at once.





165. Mission Improbable



Alex was horrified. She was watching the news with her mom and dad. Shar wasn’t interested, and was up in her room.




It was just-released footage of Captain Samantha Carter calmly arguing with NASA in Houston that she should be allowed to pilot the shuttle in a trajectory right into the sun.




Sam was not only trapped in an enclosed space with a man-eating alien lifeform, but she was ‘infected’ too. She had spores on her, and in her, and she had the thing’s nucleic acids in her body, doing who knew what ickiness.




Her mom carefully asked, “This is your Sam Carter, isn’t it?”




Alex nodded miserably. “She’s our world’s version of other-Sam. She’s really smart. But she’s a physicist. This is a biochem problem, and their biochemist was probably the guy who got infected and released all the samples and infected the rest of the crew.”




Her dad asked, “But Jack has biochem experts already, right?”




She scowled, “Yeah, but this isn’t an SRI tasking. We’re not even in the top five agencies. Willow figured even the Russian Space Force would get called before the SRI did.”




Her mom complained, “Well, that’s short-sighted. Who’s saving the world a couple times a month? You! And Jack’s group.”




Alex suddenly remembered other-Sam telling her about getting ‘infected’ by a symbiote and it taking over her body and she almost died, and then after the symbiote died, Sam was really sick for days. Just how linked were all these universes?







Maggie Walsh hurried into his office. “We have a problem.”




He looked up from a report. “Severity?” But he knew from her expression and her haste that it had to be serious.




She answered, “Right now? Yellow. Potential? Extreme red. We hijacked a copy of Captain Carter’s transmission to Houston, and we got the full nucleic acid dataset. It’s obviously a fungoid that we don’t have a resistance to.”




He didn’t bother to point out that this was probably not obvious to anyone else. He checked, “You mean ‘we’ in the Collective?”




She frowned, “No, I mean ‘we’ as in all carbon-based plant and animal life. If we don’t stop her from bringing this down, it could colonize our planet and wipe out all other life.”




“You’re sure about this?”




She nodded, “Yes. This is nothing like our projects, where we always have controls to protect ourselves from the products. Even the Davenport project after that extremely clumsy sabotage.”




He said, “Very well then, let’s address this at once. I think we should initiate Operation Salvage.”




Maggie actually looked surprised for a moment. It was so hard to surprise her. “How will we get the intel to her?”




He explained, “Through our mole in India. If the SRI can trace it back that far, then they’ll figure out who India One is.”




She just smirked, “They already know. It’s in our latest data transmission from our mole.”




“Excellent. I’ll let you get to it.”







General R. J. ‘Pete’ Peterson looked up from the reports he was poring over. He hated to throw away someone like Captain Carter, especially when he had been friends with her late father, but every biochemist who reviewed the data and Carter’s transmissions ended up saying the same thing. “This is an amazing opportunity to advance our knowledge base… even if there is a very real chance we could end up wiping out all animal life on Earth.”




Even the isolation protocols they were using at the ISS could fail. Despite what Halvorsen kept claiming, things could go wrong. Just in case, he was making sure there were plans in place. He needed to make sure someone could either boost the ISS into HEO or else drop the ISS toward the Earth’s atmosphere, blow it into small enough fragments with conventional weaponry launched from F-15’s, and then let the pieces burn up during re-entry.




His cellphone buzzed in the Morse code signal that told him his adjutant was bringing in someone important while making it look like he was just walking in on the general because of the importance of the guest. It worked great on Senators and Congressmen and four-stars. He closed two of the four folders he had open, and blanked his computer screen.




There was a quick knock on the door, and his adjutant Major Harwell walked in with a crisp, very British man. The general stood up and shook hands across the desk as the major did the introductions.




“Professor Bernard Quatermass, this is General Peterson. General, this is Professor Quatermass, the head of the British Aerospace Group, within the ESA.”




The general decided to go for the friendly approach, because Quatermass didn’t look like the type of man who could be cowed, and his reputation was of a stiff devotion to science. “Have a seat. What can I do for you?”




Quatermass took off his trenchcoat and said, “Thank you for having me here. Eli Colby was one of my students when he was working on his doctorate, and he’s been a good friend and colleague since then. I feel like I’ve let him down somehow.”




He sighed, “I feel like we’ve let all of them down. You can view all of Carter’s transmissions, but our protocols should have been adequate. They weren’t. We’ve lost three astronauts, and Carter thinks we should just write her off.”




Quatermass frowned, “You can’t do that. We have to figure out a way to save her. Can I speak with her?”




He smiled, “I was hoping you’d say that. Maybe you can talk her out of this idea that she should pilot the shuttle into the sun and take care of the problem.”




Quatermass pointed out, “But it won’t take care of the problem. It will only delay it. We now know these molecules are out there in our solar system, and sooner or later, we’ll encounter them again, either when a large enough, porous enough meteor brings some down to Earth, or when we run into some while exploring outer space. For all we know, there are asteroids or moons that are now covered in the stuff. We have to analyze these compounds and figure out ways to deal with them the next time.”




The general said, “If you tell Carter what you just told me, then I’m sure she’ll listen to you.”




Quatermass frowned, “That’s fine. But if the ISS loses isolation, we need a plan in place. The Russians tell me they can get a Soyuz up to the ISS in well under six hours, if we don’t need a perfect docking maneuver. We should plan on having one ready, just in case. We can evacuate the ISS, let the automatic pilot boost it up into high Earth orbit where it’ll be safe and out of the way for as long as we need, and then the Soyuz flies up to orbit and picks up our evacuees for a hasty return.”




Major Harwell added, “And the ISS can boost up to HEO for a lot less fuel than it would need to drop into atmosphere for a re-entry burn-up.”




The general knew all that. You couldn’t do a decent job in his position and not know the ins and outs of rocketry and basic orbital mechanics. But he just nodded and said, “Major, have the professor outline his plan to our ISS Interface Team, then notify the ISS and ask the Russian Space Administration for cooperation. They have a man on the ISS, so they’ll say yes. Then make sure the professor has a nice, long, convincing chat with Captain Carter.”




He waited until Quatermass was out of the office and the door was closed. Then he made a phone call. “Steve? It’s Pete. The professor the Brits sent over here has a good idea for handling a quarantine failure on the ISS, and I think he’ll be able to talk Carter around. If she survives, you’re going to have to give her some pretty impressive medals, and probably that promotion too.”




General Jackson said, “Sounds good. I know Riskov in the RSA, and I’ll call him and put in a good word for you, so hopefully the RSA won’t give you any problems. Meanwhile, we’re in a bind here. I’ve been trying to get Jack O’Neill’s team involved in this so we can get Terawatt, but your people are insisting that we have to go through proper channels, which means Kremer’s Strategic Command boys, and he’s still pissed off at Terawatt and her secret computer cracker pal. I can’t imagine they’re happy with him, either.”




“Damn. Do you really think Terawatt could help up there?”




Jackson insisted, “Are you kidding? O’Neill’s been shipping her around the world in a Blackbird. With no pressure suit, no oxygen, and no temperature protection. Just a modified canopy with a three-inch port she can ooze out of. Pete, she dives out of a freaking Blackbird without a suit at maybe thirty or forty thousand feet and Mach 0.8, and then flies in to the rescue at hundreds of miles an hour. If there’s anyone on Earth who could help us now, it’s got to be her.”




“Hmm… I’ve got an idea…”







Jack O’Neill looked at the Caller ID before he answered the phone.




Crap. It was Colonel McCoy at the max security prison site. That was never good.




He answered, “Colonel McCoy. How are things at the Charles Montgomery Burns State Penitentiary?”




McCoy said, “At least I know that one, sir. I had to look up your Gouffre Martel reference, and not knowing how to spell it was a problem.” He cleared his throat, “Sorry sir, you got me off-track. We just received an email for Clare Tobias. We have no idea how an outsider found out where we’re holding our supers, much less how to get at our firewall and put something on our internal mail server.”




Jack had a pretty good idea without even looking at the message or the email headers.




“Anyway, it’s in code. Maybe about ten pages worth. And the code looks like a book code, with every piece a number, a dash, and another number. Whatever the book is, it’s got a pretty decent page count.”




Jack just said, “Forward a copy ASAP to our dead drop. I’ll sick my IT people on it. Meanwhile, don’t tell Tobias about it, but plan on having her meet with me via conference call really soon.”




“Yes sir.”




Jack hung up and pressed speed-dial 1.




“Oh hi! What’s up? Is this about Sam Carter?”




He made an effort not to grin like a goofball just from hearing her voice. “I have no idea if this is connected to Carter, but it’s possible. Can you crack a book code? Someone just sent one to where we’re holding Clare Tobias.”




Willow paused for a second. “Well, I wrote a program to try, but it’s not all that great, and it works by taking every book I could give it electronically and plugging in the first thousand ‘words’ of the code and using an artificial language parser to make a decision whether the output is sensible or not, and if so it flags it, and if not it tries another book. I’ve got all of the Gutenberg Project for resources, plus every version of the Bible I could find online, and every other online source I could access, but the book could just be the latest hardcover Merriam-Webster dictionary, which is still under copyright so it’s not online anywhere, and then we’d be stuck.”




He grimly pointed out, “According to the NID files we were able to get, Miss Tobias has a nearly eidetic memory and spoke at least eight languages fluently, so this could be any book she has already memorized, and it doesn’t have to be in English either.”




Willow told him, “I did toss in books in twenty-three other languages just in case.”




He burst into a grin. “We’re not worthy!”




She switched to a husky purr. “Oh, I think you’re pretty worthy, and I intend to show you the next time we can get some free time together.”




He tried to ignore the way his body was responding. “Not the time or the place, honey. There should be a copy of an email waiting for you in the SRI drop.”




“Okay, I’m on it. Even if I’d rather be on your—”




“Will! Not now!”







Sam nodded again. She knew a lot more astrophysics and orbital mechanics than Professor Quatermass, but he knew a lot more exobiology. And he was right about research on this lifeform.




The two of them had engaged in a long discussion about the physics of her flightpath and the shuttle’s re-entry performance specs. Since then, they had been discussing the thing’s biochemistry.




They definitely agreed that as long as the shuttle had warmth and light and power, the thing would keep growing. Even if it was only getting energy from heat and visible light, it would keep growing, and the shuttle was hundreds of degrees warmer than the comet the lifeform had been on.




The professor was clear that standard wide-spectrum disinfectants should work on the thing, but UV would not. She’d figured that out hours ago. It apparently treated most wavelengths of electromagnetic radiation like a tasty, nutritious meal.




She had already searched the shuttle from stem to stern for anything she could use against the creature, so she knew she was out of luck. There was supposed to be a small bottle of non-volatile disinfectant in the shuttle stores for Eli to use for clean-ups, but it was empty now. She didn’t know whether that meant he had used it all up in a desperate attempt to stop the original infection, or if he had been controlled by the lifeform and he had disposed of it. Not that it really mattered. She had nothing to use against the creature except fire, which wasn’t an option unless she dove the Atlantis into the sun and burned up the entire shuttle.







Alex scooted Shar inside the house just as her tPhone went off. It was the ‘My Little Pony’ theme song, so she had a good idea who was calling. And that Willow had been messing with her ringtones again.




She stepped inside and said, “Shar, it’s Terawatt business. Can you do your homework and go watch ‘The Iron Giant’ for a while?”




“Oh sure! I’m done with homework. The science stuff was mega-easy after Uncle George showed me some cool stuff last night.” She headed off into the living room so she could watch her movie on the big tv screen.




Alex flew into the home office and shut the door with her tk. “Terawatt here.”




Jack sounded unhappy. “Brigadier General Jack O’Neill speaking, Terawatt. The President asked to speak to you personally. I think they’re dodging around the SRI, but don’t take it personally. Okay?”




“Okay. Umm, you don’t have the President on hold or anything, do you?”




He said, “No, but I do have one of his people on hold until you were available. I’ve kept them waiting over an hour. He’s pretty peeved at me.”




Well, that wasn’t fair. Just because Jack wasn’t calling her while she was still in school or going to pick up Shar, that didn’t mean he was being a jerk to the White House. She told him, “Okay general, put them on.”




A voice she didn’t know came on. “Is this Terawatt?”




“Yes, it is. Who am I speaking with?” Shoot, she should have said ‘with whom am I speaking’ instead!




The guy said, “This is Wallace H. Howell. I’m one of the President’s new staffers. We didn’t meet when you were at the White House. The general has had me on hold for an hour and a half.”




Alex lied, “That would be because I was dealing with a possible superpowered crisis in another state, and I had made it clear that I was unavailable until I cleared my ‘standby’ signal on my communications system.”




“Oh. I thought maybe the general was just… well, have you spent any amount of time dealing with General O’Neill?”




Alex tried not to smile. “I have, and I know what you mean. But he wasn’t pulling anything. He simply couldn’t contact me while I was busy.”




Mr. Howell said, “If you can hold for just a few seconds, I’ll get the President on the line. He wants to talk to you personally about a non-SRI crisis we’re hoping you’d help us with.”




Alex suddenly wanted to jump up and down with excitement. She was pretty sure what this had to be.




The President’s distinctive voice came on. “Terawatt?”




She made sure she was using the right voice. “Yes, Mister President?”




“I’m sorry to make an end run around the people you work with and trust, but we have a crisis that you may be able to handle. Have you been keeping up with the news on the Atlantis disaster?”




“Yes sir,” she replied. Then she fibbed a little, “My research people have been interested in talking with Captain Samantha Carter for some time, primarily about some astrophysics and unified field theory questions.”




“Well, that’s not my area of expertise, so I’ll take your word on it. But she’s going to be docking at an isolation module of the International Space Station in a matter of hours, and we have a way of getting you up there quickly. But you’re the only person on Earth who could survive the trip, because it’s in a cargo capsule without an environment-control system. That means it’s not without risk. My science advisor tells me the DragonX cargo capsule can get you into orbit in eight or nine minutes and get you within three miles of the space station and at nearly the same speed, all in a hair under four hours. Are you willing to go, and assist Captain Carter and the station crew? If there’s a quarantine failure, NASA and the ESA do have plans to get everyone back home safe and sound, while putting the space station in a safe orbit.”




She said, “Yes, I would be willing to assist. But in exchange, I want your word that Captain Carter will get a medal for valor and a promotion, and I want your word that I will have the opportunity to meet with her about scientific matters in the near future.”




She could hear the amusement in his voice. “You’re not much of a negotiator, ma’am. NASA’s already insisting on the captain getting that medal and promotion. And I imagine she’d be dying to meet with a superheroine who flew up to the ISS just to save her.”




Alex didn’t tell him that there was no way she was going to say no, no matter what he had said.







Jack put his poker face on before the camera and the screen warmed up for the conference call.




The picture came on, and he could see Clare Tobias in an off-white coverall, sitting in front of a solid concrete wall. She gave him a smirk, “You wanted to chat, Colonel? Or are you planning on tasering me again, only remotely?”




Jack gave her a look. “While I’d love to tase you again, Clare, I have something else to talk about. Namely, the email you received from your Breslynn friends.”




She smiled smugly. “Couldn’t crack it, huh?”




He wasn’t letting this bitch get a rise out of him. He calmly said, “It’s a book code. As you know, they’re solid, unless someone tells you which book.”




She said, “I want to see the first two hundred ‘words’ before we go any farther.”




Jack had been figuring she’d insist on a lot more than that. He smiled, “Why not go whole hog and have a peek at the first five hundred?” Then he spoke to the guards. “Go ahead and give her what I authorized.”




Clare reached out and took the printed sheets. He could see her eyes flicking over the first page as she read the code numbers and worked out the decryption from memory.




She finally muttered, “Son of a bitch!” She put the papers down. Her smug grin was utterly gone. “The codebook is the Collins Robert French Dictionary, first edition, so you can verify everything. This is a message from Dr. Margaret K. Walsh, who I gather is not one of your close personal friends. She says the alien life in the shuttle is definitely a fungoid with nucleic acids that our planet’s lifeforms have no resistance to, and analogues to segments of DNA that would create fruiting bodies that would probably release millions of spores. This is a threat to all life on Earth. I am to cooperate fully in any way you ask. Even revealing details about our organization is acceptable if I have absolutely no other choice to save the planet. I am to go up to the ISS if needed, or go wherever you direct, but I am to ensure complete, permanent quarantine or else the complete destruction of the lifeform no matter what I have to do. Any questions?”




Oh, he had hundreds. He just didn’t think Clare would answer many of them. Yet. He asked, “One: do you guys have anyone on the ISS already? Two: does Wacky Maggie have any ideas on what can kill this stuff without killing everything else?”




She answered, “Fine. One, I have no fucking idea. If it’s in the email, you’ll have it decrypted in no time. Two, not yet.”




He nodded. “Swell. We’re giving you the rest of the email, in case it helps you. And you’ll have a team picking you up any time now.”




He disconnected and turned to the screens off to his right. “Burn, have you verified the codebook?”




“Oh yeah, this looks great. I’ll have the complete text to you in a minute.”




He looked at the other screen. “Colonel Finn, you have a go.”




Finn said, “We’re nearly there now, sir. I look forward to the moment when she tries a fast one on Lupo.”




Jack smiled, “Try and get it on video. Super slo-mo, if possible.”







Sam woke up. For a fraction of a second, she didn’t remember why she was staring at the stars.




Then she remembered everything. She had been sleeping in the only safe place she had left: outside the shuttle itself.




She was in her skinsuit, with the helmet and backpack. She had her chronometer on her wrist, under the tight sleeve of the skinsuit, so she could feel when its alarm went off. There was no way she was going to be hearing it in space.




She was a hundred and thirty feet from the EVA hatch, dangling on the end of the EVA tether. She was as far from the lifeform as she could get without drifting off into space, never to return. And she was a little too warm for comfort. People talked about the ‘icy cold of space’ but they really had no idea what they were talking about. Heat was transferred through conduction, convection, and radiation. There were so few molecules impacting with her body out here that she was dealing with what was very nearly zero conduction and convection. And she wasn’t picking up heat energy from solar radiation, because she had placed herself in the shadow of the shuttle. Still, her own body generated heat, and she had no way to shed that heat while she was out here.




Sleeping tethered to the exterior of the shuttle was relatively safe. The probability of getting hit by a meteoroid or even a micrometeoroid in less than eight hours was vanishingly small. She hadn’t seen any sign that the lifeform was both intelligent enough to recognize her as a threat while she was out here, and also enough of a tool user to figure out how to open the hatch and disconnect the tether.




She gave her end of the tether a tug, and she drifted in toward the hatch. She coiled up the tether as she went. She was in no hurry to face that thing again, and she had time before she needed to oversee the next set of computer-controlled burns to put her in the right orbit and speed for docking with the ISS.




She still thought that having the space station in low earth orbit was a poor arrangement. But as long as regular flights to and from Earth had to go by shuttle or Dragon capsule or Soyuz or X-37, having the ISS in LEO worked well. She had lobbied for moving the station up into high earth orbit, in conjunction with the development of transport systems better than the X-37 or the Dragon, but she was still in the minority.




She would feel a lot better about it if the Envisat and four other possible ‘patient zero’ cases for Kessler Syndrome didn’t have orbits in low Earth orbit too. She had written up the specs for a ‘re-director’ satellite-based device that would let NASA and ESA sweep lots of small threats out of low earth orbit, making things safer in the long run. But she knew there was little chance that anyone in authority was going to buy off on her re-director, ever since Riskov’s people in the RSA had labeled her design a ‘hunter-killer weapon.’ Nobody wanted weapons in space. And she hated to admit it, but her re-director could be easily used as an anti-satellite weapon.




She moved through the EVA hatch and edged past the ‘hydroponic garden.’ The thing had grown some more, and now the panels were in danger of breaking loose. She could see they were straining at the fasteners. She moved into the control cabin, shut the connecting door, and used part of a roll of duct tape to seal the seams around the edges of the door, just in case the thing decided it was hungry.




She was now close enough to Earth that the signal lag was ignorable. “Captain Sam Carter calling Mission Control. I am in designated flightpath, and will commence Burn C-1 in thirty-four minutes.” She had already run through Burn Series A and Burn Series B, just to get the shuttle on the current flightpath. She still had hours before she was going to be running through Series D to get her lined up for docking, and then Series E for the final docking maneuvers.




“Captain Carter, this is Mission Control. We have made arrangement for docking at the ISS at a separated module, and we have a minimal-risk flightpath. Commander Elliot’s team has set things up for a Level 4 quarantine.”




She checked, “Is that Commander Vince Elliot, USAF?”




“Yes captain, it is.” 




Well shit. She had been hoping to avoid that little problem.







Clare looked at her new outfit. Underthings which fit, and BDUs in a desert camo pattern. The boots even fit, and were broken in. That bastard O’Neill didn’t miss much.




Now all she had to do was play along, stop this lifeform, and then beat the holy crap out of O’Neill’s team before making another escape.




She still could hardly believe she had gotten taken down by a teenaged girl with a jury-rigged camera flash. That was beyond humiliating.




The heavy door opened, and she looked over to see which loser homo inferior soldiers she was going to be stuck with for the mission. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about keeping them alive.




She saw who was walking into the room, and she refused to flinch.




Riley Finn — with a lieutenant colonel’s insignia on his shoulder — gave her a nod. “Tobias. I’m Finn. Let’s go.”




Behind him came a massive sergeant and a petite Latina. The Latina said, “I’m Lieutenant Lupo, and this is Sergeant Carlson. You can call me Lupo. Or ‘lieutenant.’ Or ‘sir.’ Or ‘hey you’ if you want me to kick your ass.”




Fuck. She was facing three other Breslynn Orphans. She had some training in martial arts and weaponry, but nothing like the three of them. Maybe she was going to have to worry about the three of them bothering to keep her alive.




Or maybe this was the perfect opportunity. Maybe O’Neill had outsmarted himself.




All she had to do was to talk just one of them into joining The Collective.







Colonel Roger McNamara wiggled a little as he tried to get comfortable. Sitting in an X-37B orbital vehicle while in a full spacesuit was about as comfortable as wearing a cardboard robot costume and being stuffed into a laundromat clothes dryer.




He glanced around. His pilot was in a seat up front, with Markham acting as co-pilot and Webb seated behind him. Their gear for the primary plan and several emergency backup plans was all strapped to the walls or secured in lockers.




They were just about to begin takeoff. They were at a secret NID site in Nicaragua, south of Punta Gorda, which meant that they were much farther south than the tip of Florida, and therefore the Earth’s rotation would help get them up to speed a lot faster. Other than that, the place was a little hellhole. As soon as they launched, every tracking station on Earth would zero in on this spot. Too bad for the people still on the ground, because everyone who counted was either in the X-37 with him, or else flying the Scaled Composites White Knight Two which was going to lift them high enough for them to execute their own launch maneuver.




And they didn’t have to worry about damaging the ISS when they docked, so they could move much faster at the end of the flight. The Russians had made it from launch to docking in under six hours. He was planning on cutting that record in half.




He might have to cut a few other things in half too. He was fine with that.







Alex flew south toward Edwards Air Force Base. She was pretty nervous. The DragonX cargo capsule was designed to launch supplies up to the International Space Station, not provide comfy rides for passengers. Still, she could just stay in her silvery morph for the whole trip.




The nice NASA engineers she’d talked to had explained the whole deal to her. But she was still a little nervous. She was about to get launched into orbit, without an environment-control system. Oh, she knew she could stay in her morph for a lot longer than she’d need for this trip. Still, stuff could go wrong.




She had never in her life imagined that someday she would get to be an astronaut and fly up into space.




And maybe Sam would be nice to talk to, even if she’d never believe just why Terawatt liked her so much already.





166. Mission Parameters



Sam tried to ignore the sound of duct tape slowly being peeled loose from the doorframe. Maybe the lifeform could recognize changes in velocity and acceleration, and it was reacting. But it was trying to force its way into the control cabin, at the worst possible time.




Maybe it was intelligent. Maybe when it absorbed something, it also maintained biological structures that preserved some of the victim’s characteristics. She hoped that wasn’t the case. She really didn’t want to think about being trapped inside that thing forever, while her brain continued to function on some levels.




She tried to focus on the camera. In order to dock properly, she had to make contact with the module’s hatch, but so gently that she didn’t risk damaging the shuttle’s hatch, the module’s matching connector, or the mechanicals that clamped the two together so that there wasn’t an air loss. And the mass of the shuttle meant that even a tiny velocity yielded a dangerous amount of momentum. Even worse, this module was hanging off the side of the ISS on nothing but cables, so it would be easy to accidentally shove it into something critical.




She gently triggered the attitude jets again. She was only using the attitude jets at the nose and tail. If she used the mid-line attitude jets to slow the shuttle, she’d blast the isolation module and knock it away from her, into the station. If she could just get the shuttle one foot closer and stop it dead in its tracks, she could park the shuttle and step from the EVA hatch into the module’s hatch.




The rip of duct tape told her that at least some of her seal had failed. Maybe it didn’t matter if she connected to the hatch, if she couldn’t physically get out of the shuttle.




She focused on the camera. In theory, you could do this perfectly with a computer, but so far people were doing a better job because they could match reactions with kinesthetics better than a computer could. People were essentially computers evolutionarily designed to do tasks like this as efficiently as possible.




She felt the contact at the same time she heard a gentle clack through the hull. The clamps engaged, and the shuttle was secured to the side of the isolation module, even if it had to look bizarre to an outside observer. The shuttle was pointing up away from the Earth with its hatch against the module’s side.




“Captain Carter to ISS, come in please.”




“This is Commander Vince Elliott of the International Space Station.”




She checked, “Do you need to make any adjustments to module position?”




Elliott sourly admitted, “No, my flight engineer reports you made a perfect docking maneuver. Congratulations.”




She told him, “Congrats are a little early. The lifeform’s trying to get into the control cabin, and I don’t have anything I can use to fend it off. I may not be able to get to the module. If I can’t, I’ll leave the interior shuttle hatch sealed. Inside the EVA hatch is a rack with four steel tubes that all have metal screw-on lids. This stuff will eat hydrocarbons if given the chance, so don’t use ordinary plastic gaskets as your seals. All four tubes have samples inside them. The lifeform absorbs E-M radiation and CO2, and converts it pretty efficiently into food, so basic analysis tools like x-ray diffraction and mass spec will make it grow unexpectedly.”




“Damn it Carter, you are not making a final speech on my station! Tell me what we can do to help you!”




“Just sit tight for a minute, Vince.”




“That’s Commander Elliott to you, Carter,” he snapped.




Same old Vince Elliott. She had to admit that she had really enjoyed beating him out for first in class.




All right, she had nothing in here she could safely use to fend the thing off.




But she had something she could use as a lure.




Assuming the lifeform wasn’t that smart, and was just reacting to stimuli.




The duct tape at the lower right corner of the cabin door tore away with a ripping sound, and the tape peeled back up toward the doorhandle. Green matter began oozing through, all along the gap.




She flipped switches and made sure the engines couldn’t be turned back on-line without a proper restart, just in case the thing retained some memories of Keith and Don, or in case it crawled all over the panels and accidentally flipped a bunch of switches. She pushed off and moved down near the floor to the right of the door. Then she took a deep breath and took off her helmet. She opened her mouth wide, and she slowly, carefully exhaled. Then she tugged her helmet back on, sealed it around her neck, and pushed off the floor toward the door.




She put her feet against the center of the door, grabbed the duct tape, and yanked it all off as quickly as she could. Then she turned the handle on the door and pushed off toward the ceiling.




The lifeform was blocking half the doorway, and it was waving tentacles that threatened the rest of the opening. But as soon as it oozed into the cabin, it detected that one large concentration of CO2 she had exhaled, and it moved at the gas.




The entire mass of the thing dove down and to her right, as it reacted to the CO2. She grabbed the top of the doorframe, flipped through into the shuttle bay, and kicked off the wall for the EVA hatch. The lifeform didn’t follow her.




She clambered into the hatch, tugged it shut, sealed it behind her, and grabbed the steel sample vials before she swiftly moved into the isolation module.




“Carter to ISS. Task complete. I am in the module. I have samples for analysis.” She wasn’t going to admit that she had gotten the samples by playing ‘sitting duck’ in the shuttle bay and letting thin tendrils of the thing snake her way. She had just sliced through the stuff, scooped the tendril tips into the vials, and screwed on the caps before scrambling into the EVA hatch where she had been at least temporarily safe.




“Commander Elliott to Carter. There is a remote sampler system. If you can’t operate it, Dr. Hans Halvorsen and Dr. Michael Logan will walk you through it.”




She rolled her eyes and refrained from making a rude remark back at him. He was still just as big a stick-up-the-ass prick as an officer as he’d been when he was a cadet. And he wondered why guys liked ragging on him about being the only cadet who ever came in second to a girl.




The bio gear looked pretty obvious. The remote sampler looked pretty straightforward although it was clearly designed for remote operators to handle it. The analytical systems looked fairly useless, given that she didn’t want to irradiate or ionize any more of the stuff. The physics gear looked like they had moved all the spare science equipment into the module for her to play with. There were astrophysics toys, and cryogenics toys, and materials science toys, along with a large chest-shaped locker of tools and a cabinet-shaped locker of parts. That magnetometer looked a little out of date, but still serviceable. She made a mental note to disassemble it and make sure the magnetic coils were all properly aligned before working with it.




One of the computer screens came on, and a man with a Scandinavian accent introduced himself. “Dr. Carter? I am Dr. Hans Halvorsen. Please call me Hans. And this is Al. Dr. Alfonso Castellano. Normally, Michael would be assisting me, but he told me he needed to do some work for our communications specialist.”




“It’s a pleasure,” Sam told him. Talking with someone new? Being out of that damn shuttle and away from that tentacled alien creature? Feeling safe for the first time in days? It was all good. It was all great. Even if she was already contaminated and facing a horrible fate, this was so much better than the last few days had been.




‘Al’ turned out to be a friendly guy with a Hispanic accent she couldn’t quite place. He walked her through feeding her samples into the remote sampling and analysis system that apparently Michael had done more of the hands-on work and programming for than Hans had.




Then another screen came on. It was Vince again. “You seem to be a very popular person, Captain. NASA just sent us a message that Terawatt is coming up here to help you. They’re launching a Dragon cargo capsule with her in it.”




Sam blinked. “Terawatt? You’re kidding me. Terawatt?” But Vince just nodded. And Vince wasn’t the joking type.




Holy Hannah, how did that happen? If her dad hadn’t passed away from cancer, she would have suspected that he was busy using favors he had racked up over the years.




Vince turned to the side and talked to someone else. “You’re kidding me. You’re sure? Okay, set it up.” He turned back and faced her. “Michael tells me we just got a message that the ESA is putting an X-37 up here, and it’ll get here even before Terawatt does. You must be living right, Carter.”




Wait, an X-37 was on its way up too? When did she get so popular? Or was it that the prospect of experimenting with non-terrestrial organics was that attractive? Had anyone warned all these visitors that this stuff was dangerous, and a quarantine had to stay in place no matter what?




And since when did the ESA start using X-37s? She had thought that the ESA had rejected the X-37 in favor of their own rocket systems.







Clare Tobias looked around the Cessna at ‘her team.’ Not that they were her team in any way. Not yet.




They were very clearly Finn’s team. How an Orphan got promoted to lieutenant colonel was beyond her. She had to assume Finn was less ‘naïve boy scout’ and more ‘brilliant manipulator’ than he acted. Still, his long-term approach was the wrong way to go. She was backing The Collective for logical reasons, not just emotional ones.




But O’Neill had been promoted to general. That meant that Finn was in charge of at least one field team, and had direct interactions with Terawatt. That was a position of enormous power. The Collective could really use him.




She asked, “Are we moving to the ISS? And do any of you have training in space warfare?”




The huge sergeant smiled blandly, “I’ve seen re-runs of ‘Thunderbirds.’ Does that count?”




Lupo snorted, and didn’t quite manage to conceal her amusement.




Finn said, “Need to know. How about you?”




She thought for a moment about her orders, and decided to go with the truth. “Yes. The NID had a couple small groups who received some small bit of space warfare training, just in case.”




Finn nodded, “That’s good to know. Right now, we’re ground-based. Terawatt’s on her way up to the ISS, and if she can’t handle this, I don’t see our intervention making that much of a difference.”




Clare really wondered how O’Neill managed that, unless Terawatt was capable of flying up into low earth orbit and matching speeds with the ISS all on her own. That was a pretty scary thought.




She asked, “So what are we doing?”




Finn explained, “We’re heading to Nicaragua. A White Knight Two took off from an unidentified base south of Punta Gorda, and they launched an X-37 at the ISS. Current NASA calculations suggest it may beat Terawatt to the station. NASA has alerted the ISS, but we’re going to investigate the launch site. It’s not your pals, is it?”




She told him the truth. “It’s definitely not my people.”




Lupo said, “We didn’t think so. They wouldn’t have needed to use up their contact mechanism with you if they had an easier way of dealing with the problem.”




Clare gave her a raised eyebrow. “And what do you think would have been an ‘easier way’ of dealing with the problem?”




Lupo shrugged. “We are talking about Maggie Walsh here. An X-37 with a pilot and a thermonuclear device. Instant problem resolution, just no more space station.”




Clare had to admit it. That made sense. And Dr. Walsh was undoubtedly capable of doing something like that, if it really needed to be done. Killing a dozen astronauts was nothing compared to some of the things Clare had heard about the woman.




She looked around at the interior of the Cessna Citation X. It was a lot nicer than anything she had ever traveled in for the NID, and it was faster than almost anything the NID had access to. Plus, it could actually be landed at normal civilian airports on reasonably sized runways. She wondered how many hidden modifications the jet had.




Finn’s team had better weapons, too. And smarter selections. It was stupid to run around with AK-47s like a bunch of poorly-trained third-world terrorists when you were strong enough to wield… Damn, that was an M240G. And she had no idea what was in that other case, unless it was an M32. So the three of them were an entire infantry platoon with heavy weapons support. Who needed a mortar platoon when you had someone who could also tote around an M32 and enough ammo for it? She needed to learn the lessons these guys had to teach her.




She decided it was time to go to work. “So… what did you think when you got your letters from that mythical Kids Of Breslynn Orphanage?”




Their eyes flickered over toward each other. Either they were unified against her and checking out each other’s stories, or else they didn’t really trust that they were all unified. She could work with either one.




Finn flatly said, “All three of us had already seen what your little friends represented. I’m not big on genocide and kidnapping innocent people for experiments even the Nazis would balk at.”




Lupo added, “Anybody who wants Walsh to do more of this crap is not going to get the Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval.”




Clare shrugged. “So you’re fine with the way things are. We’re better than the average Joe Blow, and you’re going to let him and his friends ruin our planet. Overpopulation that’s going to use up all our resources. People polluting the planet, making places like Chernobyl uninhabitable. People releasing chemicals that do terrible things to other people, or to animals, or to everything in sight. People wiping out forests we need so we can have oxygen, or poisoning our water, or dumping pollutants into our air, or processing metals and chemicals in ways that send plumes of poison for hundreds and hundreds of miles. Everyone’s going to die anyway, only it’s going to be really slowly, over decades or centuries. I’ve seen it. Have you ever been to some of the Russian smelting towns, like Nikel? There’s nothing Dr. Walsh has done that’s worse than what the Russians have done to some of their own towns.”




Finn said, “I’ve seen some of the former USSR mistakes. I’ve fought things that used to be animals before they got exposed to toxic wastes. I’ve battled things that mutated after Chernobyl. I’ve faced down people who had been turned into supervillains. That doesn’t mean I think we should kill everyone.”




Clare nodded, like she was agreeing with his point of view. Finn was going to be a hard sell. But if she pretended to focus on him, she might be able to sway Lupo or Carlson.







Vince Elliott checked the monitors again. He didn’t like having his routines changed. He knew that was one of his weakpoints, but it was still true. He liked a routine for cargo capsules, and a routine for new arrivals. He liked being able to make sure that the docking modules were aligned properly, and that bulkheads were ready in case of accidents. And he liked having Miku on comms instead of Michael.




Oh, Michael was fine as a comm officer, but Miku knew the systems better, and she knew the people on the other end of the connections, and she was better with languages, and she was better with people. Sometimes that really mattered, when you might be dealing with one of a dozen different space programs. Also, Vince would rather have Michael keeping an eye on Hans, or being ready in case a quick repair was needed.




He frowned. It wasn’t Hans he wanted Michael to keep an eye on. It was Carter. And that alien lifeform. The alien made him nervous, but Carter? He’d had to admit it to himself a long time ago, but Carter made him feel inferior. If she had been younger than thirty-two, he’d think she was one of these Orphan terrorists, even if there was no way Sam Carter was the terrorist type. But she was too smart and too athletic and too determined… and too damn sexy. She had written physics papers at the Academy that were so goddamn awesome the Air Force had needed to classify them. She had already been working toward a doctorate in astrophysics before they graduated from the Academy. When people had been talking about who they wanted for the Atlantis mission to that comet, there was really only one name being bandied about for ‘astrophysics mission specialist’: Captain Samantha Carter.




And who wanted to talk to him now? Carter. There was an angry Sam Carter on one monitor. “Elliott! Stop your idiot scientist from breaking quarantine! He just had his robot sampler take the vials and stuff them into the transport tube!”




But Hans popped up on another monitor. “Vince! Something is going wrong with the remote sampler. It just acted against explicit instructions, and I can’t make it stop. It’s transferring Captain Carter’s samples into analysis vials, and it’s been over-ridden by something. I need Michael down here at once!”




Michael stuck his head around the corner. “I heard that, Vince. I’m on it.” He pushed off from the wall and flew across the module to the central core so he could get to module 2 and deal with Halvorsen and that stupid sampler.




There was a vibration through his feet, and Vince knew the X-37 had just docked successfully. He flipped on the speakers. “We have crew coming in. Miku, get down here and take over comms. Viktor and Lisa, meet me at the docking module. Jun and Al, go help Michael and Hans with the isolation crisis. If necessary, drag Hans out of that module and seal it. Preserving the quarantine is more important than getting some research done, no matter what Hans thinks.”




He didn’t wait for a bunch of acknowledgements, half of which wouldn’t get made over the communications system anyway. He pushed off from his handhold, flew across the room through the hatch, and smoothly pushed off one wall to bounce into the central core.




The ISS had become big enough that it was nearly impossible to move into new orbits, but it now had plenty of options for ships and capsules coming in to dock. It had three levels, each of which was shaped like a cross, and the levels were stacked at the top, middle, and bottom of the central core. They were ready to add another two levels if the ESA and NASA ever stopped arguing about funding.




He kicked off and flew up the core, instead of using the ladder. Then he caught himself and pivoted through the hatch to move into level one, where the X-37 had just docked.




Viktor was moving up the central core behind him, and he could hear Lisa coming from the med module. But the docking hatch was already opening, and three men in spacesuits were walking in.




Vince grabbed a handhold and turned to face the visitors. He stopped short when he saw that two of the men were pointing guns at him, while the third had a handgun and a taser. A firearm in a space station was incredibly dangerous. He wondered what they thought would happen if they accidentally put a bullet through a window.




Maybe that was why they were still in full spacesuits. Spacesuits with holsters attached.




Maybe they were planning on creating a disaster like that.




He put his hands up and stalled, “Hey now, there’s no need to get carried away here. Let’s just put our guns down and not risk any dangerous decompression problems.” He needed Viktor or Lisa to react to his intent. If just one of them slammed the module hatch shut behind him and executed the security protocols, these guys would be stuck without access to the rest of the station. There were other docking hatches, but they could be disabled. There were EVA hatches, but they could be blocked. He and Viktor had worked this all out in a couple emergency scenarios.




He heard Viktor lock the hatch, but only after Viktor came into the module behind Vince. Then Viktor suddenly went for the save.




Viktor launched himself in a micro-grav attack that no one would be expecting if they were used to Earth gravity situations. Viktor kicked off from the hatch, hit the ceiling over Vince’s head, pushed off with one hand, and did a half-barrel roll so he was charging at the astronauts hands-first from above their heads. In micro-grav, momentum was everything, and Vince knew Viktor was trying to bowl all three intruders over in one blitz. Then Viktor would have the advantage, because he had training in hand-to-hand fighting in micro-grav.




It almost worked.




Vince dove in low to back Viktor’s play, but all three intruders got off a shot. One bullet seared over Vince’s head and missed him, probably because the gunman was intuitively expecting Vince to have to leap in an arch. Micro-gravity? No discernable ballistic curves.




Viktor’s body crashed into the intruders, and everyone went flying backward. Vince crashed into the middle guy, and tried to grapple for that gun.




A taser hit him in the neck, and he yelled in agony. He couldn’t make his body stop twitching, and he couldn’t control it. One of the other intruders kicked him in the chest, knocking him back across the module and into a side wall.




Another intruder pushed Viktor’s limp body, and it drifted backward, turning slowly about all three axes as it floated back toward the central core. Vince couldn’t make his body move yet, but he could see that there was a small but bloody hole in Viktor’s temple.




One of the intruders said in a definitely American voice, “Lucky shot.”




The second one admitted, “Yes sir. I’m not claiming otherwise.”




The third one muttered, “We should’ve expected space warfare tactics.”




Crap, all three of them had American accents! Who the hell were these guys?




Vince struggled to get control over his muscles, but that taser had knocked the shit out of him. He hadn’t ever realized just how much those little bastards hurt. And he needed to find out where the other two bullets went, because a cracked window or some severed tubing would be critical up here.




The hatch unlocked from the other side with a couple clacks. And Michael came barging in, carrying a test tube rack holding four glass tubes. Every tube had a sample of the green fungal slime. Every tube was sealed with a plastic cap. What the hell was he thinking?




Michael hastily said to the intruders, “We have a problem, sir. I buried the message, but NASA called us to say that Terawatt’s on her way up in that DragonX capsule. She’ll be here soon.”




The intruder who seemed to be in charge growled, “Fuck! Okay, let’s move it. Did you scrag the comms?”




Michael nodded, “Done, and the comm officer’s taken care of too.”




Michael stepped forward, and suddenly jerked backward. A slender arm tipped with elegant fingernails wrapped around his throat, and another arm twisted his free arm back behind his body. Lisa coldly said, “I don’t think so. Release your weapons and push them gently so they float over to me.”




Michael struggled, and then groaned, “Sir, she’s really strong!”




The head intruder growled, “Just what we need. Another frigging Orphan.”




Vince winced inwardly. Surely Lisa couldn’t be one of those terrorist Orphans that had been all over the news. Even if she was a brilliant doctor. And she never got space sickness. And she was twenty-nine and a half, with a birthday in the middle of summer. And she spoke more languages than Miku. And she was just stunningly gorgeous, and way out of his league. And…




God damn it, he’d been about to ask an Orphan to marry him. He was trapped in between an Orphan threat and some sort of non-Orphan threat that seemed to be three Americans who didn’t care who they killed. And he still couldn’t move, other than making a few feeble twitches.




The head intruder pointed his .22 at Vince and snarled, “Let’s see if our intel on ISS personnel is accurate. Okay doc, let the nice engineer go, or I’ll start putting .22 caliber rounds into your boyfriend. I think I’ll start with the hands and feet, then the knees and the elbows, and I’ll just work my way toward the balls.”




“No! Don’t! Please,” Lisa begged.




Vince managed to get his throat working. “He’s… bluffing. Don’t.”




Lisa didn’t take her eyes off the intruders. “He’s not. None of them are. They killed Viktor without a second thought. They’ll kill all of us if I don’t cooperate.”




Vince insisted, “You can’t let him have the vials!”




Lisa released Michael and pushed him so he drifted across the module to the hatch. She said, “You have the vials. Don’t hurt the commander.”




The intruders backed into the docking hatch, their guns all pointing at Lisa. Michael squeezed around behind them so he was safer, the weasel. The hatch began to close. The head intruder popped the cap off one vial and flipped it at Lisa, just as the hatch slammed shut.




Vince forced his legs to work, and he pushed off the floor to intercept the vial. He could see green slime already flicking out from the rotating vial.




He managed to get in the way of the tube, and it splattered on his chest. He grabbed the tube with one still-shuddering hand, and he pushed off the ceiling with his other hand.




He managed to land right in the EVA hatch, and he slammed the inner door closed. “Lisa, get the hell out of the module, and seal it from the outside.”




“Oh, Vince!”




He shrugged his way into one of the spacesuits in the EVA hatch, and sealed it behind him. “I’m going to the isolation module. Find Miku. Fix the damage Michael did. Get a warning to Earth.” He slipped on the suit’s environment pack, and he snugged on the helmet. He grabbed a pair of direction-control rockets, and he finished, “And Lisa… if I don’t make it, in the left-hand cabinet in my bunk area… that ring’s for you.”




She pressed her face against the window of the inner hatch door, and she burst into tears.







Colonel McNamara strapped himself in his chair and growled, “We need to get the hell out of here now, and we need to deal with Terawatt before she tries to come after us.”




Michael asked, “How do we do that? Isn’t she pretty much indestructible?”




He said, “We just need to implement Plan E.”




Agent Webb nodded, “Oh, no problem. We’ve got the rocketpacks ready, and Michael knows how to do EVAs. He can help me place them.”




McNamara grinned. He pointed roughly toward their target and said, “Make it so, Number One.”







Alex had been expecting danger and stress and shaking and incredible g forces. She hadn’t expected… boredom.




They had loaded her in a cargo capsule on top of a Falcon 9 rocket. Okay, she just went silvery and sat in a thirty gallon drum in the middle of a bunch of real cargo the space station was waiting on. She had a computer tablet and a little collapsible telescope with her.




In everything she’d ever seen about blasting off and intense g forces, she’d always seen people pressed back in their launch chairs and pinned in place by the acceleration. But she was in her silvery morph, so the acceleration wasn’t that bad. It was just kind of like a medium pressure. A couple times during the eight minute launch, she’d been tempted to get up and look around, even if there was nothing to look out through.




Then the rocket boosted the capsule to the right speed in low earth orbit, which took a couple hours of not-bad-at-all acceleration. She just sat there in her morph, and kept the tablet computer they’d given her out of the morph, and read the stuff on the tablet. So… eight minutes of serious blast-off stuff, and then over three hours of really boring boost-then-wait-then-boost-again stuff.




At least the Blackbirds had a canopy you could look out through and see utterly awesome views. This Dragon capsule had a hatch that was solid metal without even a peephole.




Okay, the tablet was pretty cool, although the directions and the ‘all about the tablet’ stuff had been written by the world’s most boring writer. She just about dozed off half a dozen times just reading through the junk. But the tablet had GPS and a compass and an accelerometer built in, and star charts and astrogation programs loaded, so it was full of useful stuff.




It was three hours and forty-eight minutes by the tablet’s clock when it finally signaled her it was time to get going. By then, the capsule had moved into a low earth orbit that was just five kilometers below the ISS, even if it was going to need another ten to twenty hours to close in gingerly and match speeds perfectly and then dock.




But she didn’t need that. The capsule was already traveling within about a hundred sixty kilometers per hour of the speed of the ISS, so all she needed was someone to tell her where to go next. And that was what the tablet was for. Okay, being able to spot the ISS was also good, so she had the telescope too.




She used the little hatch to get out of the capsule, and she looked at the tablet. All she had to do was line it up with the stars around her.




Wow, she was in outer space and looking at the stars. This was totally worth sitting in a big bucket for almost four hours. The earth was this huge, gorgeous, green and blue and white and brown ball underneath her. It was so much prettier than the pictures she’d seen. The stars had never looked so clear and sharp. They had colors too! Colors she could even see. This was so spectacularly awesome! Of the awesome, as Willow would say.




She jetted forward at where the space station would be in a couple minutes. It was only three miles to the station’s orbit, and she could do that in under two minutes. And with no wind resistance slowing her down, she just felt like she was zooming faster than ever.




Maybe she was. She got to the space station’s rendezvous a little early and used her telescope to spot it coming her way. It looked like it was moving at her at about fifty miles an hour, which meant she had to be orbiting pretty fast already.




Hey, was that a shuttle leaving the ISS? Sam wasn’t supposed to be taking her shuttle anywhere. If she’d decided to go crash it into the sun, Alex was going to be really upset. She tried to type on her tablet with her tk to send a text radio message to the station, but no one answered.




Wow, from out here the ISS looked like a big Lego set. It had three levels, one of which had the Atlantis docked with its side against one module that was hanging off the end of the station on long cables. Each level looked like a big plus sign, with each leg of the plus made of maybe three pre-fabricated modules. Some of the modules had logos on the outside telling her that they were from NASA or the ESA or the RSA or the JASA or even the Chinese Space Administration. That last one was in ideographs she had to look up on a page on the tablet. The station also had really big blue solar panels covering the side facing the sun, and a host of places where it had fancy rockets so it could steer, and docking hatches, and all kinds of cool stuff.




Alex easily caught the ISS as it moved past her. After all, she was the fastest thing around here, relatively speaking.




Hey, there was someone in a spacesuit climbing along the cables to get to what had to be Sam’s module. Alex didn’t know what was up with that, but that was where Alex wanted to go too. She zoomed over, grabbed the person with her tk, and popped the two of them into the EVA hatch they’d told her about before she blasted off.







Lisa dove down the central core, grabbed a handhold, and flung herself into the control room. She didn’t bother to do the slow and careful routine she’d been using. She didn’t have time to pretend any longer.




She checked the radio first. “Merda!” It wasn’t working. She needed Miku or possibly Jun to get it working again. She slapped the switches for every communications monitor on the entire shuttle, including Captain Carter’s isolation module. “This is Lisa. I am assuming emergency command. Michael broke quarantine and took Captain Carter’s samples. The ‘ESA visitors’ were a group of armed Americans in what might be a stolen X-37. They shot and killed Viktor. They contaminated Vince. They took Michael with them. Vince is in a suit, moving along the outside of the station toward the isolation module, even though he and Captain Carter do not get along. Jun, I need you here at the control module. Find Miku. I don’t know if Michael killed her. If she’s just tied up, I need the two of you to fix the radio first so we can alert all our ground controls. If she’s injured or dead, you’ll have to fix the radio on your own. If she’s hurt, I’ll take her to medical and do what I can for her. Hans, you and Al make sure we still have isolation, and that Michael didn’t contaminate the entire station when the figlio di troia betrayed us. Captain Carter, please do what you can for Vince, he was splashed with a sample, and I don’t know how long he has before he is… not himself.”




Everyone went along, partly due to the shock of hearing about Viktor’s death and Vince’s contamination and Michael’s betrayal. Even Captain Carter, who asked to be called Sam.




Lisa added, “We also need to check on that X-37’s flightpath, so we know that it’s not going to make another pass at us and launch a missile or something. We need to help Terawatt when she arrives, perhaps ahead of the cargo capsule — Michael received word of that, and suppressed it. And once we have an engineer who is free, I need someone to go up and find where the two bullets that missed Vince actually struck, so we know how much damage they did.”




“This is Jun. I found Miku in storage module B. She’s tied up and gagged, and unconscious, and bleeding from a scalp wound. But she’s still breathing.”




Lisa scowled to herself. “Thank you. I’ll come get her and take her to medical. You need to get up here and see if you can salvage any of the radio systems.”




Jun replied, “Will do.”




“Lisa, this is Sam. Terawatt just flew up, grabbed Vince, and flew him into the EVA hatch. I’m operating the systems so I can let both of them in. And since I’ve got some astrophysics gear here, I already checked the flightpath. Whatever the X-37 is doing, it’s not on a normal re-entry path, and it’s not staying at altitude to make an attack pass at us. In fact, it’s moving to a higher-altitude orbit.”




Lisa said, “Thank you, Sam. Everyone? Please keep me and everyone else onboard informed. I’ll be in medical if you want to talk to me.” She slid past Jun and pushed off to get to storage module B as quickly as she could. She could hurry to get there, but she knew she was going to have to be a lot gentler when she moved Miku up to a bed in the medical module.




If only she knew what those bastards in that X-37 were up to…





167. Mission Problems



Alex hadn’t meant to scare the guy in the spacesuit, but she couldn’t exactly apologize until they had air and stuff.




Oh wait, she could! She flew him into the EVA hatch, pulled the outer door shut with her tk, and pulled her tablet out of her morph. She typed ‘sorry!’ in a little notepad window and then used the touchscreen surface to enlarge the image so the letters were four inches high.




She got a tired nod out of him, which was about all she figured she was going to get after the guy had climbed over most of the outside of the ISS to get here. She figured he had to be pretty serious about something. Or really desperate.




The inner hatch swung open, and it was Sam!




Okay, it wasn’t other-Sam, it was her world’s Sam, and she looked kind of cruddy. She looked like she’d been on a tilt-a-whirl until she was so sick she urped all over the place, and then they still didn’t let her off for another hour.




Alex was suddenly really afraid that Sam was so contaminated with that icky alien stuff that it was too late to help her.




Alex stayed silvery and checked, “Captain Carter, I’m Terawatt. Is the air safe to breathe?”




Sam nodded, “Yeah. For now, anyway. I’ve been trying to keep the module disinfected… other than me, of course.” She looked over at the guy in the spacesuit and said, “This is Vince Elliott, the commander of the station.”




He looked at Alex and said, “Call me Vince, ma’am.” Then he shook his head inside the spacesuit. “And I’m not in command anymore, Carter. I’m contaminated, thanks to the last visitors we had. I’m not taking off the suit either, because I’ve got contaminant on my shirt. The stuff feels like it’s eating through my uniform, too.”




Sam told him, “I can recharge your backpack env system while you tell Terawatt what just happened.”




Alex listened as Commander Elliott explained about the X-37 that had just left. With the samples of the goo. So it was a threat to everything on Earth. When he wrapped up, she asked, “Have you warned everyone down below?”




He scowled inside his helmet. “Michael wrecked the radio before he left.”




Sam said, “Lisa announced over the comms that Miku has a concussion, so fixing the radio may be harder without her skillset. And it’s not like I can go into the station and work on it.”




Vince hit the comm buttons under the flat screen monitor. “Lisa? What’s the status?”




Alex winced a little when Lisa came on. Too good-looking, perfect red hair even in low gravity, smart enough to be the medical officer on the ISS, maybe twenty-eight… She asked, “How long have you known you were an Orphan?”




Lisa immediately answered her, “Since the week before I was scheduled to fly up here. And it is not relevant.” She looked at Vince. “Miku has a serious concussion and a hairline fracture of the skull. Whatever Michael hit her with, he clearly didn’t care if she survived. Jun says the radio cannot be repaired without replacement parts from Earth, because Michael also smashed our replacement parts here. Hans says we still have quarantine in place, and his air samples are clean. Al says the two other bullets stayed in the module and embedded themselves in the walls where they won’t cause any damage, although one missed a window by only about a half a meter. And I have recovered footage of the incident.”




Alex asked, “Can I see it?”




Lisa just typed on a keyboard, and the scene played out on the monitor.




“Oh crud.” Alex suddenly felt sick to her stomach. “I need to hear that again.”




“You need to see it again?” Lisa checked.




“Please, just play it again.” Alex closed her eyes and listened hard. After it finished, she said, “I know that voice. Now we definitely need to radio to the ground.”




Vince asked, “Can you get in the shuttle and use its radio?”




Sam actually shuddered. “Maybe. I don’t know if I can get past the lifeform, either coming or going. I’m computing that it’s now about six hundred fifty pounds of hungry fungus-like creature. I just barely made it out after I docked, and that was only because I tricked it into going for a pool of CO2 instead of me. I don’t know how fast it learns, so that may not work again, and I had to take my helmet and backpack off to try it.”




Alex asked, “Can you teach me how to use the radio in a couple minutes?”




Sam frowned, “I don’t think so, unless you have military communications officer experience in your secret identity.”




Alex suggested, “Okay, how about you and I both go, and I’ll defend you while you operate the radio?”




Sam frowned again. “Your major offensive weapon is lightning, right?” Alex nodded. “This thing absorbs a wide range of electromagnetic frequencies and uses it to grow bigger.”




Alex thought it over and then asked, “Okay, do you have any cutting tools?”




Sam said, “You can’t hack and slash at this thing like a dragon in a fantasy novel.”




Alex told her, “Oh, I know how hard dragons are to fight, but that wasn’t what I had in mind.”




Vince choked, “You’ve fought actual dragons?”




Sam checked, “Not metaphorical ones?”




Alex shrugged, “Well, not in this dimension. And they’re not as tough as some of the stuff that Maggie Walsh has made.”




Sam and Vince exchanged looks Sam asked, “Another dimension? You’re sure?”




Alex nodded, “Totally. It’s one of the reasons I wanted to meet you. To talk to you about the physics involved.”




Sam looked a little suspicious. “Maybe we should wait until after we survive this.”




Vince said, “Let’s look in the tool chest they shoved in here.”




Alex saw where he was pointing. It was a big thing shaped like a pirate’s chest but with a flat top. She popped it open with her tk, and she saw that it had shelves on connectors so the shelves lifted up and back as the lid came up. Plus there were a bunch of smaller tools and spare parts in little boxes on the inside of the lid. She flew over and looked in it.




“Ooh! Perfect!” She lifted out from the bottom level a thing like a weird concrete-cutting saw with a great big circular sawblade. She used her tk to unscrew a nut and pull a bolt, and she took the blade out of the saw. “Now I’m ready.”




Sam grimaced, “I’m glad one of us is.” She looked over. “Elliott, don’t let the hatch open if there’s any of the lifeform in there with us. Even if we beg.”




Wow, that totally did not sound encouraging.







Roger McNamara waited until the X-37B stopped accelerating. He ordered, “Webb. Markham. Get Michael in the spare spacesuit, get the packs out of the locker, and show Michael where to attach his packs.”




He waited impatiently, while Michael was suited up, and the three men moved, one at a time, through the airlock of the EVA hatch with the six computer-controlled rocketpacks.




He asked his pilot, “Do you have programming complete on the rocketpacks?”




“Yes, colonel. The code keeps everything up to date. All I have to do is tell it when to fire the rockets, and it’ll work out the guidance and thrust based on current time and position, all by itself.”




“Great. This shouldn’t take long.”







Michael looked at the rocketpack one more time. It was exactly where Webb had told him to put it. These six rockets ought to be plenty for this particular problem.




He was about to use the propulsion system to follow Webb and Markham back toward the X-37. He drifted away from the rocketpack and triggered the system.




It sputtered and failed. “Wait! I have an emergency!”




They weren’t waiting. He continued to drift away from the satellite, but the two other men were accelerating to the X-37 and leaving him behind.




He checked the control strapped to his wrist. Nothing. He frantically unhooked his system and checked. It was out of fuel. They had given him a propulsion system that wouldn’t get him back to the ship with the others.




The rocketpacks all fired and drove the satellite out of its orbit, and into a new one. He watched as it jetted away, moving faster and faster relative to his position.




Webb was already onboard the X-37, and Markham was moving into the EVA hatch.




Michael watched in mounting horror as Markham moved into the X-37, and it jetted off, leaving him.




He realized they would never come back for him. No one could fly up and rescue him in the few hours he had left. He was going to drift here, utterly helpless and afraid, for hours until he ran out of air, and then he would slowly, painfully asphyxiate. The thought terrified him.




He had only one alternative. He could make it quick. He sobbed wretchedly. Then he unlocked the helmet and exposed himself to vacuum.







McNamara looked at his team and nodded. “Good work. That’s both of our loose ends taken care in one fell swoop.”




“What is ‘one fell swoop’ anyway?”




McNamara smiled. He always enjoyed getting to show his superior intelligence. “It’s Shakespeare. It’s from ‘Macbeth.’ That’s why everyone always says the exact words ‘in one fell swoop’ because it’s a quote, even if they don’t know it.”







Sam Carter was scared. She was going back in the shuttle Atlantis anyway, but she was scared. It would be nice if the superheroine next to her looked worried, or even edgy. And Sam still wasn’t sure why Terawatt wanted a circular cutting blade with no motive force to operate it.




At least she didn’t have to go in by herself and then wait for someone else to follow through the EVA hatch. Still, after dealing with green pseudopods and green semi-solids, it was a little unnerving being in the close confines of the shuttle’s EVA hatch with a sentient silvery semi-solid.




The inner hatch opened, and green pseudopods started moving her way.




For about a second.




Something invisible swept through the air and knocked all the pseudopods backward like an enormous tennis racket.




Holy Hannah. Maybe Terawatt had good reason not to be too worried about this thing.




A large mass of fungoid growth moved off the opposite wall and oozed toward them. Terawatt just looked at it. Sam saw the mass move slightly, like someone was tugging on it. Maybe Terawatt was trying to use her telekinetic powers on it.




It suddenly lifted off the wall and floor, and went flying to smash against the rear wall of the shuttle.




Terawatt merely flew on, like this was nothing. Maybe this was nothing, as far as she was concerned. Sam was beginning to suspect that after Gojira, and an army of silicates, and other-dimensional dragons, and supervillain teams, maybe this was peanuts for Terawatt.




They flew over the masses of moving lifeform, and Sam noticed she wasn’t having to make any adjustments. Terawatt was steering her as well. Several pseudopods were swatted away like annoying flies, and the door to the control cabin swung open for them. Terawatt took a quick look inside before telekinetically pulling Sam in after her and then shutting the door.




“Let’s make that radio call.”




Sam took a breath and said, “On it.” It still felt weird having a silvery blob talking to her. She strapped herself in the pilot’s seat and flipped on the radio systems. She mentioned, “I had to use duct tape to keep the lifeform from oozing through the seals around the door.”




“Thanks for the heads-up,” Terawatt calmly told her. “Once you have Houston, I’ll need to speak to General Peterson. I need to contact the President and General Jack O’Neill.”




Cripes! The President? A handful of generals? Terawatt was playing in a completely different league than Captain Samantha Carter.




“Mission Control, this is Captain Sam Carter in the Atlantis. Mission control, please come in.”




“Atlantis, this is Mission Control. We thought you were evac’ing Atlantis and moving to an isolation module on the ISS.”




“Houston, I did so. I’m with Terawatt, and we’re back in the Atlantis because the ISS has no radio comms anymore. It was sabotage.”




Terawatt floated just over her shoulder. “This is Terawatt. I need General Peterson on this call, and I need him to get the President and also General Jack O’Neill of the DHS. And I need this done in the next two minutes, because we have a limited amount of time before the alien gets into the forward cabin and eats us. Is that clear?”




“Yes ma’am. General Peterson will be here in… Oh sorry, sir.”




“This is General Peterson. Am I talking to Terawatt?”




Terawatt calmly replied, “Yes, general. We have a crisis going on up here, and you’re about to have one on Earth if we don’t coordinate this fast enough.”




The general answered, “My adjutant is already calling General O’Neill. General Jackson gave us a contact number in case you insisted. And we’re trying to get the President on another line.”




“Thank you,” Terawatt easily said.




Sam was taking mental notes on this. Not that she was expecting she would ever get to push generals around, but it was still a useful, transferable skill.




Terawatt made a slight noise, and Sam took a quick peek. Green tendrils were trying to ooze their way in around the door, but were running into some sort of force field. Sam was going to assume it was another application of telekinesis, until she needed to rethink her supposition.




Terawatt calmly muttered, “Persistent little stinker, isn’t it?”




Suddenly a voice Sam had never heard before was on the radio. “O’Neill here. Tera, do you have a problem? An FYI? Maybe a 4-1-1?”




She let people call her ‘Tera’? Maybe Terawatt worked with General O’Neill a lot.




Terawatt said, “D. All of the above. And I’d like the President to hear this too.”




Then a voice Sam had heard plenty of times — but never in person — came on. “Terawatt, this is the President. I assume you found something critical.”




Terawatt summarized, “The lifeform is real, and dangerous. Carter is infected but holding out for now. The station commander was infected when an X-37 flew up, pretended to be from the ESA, and stole all of Carter’s samples thanks to a mole onboard the ISS. The station’s flight engineer. Michael something. The X-37 team were armed with handguns and tasers. They shot and killed the RSA officer on board, then they deliberately opened a sample bottle and Commander Elliott intercepted it before it could contaminate several modules and possibly the central core of the station. But now he’s contaminated too. Sir, it was an American team in spacesuits, and I recognized the voice of their leader. It was Colonel Roger McNamara of the NID.”




General O’Neill said several colorful phrases that Sam would never have the nerve to say in front of the President.




The President growled, “General O’Neill, that reflects my sentiments exactly. What do we need to do?”




Terawatt replied, “The ISS has no radio, due to sabotage. The only radio we have is this one, in the shuttle, which puts any operator at the mercy of six hundred pounds of omnivorous green slime. The commander is contaminated and now in the isolation module. Their 2IC is dead. The comm officer is in the med bay with a serious concussion. The flight engineer was a mole for the NID, and left with the X-37. The ISS is currently being run by the doctor, an Italian woman named Lisa, I don’t know her last name. But I do know this. She’s an Orphan. McNamara identified her as one, so he may have an Orphan or two working with him. And he has three samples of this lifeform. I think that puts this squarely in the purview of General O’Neill’s people. That X-37 needs to be tracked, and then stopped before they — accidentally or on purpose — release this lifeform where we cannot quarantine it.”




General O’Neill said, “We’re on it as of this second… Unless the President says otherwise.”




The President answered, “No general, I’m not saying otherwise. I’m telling you that you have this op, regardless of other agencies getting their noses out of joint.”




General O’Neill casually asked, “So Tera, any other crises or apocalypses?”




“No, general.”




“In that case, we’ll let you sign off so you can fight your way past alien tentacles to get out of there.”




The President said, “Good luck, Terawatt.”




“Thank you, sir. Over and out.”




Sam had a lot of questions, but apparently that fact was all over her face. Terawatt looked at her and said, “Yes, he calls me Tera. You can too — in fact, I’d like you to. And yes, he’s that big a smart aleck all the time. If the President hadn’t been on the line, he probably would have made a joke about hentai or something. And if I have any say in the matter, you’ll be meeting him.”




Sam then wondered if perhaps Terawatt also had some telepathy.




Terawatt — Sam was not ready to call her ‘Tera’ — told her, “Let’s get out of here while we still can.”




Sam asked, “You don’t really think the intruders were using Orphans, do you? Based on the footage we saw, their leader seemed opposed to the general idea.”




Terawatt answered smugly, “No, I don’t. But Lisa is definitely one, and I trust General O’Neill’s people a lot more than anybody else out there, so I gave him enough leeway to get his agency involved.”




Sam made a mental note that Terawatt was sneakier than she acted.




Terawatt turned and swung open the cabin door. There was a solid wall of green blocking the doorway.




Sam stared in horror. Terawatt just sighed, like she had expected this, or at least something like this.




The huge circular blade came out of her morph, and began spinning faster and faster. Sam had an impulse to back up, because that blade looked deadly.




The blade suddenly swooped forward and sliced along one edge of the doorframe, cutting through the alien like it was made of jello. Three more cuts along the edges of the doorframe, and a rectangle of green fell backward out of the doorway to crash on the floor of the shuttle bay. The whirling blade ducked around the doorframe and sliced through half a dozen tentacles that moved in toward the doorway.




Terawatt transformed from that silvery amorphous form to her usual superheroine form. Sam watched, and she wondered how the shapeshifting worked, and what the physical principles behind it could be.




Terawatt zipped out through the center of the doorway and whirled around about ten feet on the other side. The sliced rectangle of green went flying back to smash against the back wall of the shuttle bay. The blade sliced through some more of the fungoid mass where it was gathered around the other side of the doorframe, and suddenly four sections of the green went flying back toward the stern, one after the other.




Terawatt looked at Sam, and Sam felt herself being yanked out of the seat and pulled straight to the EVA hatch. They ducked inside it and shut the inner door before sealing it and moving through the outer hatch, into the module’s docking airlock.




Vince opened the hatch and waved them in. “Any problems?”




Sam just said, “Take a look at the blade.”




Vince winced a little inside his spacesuit, because there was green goo all around the outer two-thirds of the blade.




Sam hastily opened up a sample container and held it open for Terawatt to shove the blade in. Then she used the port on the top of the container to squeeze in a pint of wide-spectrum disinfectant. She shook the container until every bit of green was being attacked by disinfectants. She still sealed the sample container anyway.







Jack listened carefully to General Jackson. “Look Jack, I’ve already got NASA, NORAD, the ESA, and the Russians tracking that X-37. The RSA is pretty pissed about some of our people murdering their cosmonaut on the ISS, so they’re going to track this thing with everything they’ve got, and they’re going to want McNamara’s head on a platter.”




Jack said, “That would be just fine with me, sir. I even know some people who would like to serve McNamara up for us, maybe nicely roasted first. Although I’d like to have him alive long enough for him to testify against everyone else involved in this fiasco, starting probably with Harry Maybourne and whoever’s behind him.”







Alex watched while Lisa checked with them over the station communication monitors. Lisa announced, “Miku is doing better. I’ve got her heavily sedated now, because concussions and skull fractures are nothing to play with. But she managed to tell me that Michael received a coded message, he left for a couple minutes, he came back, and he tied her up and gagged her and shoved her in the storage locker. She tried to get loose or call for help, but he did too good a job. Only a couple hours later did he come back and probably hit her with something blunt and cylindrical based on the damage. She doesn’t have a recollection of that moment, which is pretty common with blows to the head like that.”




Vince said from inside his spacesuit, “Well, at least Sam and Terawatt contacted NASA for us. We’ll probably get another cargo capsule with spares for the radio gear, and anything else we find Michael ruined.”




Lisa frowned, “Good. We can’t fix it with what we still have onboard. So I have Hans checking the remote sampler for any more programming boobytraps, Jun checking the other science modules for anything Michael might have left us, like bombs, and Al checking the food stores. I’m going over life support, just in case Michael did something unpleasant there. And Hans is still doing hourly air samples to make sure we still have the quarantine in place.”




Vince nodded, “Sounds good. Thanks for taking charge, Lisa.”




She grumbled, “How could I not? Remember, I’m an Orphan.”




Alex finally admitted, “I don’t really think you’re part of their international terrorist organization. I just used that to bring General O’Neill’s agency in on things. Sorry. And if it helps, the general knows that plenty of Orphans don’t want to be part of the big kill-everyone-off thing.” She thought about saying ‘some of my best friends are Orphans’ but that sounded so patronizing and some-of-my-best-friends-are-black. Even if some of her best friends were black. And at least one of her best friends really was an Orphan. “Besides, ‘dedicated medical professional trying to save lives’ pretty much says ‘not a part of the Orphan terrorist plot’.”




Lisa scowled, “It was inevitable. Vince heard what the invaders said, and he saw me manhandle Michael.”




Vince told her, “It doesn’t matter to me. Really.”




Alex thought Lisa might burst into tears at that.




Sam said, “And I’ll do the monitoring duty on that X-37, since I’m stuck in here and I’ve got adequate astrophysics equipment.”




Vince pointed out, “You should be able to access the station’s astrophysics equipment from here. We’re not the Hubble, but we’ve got good equipment, and servicing it is a lot easier than flying up to the Hubble. We just walk outside and around the corner.”




Sam nodded, “I know the specs. You’ve got a high resolution UV spectrograph, a wide-field optical camera, and a high-speed photometer.” She started typing on a keyboard underneath a different monitor. “I wrote most of the software with cooperators at UC San Diego and U Dub-Madison.”




Vince grimaced a little and muttered, “Naturally.”




Sam popped up an image of the stars, in what Alex figured was the visible light spectrum, just based on how it looked like what could be seen out the window. She muttered under her breath, “Flightpath of the X-37…” Another window popped up on the screen, and a series of overlapping images showed the X-37 rocketing off and getting farther away, and then coasting alongside what had to be a satellite. Then the satellite they were next to suddenly turned on rockets and started moving, but the rockets were pointing away from the ISS so they were harder to see. And the X-37 took off again.




Sam winced, “Oh no.”




Vince looked up. “What?”




“It’s the Envisat.”




Vince growled, “That piece of shit? It’s been dead in the water for years.”




Sam said, “Not anymore. They slapped at least four large rocketpacks on it. Maybe six. It’s hard to be sure from here.”




Alex gulped a little. If the rockets were firing, but they were pointing away from the ISS, then they were pushing the Envisat at them.




Lisa asked from the communications monitor, “How is their aim?”




Sam typed rapidly on the keyboard, and the screen turned into what looked like an image of the Envisat surrounded by blue lines and projections. She typed some more. And then some more. “Umm, I hate to say it, but it looks like their aim is good. Really, really good. It’s going to hit us at about fourteen hundred kph. In just under eleven minutes, unless we can move perpendicular to its motion.”




Vince pointed out, “We have twelve unsupported module chains sticking out from our central core, plus four solar-panel wings that are wider and longer than our biggest level. When we need to adjust attitude or change orbit, it takes the computers at NASA and the ESA four hours to develop the program to control all one hundred seventy-six attitude jets so we don’t tear the ISS to pieces. Then it usually takes three hours to execute the program, bringing everything on-line really slowly and tapering off again really slowly, so we don’t tear a few module chains off the central core, or rip a solar-panel wing loose. We’re not designed for dodging.”




Lisa added, “And that says nothing about your isolation module. Even if we could dodge this in time, the module is dangling out there on those cables. It would swing freely and crash into one of the levels, smashing the Atlantis and that lifeform all over the impact site.”




Sam insisted, “Even that would be better than this. If the Envisat hits us at this speed, we’ll both shatter like blown glass. Fragments will go everywhere. That’ll start a chain reaction that will wipe out most of the LEO satellites.”




Oh crud. Alex said, “Kessler Syndrome.”




Sam nodded, “Exactly.” Then she paused, “How do you know about that? Are you in the hard sciences?”




Vince said, “Even I know about Kessler Syndrome.”




Alex admitted, “I have taken some science courses, and I have some very bright friends.”







Roger McNamara hung on to the arms of his chair. The re-entry was a little bumpy, but going well. And the chair was a lot more comfortable now that he was out of his spacesuit. It wasn’t like the suit would help him any if the X-37 failed during re-entry.




He didn’t bother to keep the smug grin off his face. He had acquired the samples, dealt with the witnesses on the ISS, and taken care of Michael too. The current plan even had a fairly high chance of taking out that bitch Terawatt too. Everything was going perfectly. He and Webb and Markham were going to wait until they were only a couple miles up, and then they were going to parachute out over north-central Mexico to meet up with the NID group that was waiting for them. The pilot would stay behind to crash the craft several hundred miles downrange and obliterate all the evidence.




The X-37 shook a bit harder. The plastic case holding the alien lifeform samples came loose from its straps and hit the floor hard enough to spring the latch. He looked over and saw that the plastic caps had all failed, and green goop was all over the interior of the case.




He started to yell at Webb to grab the case, but a particularly violent shake hurled handfuls of the green goo into the air.




One of the handfuls hit him right in the side of the face. It felt like it was burning into his skin.




He screamed desperately and clawed at his face, but he couldn’t keep the green ooze from sliding into his mouth and up his nostrils and into his eyes. The pain was unbearable. It was like someone had poured acid into his mouth and under his eyelids. He screamed, and then he choked as he felt some of the ooze moving into his throat…




168. Mission Highly Unlikely



Alex looked at Sam’s monitor. They couldn’t warn anyone on the ground in time to do anything that could help. They couldn’t move the space station out of the way in time. She asked, “Can we crash the shuttle into it?”




Sam frowned, “Only if you want even more mass crashing into the ISS shortly afterward, only with lots of alien contaminant on everything. We don’t have time to maneuver the shuttle in a flanking attack and get enough velocity to also intercept the Envisat, much less knock it off course.”




“Great,” Vince muttered. “The great Samantha Carter finally hits something she can’t think her way out of.”




Lisa snapped, “Vince! Behave!”




Sam froze. She turned and looked at Alex. “Terawatt, have you ever tried using your powers to create a high-powered maser?”




Vince objected, “Even I know you can’t pull that off. You’d need a vacuum chamber, a massive electrical signal, magnetic focusing rings or something like that, and a control system.”




Sam pointed at the space outside the window. “Vacuum chamber.” She pointed at Alex. “Electrical signal.” She pointed at one of the pieces of astrophysics equipment on the far wall. “Magnetic focusing rings.” She pointed at a small rubber-coated computer thing strapped to the wall over the toolbench. “Control system.”




Vince finally sighed, “Shit. You really are fifty times smarter than me.”




Alex gave him a small smile. “Don’t let it bother you. She’s fifty times smarter than me, too.”




Vince frowned, “Why did I have to be the one who got stuck trying to beat out the smartest person on Earth for first at the Academy?”




Alex gave him a bigger smile. “Oh, she may not be the smartest person on Earth. She may be second, behind General O’Neill’s girlfriend.”




Vince looked at her like ‘that makes no sense at all.’ Wow, she was turning into another Jack O’Neill. Maybe snarkiness really was contagious.




Sam asked, “Terawatt, can you use your telekinesis to take that magnetometer apart for me and protect the magnetic rings in it?”




“Sure.”




Lisa said, “One thing, Sam. Lightning is not the same thing as an electron pulse.”




Sam smiled, “Oh, Terawatt doesn’t throw plain old lightning.”







Riley Finn used his earbud, rather than letting Tobias hear what General O’Neill was telling him. He listened to all of the general’s plan, and he only said, “Yes sir.”




He hung up and announced, “We’re changing direction. There’s an X-37 that’s coming in after stealing samples of the alien and shooting at least one of the ISS astronauts. Everybody on Earth’s tracking them, and so we’re pretty sure the X-37’s going to come down over the Chihuahuan or Sonoran Desert somewhere south of Texas or Arizona or New Mexico. The general’s going to get us some support, but we’re the front line if we can get there in time.”




He looked at Sergeant Carlson. “Ms. Tobias gets a full kit, including comms, body armor, a tac vest, and an M203.”




“Yes sir.”




He looked at Tobias. “You’re part of the team until you try anything, at which point you’re designated as red team.”




She nodded, “Understood.”




He insisted, “You’ll be on point. But if you swing your M203 at any of us, expect some friendly fire.”




She just nodded again.




He told Lupo and Carlson, “It looks like we’ll be siding with Ms. Tobias on this one. It’s the NID and that creep McNamara.”




Lupo added a few choices cursewords of her own.




Tobias said, “Sounds like I’m not Public Enemy Number One around here.”




Riley tried not to growl. “Colonel Roger McNamara used to be with The Shop. We have reason to believe he was party to some things they did that make Maggie Walsh look like Saint Margaret of Scotland. And, just to make matters worse, he and his men shot and killed the Russian cosmonaut on the ISS, so we’re about to have some nasty international consequences, even if we stop the alien lifeform.”




Tobias smirked slightly, “It sounds to me like Dr. Walsh isn’t doing anything different from what every country on Earth is trying to do to each other already.”




He decided that was the best opening he was going to get for a while. “Which would be why she had you try to drop that ‘hate plague’ at that computer conference.”




Tobias shrugged. “My cover was already blown and I was on the run. I was asked to do it, to incriminate the America bloc, who hadn’t done jack shit for me once your boss effed up their plan by nailing me with a taser. The goal was Willow Rosenberg. We wanted to either kill her or rip up her support system so we could convert her. We’d win either way.”




Riley guessed, “And then you could use that as a threat against all of us uncooperative Orphans still running around loose.”




Tobias answered, “That’s my guess. I didn’t get the full strategic planning lowdown, and I didn’t need it when I was going to be identified and possibly captured. The NID’s fully aware of the interrogation techniques some of your pals in the CIA pretend they’re not using.”




Lupo suggested, “And if you let a hundred computer company bosses wipe out their own companies with fireaxes, you’d knock out enough of the planet’s computer gurus that your people could control the world’s IT infrastructure. Especially with Rosenberg on your side.”




Riley really didn’t want to consider what the world’s computer infrastructure would look like right now if Willow was wholeheartedly working for The Collective.







Alex tried not to gawk at Sam’s words like she was so stupid she didn’t even know how her own power worked. Even if she apparently was so stupid she didn’t know how her own power worked.




Vince snapped, “Of course Terawatt throws lightning. It’s in her name, for Christ’s sake!”




Sam was typing away on a laptop hooked up to what she was calling a ‘ruggedized portable data recorder’ but she still said, “Terawatt always hits what she aims at. Lightning detours off and hits the closest grounded connections. Terawatt’s hurling electrical wattage along an ionization corridor, and she’s obviously creating the ionization corridor as part of her attack. She’s already most of the way toward being a charged particle-beam weapon all on her own.”




Alex didn’t say anything, but this was totally why she wanted to spend time with Sam, along with Sam being a totally awesome person.




Sam took the field coils Alex had removed from the astrophysics gear, and she clamped them to a six foot length of steel square tubing. Then she aligned the coils and hooked them up to a big battery she clamped to the tubing, along with a four-foot telescope that she then aligned too. She hooked wires from her ruggedized computer to the battery and the coils, and she said, “Let’s move. Terawatt, bring your tablet. Vince, you can come if you want. I can use another pair of skilled hands.”




Sam was already in her skinsuit, so she tugged on her helmet with backpack and sealed it around her neck. Then she stepped into the EVA hatch with her makeshift invention.




Alex went silvery and hauled her tablet along as she dove into the EVA hatch just before Sam secured the inner door. Sam spoke over her helmet’s comm system, “Pumping air back into module… now.”




Alex gaped as the words appeared on the tablet. Sam had rigged it up with a dictation program so she could read what Sam said over the comms! Sam was so smart.




Okay, so the tablet said: pumping heir back into mod yule now. Alex could still read it and tell what Sam meant.




Hey, maybe Sam had a speech synthesizer program so it would go the other way too. Alex typed on the tablet with her tk and the stylus: can you hear this?




Sam nodded and gave Alex a thumbs-up.




Working with geniuses was totally mega-awesome.




They moved out of the hatch into the biggest vacuum chamber in the universe. It was still amazingly pretty, even knowing that a satellite was heading their way at a terrifying speed and was going to cause a planetary disaster if they couldn’t stop it.




Vince came out in his spacesuit. Sam signaled Alex to grab the two of them and move forward enough that they wouldn’t accidentally hit any of the modules. Alex just grabbed them and jetted forward. Micro-gravity was really pretty awesome. She figured it would be a real pain if you were normal and couldn’t fly on your own.




And if this maser weapon worked, it would be the coolest thing ever.




Alex told herself it had to work, because Sam thought it up.







Vince looked through the telescope while Terawatt lined the thing up with telekinesis or whatever she was using. Whatever it was, having someone who could fly without worrying about propulsion packs was damn handy. And she was fast. He was used to moving at only a couple miles an hour during EVA. She was booking.




“Perfect.” The coils were aiming right at the lower right-hand corner of the Envisat. Carter had, of course, maneuvered them so they were right in between the ISS and the Envisat, so the Envisat was coming directly at them. They wouldn’t have to keep re-aligning everything once they got her gadget set up right. Assuming they got set up soon enough, and they weren’t crushed in between the station and enough kinetic energy to turn the ISS into pea gravel.




Carter instructed, “Tera, test fire please.”




When did Carter get permission to call the biggest superhero on the planet by a nickname?




A burst of energy jetted right down the middle of the coils and leapt off into the distance, and it felt like the hair on the back of his hands was standing up from static electricity. He tried to ignore the burning sensation on his chest, where the green slime was eating through his uniform shirt and then into his body.




Carter had Terawatt do three more test fires while she twiddled with the magnetic coils, doing whatever super-geniuses do to create impossible shit.




Carter instructed, “Tera, another test fire please.”




And then she screamed. She screamed like she was in agony.




The lightning vanished. Vince snapped, “Carter! Report!”




A robotic voice came over the comms as Terawatt typed on her tablet with her powers. Sam are you okay?




Sam took a shuddering breath.




Vince asked, “Do we need to stop?”




Carter took another breath and gasped, “Hell no!”




He checked, “Then what’s wrong?”




She stared at him. “Elliot, are you feeling this?”




He frowned, “No, just a really uncomfortable… Holy crap, it’s a burning sensation where the goo got on me!”




Sam insisted, “Terawatt, I need you to not only not stop, but to increase your power while I get closer to the coils.”




The robotic voice from Terawatt came over the comms. Sam, what do you think you are doing?




Carter explained, “It’s a phototropic, photoabsorptive lifeform, but it can’t handle absolutely everything in the E-M spectrum. I think it’s frying as it tries to absorb some of the E-M radiation wavelengths that are going through me, because we’ve found a wavelength that heats up at least one of its key nucleic acids like water in a microwave oven. So it’s heating up and denaturing inside me and Commander Elliott. I think this is going to kill the stuff inside me, or else kill me and I’ll take it with me.”




If a silvery blob could look worried, it did.




Still, Vince had something bigger to worry about than Carter being in pain. She could always hand him the controls and move away if she wanted to. He had a satellite to stop. He said, “We need to fire on that thing.”




Terawatt launched a burst of energy so bright he had to engage the polarization system in his helmet. Carter made a hideous noise like it was taking everything she had not to scream her lungs out. There was a feeling on his chest like the slime was on fire and burning into him. If this was what Carter was feeling in every part of her body, he didn’t know if she could take it. Hell, he didn’t think he could take it.




He tried to ignore the burning pain, and he looked through the telescope again.




Holy shit, the lower right-hand corner of the Envisat was glowing red like hot coals. It was actually working! Carter had invented a fucking death ray out of spare parts just in the time it took him to be an asshole to her. No wonder the Russians had been so scared about that ‘re-director’ proposal she had been pushing.




Terawatt kept firing. And suddenly the pain on his chest started fading. Carter kept trying not to scream. He wondered how much more she could take.




That corner of the Envisat was glowing orange.




Carter scooted even closer to the coils. The ghastly noise coming out of her throat made him want to grab her and throw her to safety. He kept watching the satellite, which was closing far too fast.




The corner of the Envisat was glowing yellow. The rocket in that corner exploded. That whole section of the Envisat exploded. Hot chunks of metal and plastic went flying outward. And the satellite shifted in the opposite direction.




He called out, “Cease fire! It’s moving out of your beam.”




He watched as the satellite drifted up and to the left until he needed to turn the scope to track it.




Carter finally whimpered, “Tera, test fire please.”




He warned her, “We won’t hit it. We need to adjust our target.”




She said, “We’ve missed our window already. This is for me.”




Tera fired again, and the beam tore off into space.




Carter sighed, “I think that’s it. I think we got all the lifeform in me. Now let’s get inside before the Envisat goes past and hits this hyperplane with a few thousand micrometeoroids.”




Shit. Something metallic the size of a pea with a relative velocity of almost a thousand miles an hour might as well be a bullet out of a .38 revolver.




Terawatt grabbed everyone and everything in a telekinetic grip and flew all of them back to the isolation module in a few seconds. Then she sent Sam in with the gear, and she stayed outside between him and any incoming danger. The woman had guts. He pulled himself into the EVA hatch with her puddling down near his feet, and he was inside in a matter of seconds.




Carter already had her helmet off. “Lisa, this is Sam. I think the Envisat will clear the ISS easily, but it may leave a trail of micrometeoroids in its wake. Get everyone in the station on the opposite side of the central core, close all module hatches, and make sure everyone’s prepared for possible decompression.”




Lisa replied, “Already done.” Vince noticed that she was already in an EVA suit with the helmet on.




Terawatt said, “If there’s any leaks, tell me where, and I can try to block them with my telekinesis or weld patches over the holes.”




“Thank you,” Lisa told her.




Carter looked awful, but she checked the astrophysics gear again and said, “Twenty seconds to periapsis.”




Only Carter would say that. Normal people would say ‘impact’ or ‘intersection’ or ‘closest point.’ Showoffs would say ‘perigee,’ even if technically perigee was only for orbits around the earth. Carter was several levels beyond that.




Terawatt asked, “Can I go out and protect the solar panels?”




Carter was sagging pretty badly, but she said, “Not… necessary. They should be… edge-on… and far enough away.”




Vince was keeping an eye out the window with a telescope, and spotted it coming toward them at bullet-like speed. It whizzed by about a thousand yards past level three. Nothing was hitting the isolation module, but he doubted the ISS as a whole was that lucky. He wondered if the station was ringing like a bell with every micro-impact.




The whole station collectively held their breath as they waited for a lethal puncture.




And still nothing hit the isolation module. He wondered if that was because Terawatt was floating at the window concentrating like she was putting up a big telekinetic wall of protection.




Lisa snapped, “Report. Everyone.”




“Clear here.”




“No pressure losses.”




“A couple small objects hit module 10 or 11, but I’m not seeing any signs of penetration, and air pressure is still nominal. We’ll need to do an EVA to check.”




Lisa ordered, “All right, Jun. Wait several hours if you can, just in case there’s much slower wreckage trailing along behind the Envisat. If there’s no sign of any pressure loss in an hour, we’ll see if we can wait until tomorrow.”




Terawatt flew over and gently lowered Carter to a bed that folded out from the wall without her touching it. “Are you okay?” The strap snaked out apparently on its own and secured Carter in the bed.




Carter muttered, “Probably not… The alien nucleic acids are… decomposing inside me… I don’t feel too great.”




Vince turned to the comm monitor. “Lisa! What can I do to help Carter?”




Lisa calmly asked, “Can you take a blood sample and analyze it using the equipment there?”




He scowled, “Maybe. Maybe not. But you’ll have to walk me through every step. Think of me as the world’s worst intern.”




Hans said, “I can facilitate matters with the sampling robot. I believe I found the only trap code in the program. It was a simple override in the password-checking object.”




Vince frowned at the thought of trusting that damn sampler system but said, “Let’s give it a shot.”




Terawatt looked really worried about Sam, but she lifted the makeshift maser with her telekinesis and said, “Do what you can, but don’t break the quarantine. I’ve got some fungus to roast.” She went silvery as she floated into the hatch to the Atlantis, and then she carefully opened the shuttle up to space. Once the interior of the shuttle was a vacuum, she began blasting the maser inside the Atlantis.







Clare checked her carefully-packed chute one more time. Lupo reminded her, “It’s a slightly modified basejumping chute. Great steering control and a low-altitude opening. I’ll be ahead of you, so open your chute when I open mine. Then steer where I steer and try to land near me: this may be enemy territory. The landing will be a bit harder than you’re used to, so make sure you land properly.”




Finn said, “Which reminds me. This time Lupo, don’t break your leg and expect me to carry you.”




Clare noticed that Lupo and Carlson exchanged looks, so there was probably some interesting team history in there. She doubted they’d tell her. Clare was certain that if it was an embarrassing story about Lupo, the woman wouldn’t tell it unless tortured. At length.




Clare figured she was ready. She wasn’t surprised that the team had body armor and a tac vest in her size. It was probably a backup for Lupo. Clare had the front of her tac vest loaded with magazines and grenades for the M203. She had an earbud and a small comm system. She had a really nice combat knife strapped to her leg, and a sweet little survival kit with emergency rations and full canteen on a web belt. After all, they were jumping into a desert. Her M203 was in a padded ballistic nylon case clipped across her front. She was wearing a motorcycle helmet for the parachute drop, and she had a pair of tinted goggles she would swap for the helmet during the op. It dawned on her that wearing a motorcycle helmet with a facemask meant that she could use her comms while parachuting down. She was ready. Unless one of a hundred things went wrong.




Lupo had an M203 and even more ammo, plus a handgun and a couple holdouts. Finn had a flat pack on his tac vest under his parachute, and a massive sniper rifle hanging on his front. Carlson had an M240G and an M32 in padded Kevlar cases hanging off his front, plus over a hundred pounds of ammo.




She was still surprised they had let her come along. They had her intel. Maybe they assumed she was holding out on them, and her inside knowledge could come in handy on the ground. Maybe they were going to let her have a ‘friendly fire’ accident. Maybe she had swayed one of them. Or maybe they were expecting a lot more firepower than just a couple guys with handguns climbing out of an X-37.




Finn said, “Tobias, you will be on point after we land. I will have backstop position so I’ll cover everyone’s six. For purposes of this op, I will be ‘catcher,’ you will be ‘pinch hitter’ or ‘PH,’ Sergeant Carlson will be ‘first base,’ and Lieutenant Lupo will be… ‘shortstop’.”




Lupo scowled. “The general picked the codenames, didn’t he, sir?”




Finn answered, “Yes, he did. Perhaps you shouldn’t have had that argument with him about weak-hitting, good-fielding shortstops vs. better-hitting, worse-fielding ones.”




Lupo mulishly insisted, “It’s not my fault he’s an old Ozzie Smith fan.”




Clare could see how Lupo would dislike a ‘weak hitter’ tag. Clare just couldn’t see a general having a friendly argument about baseball with a lieutenant. Still, O’Neill had a rep as a maverick. A very dangerous maverick who thought outside the box more than most military men.




The co-pilot called out, “Colonel? We’ve got their landing strip spotted. The X-37 is down. You have a go now.” The co-pilot climbed out of his seat and popped the door, even though they were at roughly twenty thousand feet and three hundred mph.




They did a fast exit, with the four of them diving out as quickly after one another as was safe. Clare watched Lupo spread out and fall like a pro. She had some training, but not like Lupo, so she just mimicked the lieutenant.




Finn’s voice came over her earbud. “Long runway, painted to look like the desert. The X-37 is stopped several hundred yards from four buildings. Doesn’t look like they were prepared for it.”




Clare had to pull out her monocular and look. The runway was practically invisible at this distance. Someone had spent a lot of time doing the camo job on it. If the X-37 wasn’t on it, she never would have spotted it. To the south of the runway’s west end were four large buildings arranged in a tight square. One was a hangar large enough for maybe an X-37, a couple choppers, and also a couple small jets. One looked like a big, squat warehouse. One looked almost like a motel. One looked oddly like it was too short for its roof: she’d seen that look on largely underground buildings. The hangar had two huge HVAC units in the middle and four smaller ones on the corners, which seemed like overkill to her, but she didn’t live in this weather.




And she could see what Finn meant. The X-37 wasn’t meant to be a truck. You couldn’t drive it around. It took off from a high-altitude launch platform and landed like a glider. You needed a big tow vehicle to haul it in and out of its hangar, and if it was supposed to come down here, they would have had coolant trucks and tow vehicles out and waiting, and it would already be getting hauled into the hangar even though its outside was still ridiculously hot after re-entry.




But that meant Finn’s team had an opportunity. She didn’t understand why a group that was smart enough to have its own X-37 and launch pad and secret launch site down in Nicaragua, plus a mole already on the ISS, would screw up on something so obvious. If it was her, she would have had her key operatives bail out in parachutes and duck into the hangar before anyone could get a spy satellite or an observation plane overhead, while the X-37 would continue hundreds or thousands of miles downrange until it could crash spectacularly and hide any evidence of what they’d actually done. So something had gone drastically wrong.




“PH to catcher. They should have two coolant trucks lowering the X-37’s outside temp and a tow vehicle hauling it under a roof. Something’s gone wrong with their plans.”




“Shortstop to PH. Most likely scenario to make ’em fall this far off-plan is loss of isolation on the lifeform and someone panicking.”




“Catcher to team. We assume they’ve lost quarantine until we know otherwise. We do not let anyone get to the X-37, and we do not let anyone get away from it, especially not into that building complex, which probably has underground areas. We do not need another Umbrella disaster.”




Oh. Right. Clare reminded herself that these people were about a third of the team that had taken the American bloc’s master plan and crushed it like it was in a trash compactor. They knew how to handle disasters that would make the CDC piss themselves.




Lupo opened her chute, so Clare opened hers and quickly grabbed her control lines. Then she followed Lupo’s maneuvers. Clare could see that Lupo was aiming for a position behind one of the few low rises for miles.




Clare landed and hastily let the air out of her chute. The landing was harder than most that she’d done, but it wasn’t hard enough to injure an Orphan. Finn and Carlson dropped perfectly behind her and had their chutes bundled up before she got hers rolled and tied.




Finn directed her to take point, and the four of them ran about three miles to the last little rise before the open area around the buildings. Clare doubted any normal soldiers could run at nine miles an hour for twenty minutes in this climate, especially if they were carrying all the weight Carlson was packing.




Finn said, “Minimal cover from here on in, so you’re all going to have to move until the X-37 is between you and any potential heavy weaponry. Then run for it. I’ll provide long support. It’s slightly over a mile to the buildings from here, so I think I can clear any heavy threats. But they could have their own snipers. Or something heavier. Maybe even anti-aircraft.”




Clare thought about what she knew, and she volunteered, “They could have Stingers or Strelas, or maybe something high-end like an S-300 or S-400.”




Lupo responded, “They’re NID. They’re more likely to have Patriots or something a little more downscale than that.”




Finn disagreed, “They might be getting their heavy weapons off the black market, so that would make a Patriot pretty unlikely.”




Finn put a ball cap backward on his head so the bill would protect the back of his neck and he could operate his sniper rifle. “Move out, team. I’ll backstop.”




Clare prepped her weapon, trotted over the rise, and moved out. She followed Lupo’s directions and moved slightly northward so the X-37 was screening the three of them as they sprinted in to engage.




A coolant truck finally roared out of the hangar toward the X-37. There was a snap of a bullet breaking the sound barrier, then the boom of a big rifle as the sound caught up to her, and she saw the truck’s windshield had just starred. The truck veered across the runway and into the sand before overturning. Clare made a mental note never to be on the other end of Finn’s sniper scope.




But the enemy was finally reacting. A force of six security men in flak jackets charged their way with AK-47’s. And the two HVAC units she could see atop the hangar popped open to reveal a manned heavy machinegun and a manned automatic grenade launcher. She assumed the far corners of the hangar had similar weaponry.




“Shortstop to catcher. An XM307 and an M134 Minigun at our corners of the hangar roof.”




“Catcher to team. Handle reaction force and then concentrate fire on that roof.”




There was a snap and boom, and the operator of the grenade launcher was knocked backward. Another snap and boom, and one of the men operating the M134 spun backward.




Sergeant Carlson took advantage of the lack of supporting fire for the reaction force to fire off two grenades from his M32, and he dropped both of them right in the midst of the six-man force. No one got back up after the explosions.




Lupo just said, “Shortstop to catcher. First base has handled reaction force. Now hitting hangar roof.” She aimed her M203 and put a grenade just a little behind the Minigun, dropping the two remaining crewmen before they could return fire.




Clare was slightly discouraged, since she had done the same thing, and her grenade landed a good thirty feet further back.




Carlson used his M240 to hose down the men trying to get the XM307 operating.




“Catcher to team. Nice work. Walk your fire farther back across the hangar roof. They have another XM307 and M134 on the far side, and an anti-aircraft battery in the center.” That was followed by two more snap-then-boom sounds from Finn’s sniper rifle.




Carlson opened fire with his M32 and put all four of his remaining grenades into the center of the roof in about three seconds. Clare and Lupo launched two more while Carlson reloaded. He was about to fire again, when the entire hangar roof collapsed inward. When the roof hit the hangar floor, something else exploded in a nice, big fireball that blew the hangar walls into the other buildings.




“Catcher to stadium. Anti-air is down, reaction force is down, X-37 still closed up, awaiting red team second wave and support.”




Despite the heat coming off the X-37, a hatch opened, and someone jumped out. They were a hundred yards out from the X-37, but Clare could still see the guy was green and walking oddly.




“Shortstop to catcher. It’s McNamara, and he’s infected.”




There was another snap-and-boom. A bullet hit McNamara in the chest and knocked him down. Unbelievably, he began to get back up again.




“Catcher to team. Do not engage except at range. That is not human any longer. Catcher to stadium, are you within range now?”




“Catcher, this is the relief pitchers. We will be within target acquisition distance in less than thirty.”




“Relief pitchers, this is catcher. Please confirm with passphrase.”




“You’re serious? Okay… Passphrase is ‘hey batta-batta-batta hey batta no batter’.”




“Thank you. Can I get strike one?”




“In five.”




Clare looked over at Lupo who told her, “Could be worse. General O’Neill ran the op against the monster of Tromaville using nicknames from the A-Team. Finn was ‘Face.’ Klar is still cranky about being tabbed ‘Amy.’ Rumor is this op narrowly escaped being named for the Herculoids. You probably would’ve been Gleep.”




Clare made a mental note to ask someone about the Herculoids. It sounded like a tv show. Maybe a comic book.




An F-15 seared overhead as its 20 mm Gatling gun chewed the X-37 to pieces, running a line of fire from the thing’s tail to its nose.




“Catcher to team. Evac at maximal speed.”




Lupo cursed, “Oh hell. Tobias, run just as fucking fast as you can.” She and Carlson took off like tigers were after them. Clare followed at her best speed.




“Catcher to relief pitchers. Skip strike two and proceed directly to strike three.”




“Roger that, catcher.”




“Tobias, move your candy ass!” Lupo snapped.




Clare glanced over her shoulder and saw half a dozen keg-shaped bombs falling toward the remains of the X-37. Fuck! She slung her M203 over her shoulder and ran as hard as she could.




The Mark 77s hit in a perfect formation on and around the X-37. The firestorm billowed upward and out on all sides. She ran like Terawatt was after her.




Even in the heat of the desert, she could feel the blaze. She ran until Lupo finally slowed up and turned to check the inferno behind them.




Clare jogged up to Lupo and asked her, “How did you know?”




Lupo muttered, “I didn’t break my leg on a parachute drop.”




Fuck, was it possible Finn really had picked up Lupo and run her out of a Mark 77 dropzone? These guys were hardcore.




At that moment, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to talk them around to her point of view, or ask them if she could join up.





169. Mission Accomplished



Alex was feeling pretty good. She’d used the maser to turn every bit of alien lifeform in the Atlantis into hot sludge. She knew what ‘denaturing’ was from chemistry class, so she at least felt confident that the individual cells of the thing were all parboiled.




She’d gotten enough to eat. She’d brought some energy bars with her, but the isolation module had several weeks’ worth of space station food. Some of it was worse than bad MREs, but some of it was pretty okay.




The blood tests were already done. Alex was completely clean of the goop. Commander Elliott was clean, although he had a big first-degree burn on his chest, and Lisa thought he might get a rash on the burned area too. Itchy rash on top of a burn. Eww. Sam was now clean too, but she had denatured nucleic acids breaking down inside her body, so she was going to be sick for days from that, and she was going to be in a hospital for even longer because she required treatment for first degree burns throughout her insides. Extra eww. But she would be okay in the long run. That was the important thing.




And Commander Elliott was turning out to be an okay guy. Alex could tell he didn’t like Sam, but he was taking care of her like a nurse would, which was not a fun job when Sam was a lousy patient. And he was a hero for letting that lifeform splash on him instead of Lisa or the module, even though he knew what would probably happen to him if he did it. Lisa really, really liked him. That was really obvious. Alex sort of wondered how much privacy they managed to get on the space station, given how many modules it had. Not that she wanted to think about it a ton, even if Vince was years younger than Jack, and Lisa was maybe three or four years older than Willow.




And there was a NASA shuttle coming up to take her back home. It would arrive before another DragonX capsule that was being launched with radio parts and disinfectant and fungicide and a bunch of other stuff Lisa had requested. They were leaving the Atlantis up here for now, just in case, but the ISS would probably have some really good uses for a shuttle they could use as their own. At least, she thought so. Assuming they could figure out how to clean up seven hundred pounds of possibly toxic goo and then get a whole new environmental system installed and then get enough shuttle fuel up here to fill up a space shuttle that had its own massive fuel tank-slash-rockets mounted on its sides.




The new shuttle would be here in a couple more hours, because they weren’t going to have to take the time to match speeds and orbits exactly, and then slowly go through the docking procedures. They were just going to get within Terawatt’s range.




Alex looked over and remembered some of the stuff other-Sam and other-Willow had talked about. She asked, “Sam, do you think you’re up for a talk about the quantum foam and alternate dimensions and P.A.M. Dirac’s conjecture about the non-constancy of physical constants over really large changes in time and distance?”




Vince groaned, “Why do I always get stuck with the super-brains?”




Alex rolled her eyes. Boy, did he have the wrong girl.







Alex was ready to go. The shuttle was almost in position. The ISS was going to orbit past it at a relative speed of about three hundred miles an hour, and the shuttle would be about eight miles closer to Earth. So all Alex had to do was take Sam and follow the new directions on her NASA tablet so she would fly right over to the shuttle. It was really handy that they could use the radio onboard the Atlantis and Commander Elliott was fine with playing ‘radio operator’ now that the Atlantis had atmosphere in it again and the alien was nothing but dead goo. He’d even transferred the new program onto her NASA tablet and had acted really nice about it instead of being all ‘I am the boss and I am too important to do this stuff’.




Sam was feeling really horrible, but Alex had used her tk to slide Sam into one of the bulky spacesuits so she could maintain quarantine just in case.




Alex checked, “Are you okay going on the shuttle and going through re-entry?”




Sam whispered, “No, but anything’s better than having to let Vince help me use the toilet in here. And my period ought to start in about four days, and I can’t imagine anything worse than having to need his help with that.”




Alex glanced over to make sure Commander Elliott was still in the Atlantis and wasn’t listening. “I could stay up here and help you instead.”




Sam looked at her like she was crazy. “You? You’re needed down there to save the day a couple times a month. You can’t stay up here playing nurse!”




Okay, so Sam had a point. Alex still said, “Fine. But I’m giving you a phone number for the SRI. If these guys don’t treat you nice, call me through the SRI, and I’ll fly over and help you out.”




Sam groaned, “Why are you being so nice to me? Does this have anything to do with our theoretical discussion about alternate dimensions…?” Her eyes got big. “Oh. Is there an alternate me in that dimension with the dragon?”




Alex explained, “There’s an alternate you in another dimension. You and I and four other women from different dimensions helped a woman in yet another dimension ward off an attack from a real hellgoddess in a hell dimension who was planning on taking over the entire multiverse.”




“Me?” Sam doubted. “You’re a superheroine. I’m just an astrophysicist.”




“You’re a genius astrophysicist who’s an Air Force flyboy and a heroine who just saved the planet from invasion by an alien lifeform, which is what alternate-Sam does pretty much a couple times a month. And getting possessed by an alien and beating it and being really sick afterward? Other-Sam told me it happened to her a couple years ago, so I know you can beat this and come back as good as new. And then you just saved the Earth from Kessler Syndrome with some spare parts lying around, like Tony Stark or something. And you knew more about my superpowers than anyone else I’ve met. I totally want you helping me out when you feel up to it.” She gave Sam a knowing smile. “And in that other universe, Sam Carter is a major with really cool medals.”




“Why do I get the feeling you know something I don’t?”




Alex grinned, “There’s not a whole lot you don’t know.”




“Of course there is. I don’t know biochemistry and genetics like, say, Margaret Walsh, and I don’t know mathematics like Paul Erdos, and I don’t know computer security like Willow Rosenberg… And what’s so funny?”




Alex smiled, “I know Ms. Rosenberg through her work for the DHS. She’s a big fan of yours. I’ll have to introduce you two.”




Sam pointed out, “You do understand that I’m not this other Sam, right?”




Alex shrugged. “Sure. But that doesn’t mean you’re not a genius, or really courageous, or awesome when you’re in the field. I mean, you just proved that today.”




Sam wondered suspiciously, “And how many other people from alternate dimensions have you contacted here? I assume I’m not the first. And how many ‘successes’ do you have?”




Alex thought it over for a second. “I’ve now contacted four of the six women from that team, and four of their ‘associates.’ Assuming you’re okay with this, I’m three for four on teammates and maybe three point five for four on associates.”




Sam gave her a doubting look. “Three point five out of four?”




Alex admitted, “He’s really paranoid about stuff. Okay, he has good reason to be less than trusting. And grumpy. The last time I was at his house, he didn’t even offer me something to drink. But he’s onboard with the ‘saving people’ part.”




“What about the one teammate who’s not okay with things?”




Alex frowned unhappily. “She’s… In that other dimension, she was just a cheerleader and prom queen type, until she was given powers by higher beings, and she had to fight the forces of darkness every night of her life until she died. Growth and maturity, the really hard way. In this dimension, not. She still just wants to be a prom queen type even if she’s in her twenties now. I’m leaving her alone.”




“And the two you didn’t contact?”




Alex really frowned. “First one? No origin event to make her into what she becomes in that other dimension. Second one? In that other dimension, she’s a notorious cat burglar who went straight. In this dimension, I think she’s still engaged in major crime and possibly some international terrorism. I’m not contacting her.”




“It sounds like you’re being fairly rational about this,” Sam admitted.




Alex sighed, “I’m glad you think so. When I tell you the whole story and about the superpowers and such, you’re going to re-think that ‘rational’ part.”




Sam admitted, “What I’m really thinking about right now, besides feeling sick as a dog, is working out some math on the alternate dimension possibility and seeing what it tells me about the quantum foam, and if that yields any predictive capability I can test.”




Alex grinned. “I imagine other-Sam did the same thing. She doesn’t have superpowers, but she does have your brain.” Alex wasn’t quite ready to tell this Sam that other-Sam was the world’s greatest expert on the wormholes of the Stargate network, and she dashed around the galaxy saving the world, so she might have some inside information about this stuff that this-Sam didn’t.




Commander Elliott called out from the shuttle, “Terawatt? It’s time for you two to go. The Discovery’s in orbit and we’ll be passing over it in a few minutes.”




Alex said, “Thank you, commander. We’re leaving now.”




Sam moaned, “Thanks, Vince. For everything.”




The commander stuck his head into the shuttle hatch. “Yeah, well, thanks for saving the entire planet and my station and Lisa. Good luck, Sam.”




Alex pulled Sam’s spacesuit into the EVA hatch and whispered, “He called you Sam.”




“Yeah, I noticed. Maybe he’s mellowing as he gets old. Like limburger cheese.”




Alex giggled, even as she went silvery. She just held Sam and the tablet in a telekinetic grip where she could read the tablet and keep a close watch on Sam. The tablet told her where to go, and it also spelled out what Sam said inside her suit: It’s so beautiful. I didn’t think I would live long enough to go home.




It was totally not fair that there were three other shuttle astronauts who would never be going home, not even as something that could be given a decent burial.




Alex was still moving a lot faster than the shuttle, so she had to slow down and let it catch up with her before she swooped down into its EVA hatch with Sam. It wasn’t that hard. It was like slowing down from going three hundred miles an hour to a stop, and she’d done more than that almost every time she took the Blackbird.




She opened the inner hatch door of the shuttle and flew Sam into the shuttle bay.




A grinning guy in a spacesuit without his helmet on waved, “Terawatt! Captain Carter! Welcome to the Discovery. We only have a pilot and me, so there’s room for the two of you to sit in the other chairs in the control cabin.”




Sam sounded really sick, but she said, “Thanks. It’s nice to be in a shuttle with… people again.”




Alex used her tk some more and maneuvered Sam into a chair before buckling her in. Then she asked, “How long before we can start re-entry?”




The smiling co-pilot said, “Not long. Since we didn’t have to do the usual undocking procedures and checks for damage, and we’re already far enough away from the ISS, all we have to do is wait for the right entry window.”




The pilot turned his head and pointed at a monitor. “Thirty-seven minutes and counting down. We should be on the ground at Edwards in under two hours, but we’ll have to wait until they cool us off a bit before we can open a hatch.”




It was really awesome getting to sit in the control cabin of the shuttle for the re-entry. First, they turned around and went down tail-first so they could use their rockets to slow themselves a ton. That gave Alex an amazing view of space above them. Then the shuttle turned and went down belly-first with its nose up. That was pretty spectacular, because things were soon so hot outside the shuttle that looking out the windshield was like looking into a furnace. Then they were past the ‘dangerously hot and fast’ part, and the pilots zoomed down toward Edwards Air Force Base. And that was pretty awesome, because they were just pretty much gliding by then, since they didn’t want to use the rockets to speed up and they didn’t have an easy way to slow down.




The shuttle touched down and rolled down a super-long runway to a gradual stop, and it was still less than an hour after hitting the entry window. Alex was getting hungry. Sam looked as bad as she probably felt. Alex really hoped Sam didn’t urp inside her space suit, which would be totally mega-yucky.




Now they still had to sit and wait until the shuttle was cooled down enough that the hatch could get opened up without roasting everyone except Alex.







Riley Finn subtly checked as the Mexican Federal Police officers took the remaining NID operatives into custody. They had found four bodies in the ‘warehouse’ building that looked like the guys had taken cyanide rather than be captured. Riley really wanted to know who they were, and what was going on with that.




Meanwhile, half a dozen guys in full hazmat suits who were from the CDC and the Mexican Institute for Public Health were doing careful sampling through the burned remains on the runway. Not that there was much in the way of remains, because those Mark 77s had turned the X-37 into molten slag. And UN forces were flying in to look through the buildings and the underground labs, because the Russians and the EU were still extremely pissed off about the ISS incident, and this was a good way to let it get resolved.




Lupo was keeping an eye on Tobias, but Riley was expecting a chopper to show up and haul Clare back to jail any minute now.




He set up his sat phone and called in. “Catcher to manager, come in please.”




General O’Neill came on. “Manager responding from dugout. Short version first.”




Riley carefully stated, “Mission fully accomplished, no losses, no injuries, Tobias tried to convert us, and McNamara is nothing but carbon.”




“My responses in order: great; great; are you telling me Sergeant Shrapnel-Magnet didn’t get hit this time, boy am I surprised, and Pyre will be sorry she didn’t get the honors.”




Riley didn’t like the idea of kids being pulled into ops like this, even if Terawatt was just eighteen and a half. But McNamara absolutely deserved to get a fireball in the face from Charlene. In his opinion, a couple Mark 77s were a poor substitute for that. He added, “And we’ve spoiled another secret NID base, even without getting to that Nicaragua site.”




Unsurprisingly, the general did his Arnold Schwarzenegger imitation. “No problemo.” Then he explained, “The U.N. is all over that one already. We’ll let them have it. The Russians will appreciate it.”




Riley continued, “I think we have four guys who took the cyanide route. That probably means they had intel we could use. We need to make sure we ID them and get as much forensics off them as our friends south of the border will allow.”




O’Neill replied, “Walter’s sending that up the line to Jackson’s adjutant as we speak. Anything else?”




“Well sir, they were pretty heavily armed. The base security had AKs. The fixed emplacements included two XM307s, two M134s, and a solid anti-aircraft battery. They were expecting visitors, and probably Air Force visitors at that.”




O’Neill said, “Could be worse! They might’ve tried serving you some fruitcake. Nothing worse than giving visitors some of those Christmas fruitcakes no one wanted to eat.”




Riley was really unsurprised that the general was making jokes. Jack O’Neill didn’t like sending people into danger and not being able to go along to protect them.




The general added, “So… anything our own little Lucrezia Borgia accidentally spilled?”




Riley reported, “Pinch Hitter was careful not to do anything aggressive, but she did try to convince us The Collective was doing the right thing.”




“I think we called that one, Finn. Who did she try to bring over to the dark side of the force?”




Riley admitted, “All three of us, but I think she was aiming her ‘A’ material at Carlson. He gave her his ‘big dumb guy’ routine, but I think some of her comments about culling the useless members of society really ticked him off. Too bad she didn’t have better intel on all of us.”




“And what did she not mean to tell you that you figured out anyway?”




Riley took a second to collect his thoughts. “Well sir, she verified what you already guessed about her attack on that computer conference, and she admitted that the main bloc was using her identity as a way of incriminating the remains of the America bloc, so we know there are still problem Orphans loose in the country. Also… The Collective has at least one nuclear device of their own. Their forces aren’t as well armed as the SRI, but someone most likely has a thermonuclear device of some sort. Tobias currently works for Walsh’s group, but Acid Burn said the email went to the prison from India through the same trick as before, so this may have all been a ploy to get us to attack Khan Noonien Singh’s group. The NID concealed some of her file info when they sent it to us. The Collective appears to be a weird blending of ‘master race’ and ‘eco-nut’ movements, or at least it may have a large ecological selling point to sway new Orphans. At least one Collective base probably has S-300 and S-400 systems, so even cruise missiles and Terawatt would have trouble closing. And I believe she thinks she’s doing the right thing. She’s not a villain in her own mind; as far as she’s concerned, she’s the superheroine and we’re deluded pawns of the head villains.”




The general muttered, “That was what I was afraid of. Even if we get lucky and take down Walsh and their central command, we’ll still have loyal Orphans loose and intent on pushing their kill-everyone-else manifesto.”




Riley said, “Sir, I don’t feel comfortable getting that far ahead of ourselves, when we’ve been one step behind them for months.”




O’Neill smirked, “Yeah, but they think we’re four steps behind them, so that means we’re really three steps ahead of them.”




Riley didn’t believe that. And he knew Jack O’Neill didn’t believe it either.




The general switched to his false-cheerful voice. “But hey, look on the bright side! Maybourne’s behind bars and looking at twenty to life in Leavenworth! All right, I’d be happier if we had all of them, but he’s refusing to rat out his bosses, and he won’t even say he was working for the NID on this. I still think Flagg may have been one of the guys behind some of the NID crap we saw, so watch out for anything out of his office.”




“Yes sir. Anything else?”




O’Neill said, “Yeah. We need to decide what we’re going to do with PH. Pinch Hitter. Or should that be Poison Hurler? So… what do we do with Madame de Villefort?”




Riley recognized the reference, so he said, “We can put her back in the Chateau d’If, we can ‘let’ her escape in transit, or we can keep her.”




“I’d like to slide another Orphan into our teams, but I don’t think we can trust her. I don’t want to go with the Mission Impossible ‘let ’em escape’ trick, because she’s likely to kill all her guards. I think we put her back in the slammer, but we activate the bug we put in her boot, just in case she manages to escape without our help.”




Riley just told him, “Already done. Did we ever thank the Batman for the tech?”




“I had Acid Burn send him a thank-you card with the names of all the possible Orphans he might want to watch out for. And a classified DOJ memo on the Falcones and who might be moving in on them. She said he was ‘totally of the grouchy’ about it. Anything else?”




Riley declared, “No sir.”




“Good. You just let everyone steal all the hard jobs away from you, like the full searches through whatever underground passages are down there, and hauling badguys off to third world jails, and all that. Once Pretty Poison is hauled off, you three can book. Walter will have the number one Cessna there soon for transport. Drop Carlson and Lupo off and then have some maintenance done on the Cessna there, so you and Miller can drink Dr. Pepper and hang out for a day or two.”




“Yes sir. Thank you.”




“Meanwhile, I’ve got to go make phone calls and pester the crap out of space agencies, because Terawatt absolutely deserves some civilian medals out of NASA and the ESA and RSA and JASA. O’Neill out.”







Alex got back home really late that night, but she was back at school on Thursday. The big news was that the high school basketball playoffs were starting, and their team had one of the eight top seeds because they won their conference and had one of the best records in the division. She had missed the first game, which was a home game because of their seed, and they had won by nine. And the conference all-star teams were in the papers, and Ray was the first-team point guard! And Heyward was the first-team power forward, and Jackson was the second-team shooting guard, and Jerrold and Tony made honorable mention.




Also, Donna and her BF were on the outs again, this time because she was flirting with Heyward right in front of a whole bunch of people, and Heyward’s girlfriend was totally cheesed off about it too. And Nicole was leading a protest because the lunchroom wasn’t using organic fruits and vegetables. And Miss Greene was totally preggers and trying to hide it under really loose muumuus, and it so wasn’t working.




Oh, and there was something in the news about Terawatt flying up to the space station and fighting creepy green aliens or something.




Marsha was pretty cheesed off that a really important thing like Terawatt and outer space and aliens was just being ignored for dumb high school stuff. Even if she wanted to talk about Louis getting his head stuck between the banisters at her parents’ house, and her dad had to smear Crisco all over Louis’ head to get him back out. Louis was complaining that his dad totally teased him about coming home with Crisco all over his head. Marsha complained that her mom teased her when she walked Louis out to his car and came back with Crisco on her face from Louis kissing her goodbye.




Louis grumbled, “That’s the last time I make a bet with her dumb brother.”




Marsha elbowed him. “Who’s the dummy here? He got a ton of entertainment out of it, and it only cost him ten bucks.”




Louis scowled. He looked over, “Hey Ray, stuff like this doesn’t happen when you go over to Alex’s does it?”




Ray rolled his eyes. “You should’ve asked me that four or five years ago. Some days it was ‘what’s the most insane thing that could possibly happen?’ Now it’s normal. Not counting the time when I went over and Alex was trying to clean up after Shar.”




Alex checked, “Which time?”




He grinned, “Terawatt Barbie vs. the blob.”




“Guh.” She sank her face into her hands. “That was awful.”




Ray enjoyed telling everyone at the table, “Shar got her Terawatt Barbies out and she found a perfect blob for them to fight. Alex’s mom’s cherry jello mold that was supposed to be for dinner.” Most of the table groaned. “By the time Alex found Shar, the jello was all over the place. I mean, it was all over Shar, and all over the kitchen floor, and all over the bottoms of the walls and the cabinets and everything. When I got there, Shar was out of the shower and clean, but she and Alex were still cleaning the kitchen, and her mom was totally not happy about it when she got home.”




Alex muttered, “At least she did it on the linoleum, and not in the living room on the good rug. Barbie’s usually in the living room or the bedroom. Oh, and the kitchen smelled like cherry jello for like a week.”




After that, lunch kind of turned into an ‘I can top that’ contest about awful stuff that had gone wrong at their house. Nicole sort of ‘won’ with a story about her little sister changing the baby’s diapers on the good dining room rug with no changing mat or anything and not telling anyone and just leaving the diapers there until her dad came home late and walked through the dining room which didn’t have a light on and he stepped right in it and tracked it all the way back to her parents’ bedroom before he realized what he’d done, and then there was baby poo smushed into the carpet all through the house and it would just not come up out of the carpets. The story was so gross Alex could hardly finish her lunch.




Ray and Louis and Marsha and Robyn and Mina thought it was hysterical. Maybe if it was in a comedy, Alex would have laughed too, but it just seemed way too close to some of the things that had gone wrong in her life at one time or another. Okay, Robyn and Mina thought it was hysterical and mega-gross, because neither one of them finished their lunch. But it was pretty much impossible to gross out guys. Louis ate all of his lunch and finished off Marsha’s dessert.




Mina’s story was pretty funny too, what with her grandpa coming to visit and getting bored and deciding to help Mina paint her room a new color, and he just grabbed whatever was in the garage, so he put exterior enamel paint on her walls with old brushes and not using enough dropcloths and everything you could do wrong, and it came out a big mess, so Mina and her dad and her grandpa had to repaint the room and then scrub the floors and put down new varnish, and her mom was so mad at her father-in-law she deliberately fixed everything he hated, like lima beans or mutton or whatever, and Mina’s grandma just said, ‘you deserve it you alte kacker’ which was a bad word in Yiddish, and then he just ate everything and got even with his wife by telling her ‘this is great, maybe you should take cooking lessons from your daughter-in-law.’ The way Mina told it was really funny.




Louis had a story that Alex could hardly even believe, even knowing Louis and his dad. Louis claimed that back before they moved to Paradise Valley, when they were sprucing up their old house to sell it, his dad did some touch-up paint in the bathroom and decided to paint the toilet seat and lid too because they were a little chipped, and Louis came home from school and sat down to use the toilet and got glued to the toilet seat by his butt and had to go to the emergency room like that, with his pants still around his ankles. Okay, it was the kind of thing that seemed to happen to Louis, but still…




Alex already knew Robyn’s story about getting drunk with her friends and getting a really awful tattoo on her butt, and then her mom had a cow about it. They all did. Alex hadn’t heard the second part, though, and she hadn’t seen how awful the tat was. When Robyn saved up enough money to get some really cheap laser tattoo removal on it and she went in, the people who were doing the laser thing took one look at her butt tat and broke up laughing because it was so embarrassing. Alex would have died of humiliation if that happened to her. Even Willow would have been embarrassed by the way that tattoo came out.




Robyn frowned, “I totally learned my lesson. Don’t drink too much. Don’t let losers tattoo you or anything like that. Don’t take advice from really drunk friends. Don’t get tats you can’t see from guys you haven’t checked out first. Don’t go to cheap laser tat removal guys either. And totally don’t get a tat that’s supposed to be a couple pieces of fruit but accidentally looks like a guy’s junk, or misspelled words that make you look like a major perv.”




Nicole said, “I think that’s more than one lesson.”




Robyn added, “Oh, and totally don’t let your mom drag you over to see what tats look like sixty years later when you’re old and wrinkly, because… blech!”







Then, when Alex picked up Shar from the Boys and Girls Club, Shar was cranky that she didn’t get to go up to outer space and blast alien badguys like on tv.




Alex tried to explain, “It’s not like that. And stuff doesn’t explode like on tv either. And there wouldn’t be any kapows because there’s no sound in space.”




“No going kapow?” Shar frowned. “Really?”




“Really. No sound, because sound needs something to travel through, like air or water or a wall, and space is like a giant vacuum. And fire needs air, so you wouldn’t get fires in outer space, and it’s too dangerous to use in a space station.”




Shar complained, “Space sounds way more fun on tv. Did they at least have laser guns?”




“Nope. But we did almost get hit by another satellite and squished like bugs.”




Shar winced a little. “That doesn’t sound like fun either.”




Alex admitted, “Lots of it was totally un-fun.”




“Not of the fun?” Shar asked, in a pretty decent imitation of Auntie Willow.




“Not of the fun. But I got to talk physics with Samantha Carter. That was about the best part. Except for looking around in space and seeing the Earth and the stars.”




Shar frowned, “Talking physics doesn’t sound fun either. Is this like talking computers with Auntie Willow?”




Alex smiled, “What about talking chemistry with Uncle George?”




Shar insisted, “Uncle George is great! And he lets me do really fun experiments! We did this thing in the back yard with a whole big bottle of diet coke and a thing of Mentos, and that was so fun, and then we went back and looked at all the things that maybe made it go bloosh and we did a big study with more kinds of soda and candy to find out what worked and what didn’t, and it was so fun, and I think maybe I might want to be a chemist when I grow up.”




Alex just said, “You’d get plenty of help in our family if you wanted to do chemistry.” But just last week Shar had wanted to be a ballerina, and before that it was a cowgirl, and before that it was a rocket scientist, and before that it was a flight attendant. Alex was pretty sure she hadn’t changed her mind that much when she was eight or nine.




Shar thought it over and asked, “Are there chemists who just study candy and soda?”




Alex said, “Umm, maybe? Ask Uncle George, but I’m pretty sure there are food science people who are just chemists that study the chemistry of certain kinds of food.”




“Well, that’s what I wanna be when I grow up! And I’ll invent the best food in the world for Terawatt to eat when she’s flying around the world with Pyre fighting badguys and monsters!”




Alex smiled, “That sounds pretty useful to me.”




Shar grinned, “So you better do whatever I want now, or I’ll make your special Terawatt food taste like lima beans!”




“Oh nooooooooo!’ Alex squealed in a high-pitched voice until Shar couldn’t stop giggling.







While they were eating dinner that evening, Alex’s dad asked her, “Did you get to chat with your Samantha Carter? And is she as interesting in person?”




Alex gushed, “She’s totally awesome. She figured out more about my powers than anyone’s ever done. And she used my powers in a maser that we used to save the space station from being hit by an incoming satellite. But she’s really, really sick now. She’s got these denaturing nucleic acids inside her poisoning her, and she’s got first degree burns all through her body, and she may be in a hospital for months. I totally have to find a way to get Jack to fly me out to visit her when she’s well enough for visitors.”




Her mom carefully said, “Just remember, honey. This Sam isn’t the same as that other Sam, no matter how much you want her to be. You have reduced expectations for Willow and Hermione, because our Willow and Hermione don’t have magical powers. But you’re talking like this Sam will be just as skilled and just as trained—”




“And just as eager to go jump into a huge battle,” her dad inserted.




“—as that other Sam. What happened when you went to talk to that other teammate down in L.A. or wherever?”




“Oh. Right.” Alex felt like wilting or something, because the thing with this world’s Buffy had not gone well.




And even if this Sam did want to be part of Team Terawatt, what if this Sam and this Jack really hit it off, and Jack dumped Willow? That would be mega-bad. In a ton of ways.




170. Next Mission



After dinner, Alex cleaned up and then went and checked her phones and her email and her IM and her Facebook and everything else. Hanna and Cindy had called from Hanna’s not that long ago, so Alex Skyped Hanna.




“Alex, hi!” Cindy was in Hanna’s room with Hanna, and it looked like a lesson on eyeliner was in progress.




Alex wondered, “Should I call back later?”




Cindy shook her head no. “This is great.”




Hanna said, “I just need more practice.”




Cindy said, “It’s so helpful that Hanna doesn’t have a normal blink response, so I can teach her so much more about eyeliner and mascara and false eyelashes.”




Alex asked, “So what’s up?”




Cindy pouted, “Did you know Grover has fangirls?”




“What?” Alex thought she must have heard that wrong.




Hanna explained, “Klar and Action Girl are now officially ‘out’ as superheroes on Team Terawatt, because of the medal ceremony with the President. So now there are Klar fansites. Even though there are no pictures of him.”




Cindy complained, “Apparently, a lot of the Klar fanpages have artwork of what girls think Klar looks like if he wasn’t invisible. And what girls want to do with an invisible man.”




Hanna added, “It never occurred to me that sex in public would be much less of a problem if no one could see your sex partner.”




Cindy groused, “Well, it seems to have occurred to about twenty thousand girls around the world, and a lot of ’em want Klar to come over to their house and screw ’em silly in some public place.”




“Eww!” Alex winced.




Hanna grinned, “Cindy has been taking notes on the really creative ideas.”




Cindy blushed a bright red and hissed, “You weren’t supposed to tell that part.”




“Oh. Sorry. I did not think that included Alex.”




Cindy shrugged, “Well, maybe not.”




Alex said, “Maybe you should talk to Willow about the sex part. She might even have some good ideas about what’s safe and what seems safe but might not be.” She didn’t say that she didn’t want to talk about it, even though she really didn’t.




Cindy pouted, “We probably couldn’t make it work anyway, because when Grover’s not rushing off on a Code Walsh, he’s in the HWAAA labs or on-line taking college courses.”




Ooh, that finally gave Alex the opening she’d been waiting for! She nudged, “Well, you ought to be doing the on-line course thing too.”




Cindy frowned, “I wasn’t really any good at schoolwork, and besides, I have no idea what I’d want to major in or what classes I’d like, or any of that.”




Alex pushed, “But that’s what college is for! Regular colleges aren’t for people like Grover or Willow. They’re for people like you and me, so we can learn stuff, and find out what we like, and meet lots of people who have the same interests. People like Grover and Willow? They’re made for grad school. Or grad school’s made for them. Normal people? College classes.”




Cindy asked, “How do you know about this?”




Alex confessed, “Because I spent most of my life slacking off because I knew there was no way I could ever compete with my super-brain big sister the biochemistry genius. If I hadn’t gotten superpowers and met people way smarter than me who knew why I should apply myself and go to college, I’d probably still be doing the same thing.”




Cindy shrugged, “Oh, I don’t know. I don’t think there’s any job I could do around here. I’m not the military type, and I’m sure not the science-brain type.”




Alex tried, “You really need to get Jack to come over and talk to you and Grover about what you can do for the SRI if you had the background. I’m seeing a lot of holes in our staffing. Stuff like fashion design majors to help supers with costumes and disguises. Or food tech majors because we already have a lot of people with weird food requirements. Or public relations and marketing, because sooner or later we’re gonna have to convince people that superheroes are a good thing and not a threat to their lives and their health and their jobs. I bet you’d be great at any of those things! And you want to keep growing — I mean mentally and emotionally and like that, not like getting fat or something — so you and Grover will stay compatible as you get older. And being a really good cheerleader isn’t really any different than public relations and marketing for high school, because you’re trying to get some people stoked up about something, and you’re trying to change other people’s minds about it, and you’re trying to ‘sell the product’ even if the product is going to Friday night’s football game, or trying to get the crowd to yell louder while the other team tries to call plays.”




Hanna said, “That is a very good argument. It is no wonder that Colonel Jack says you are much smarter than you think you are.”




Alex felt like she was turning bright red.




Hanna turned to Cindy. “You should take several different introductory classes and see what you like and what you’re good at.”




Cindy looked really uncertain. “Wh-what if I’m not good at anything?”




Alex told her, “That’s what I worried about. But then I got some totally amazing help. I can teach you how to write really good papers, and Hanna can help you with languages, and Willow can help you with computer science and sciences and really pretty much anything. But really, if you learn like I did how to organize and write a whole paper in under an hour, that’ll help you with anything. Even science classes, because you have to write up labs and write up projects and stuff.”




Hanna asked, “Will you teach me too?”




“Sure!” Alex said. “Maybe not right now, but soon.”




Hanna nodded, “Good. I do not know what I want to learn, but I know I want to have a career as Action Girl and have some helpful specialties.”




Alex pointed out, “We’ve already seen that knowing a lot about computers, or physics, or biochem, or genetics, or a couple other things would be a huge help on ops.”




Hanna suggested, “I was thinking about concentrating on foreign languages and international politics. We already have teammates who are excellent in the sciences.”




Alex didn’t say anything, but she thought politics would be a weird fit for Hanna, because Hanna wasn’t really the negotiating-and-organizing type. She was more the ‘agree with me or I will smash your head in’ type. Okay, a lot of political leaders were kind of like that too. On the other hand, maybe Hanna could learn to be the negotiating type. That could be really good for her.




After they talked for a while about stuff like the importance of eyeliner in getting the ‘smoky eye’ makeup looking just right, Alex let them sign off. After all, Hanna had school tomorrow.




And Willow wanted to Skype, so Alex Skyped with her next.




Willow waved, “Hi! I got news. I mean, none of it is great news, but none of it’s bad, and it’s all stuff you’re gonna want to hear, and Jack even told me to tell you some of this stuff, so I’m with the telling now.”




Alex wondered, “So what’s going on?”




Willow started out, “Well, Samantha Carter’s still really sick, and she’s in quarantine just in case, and it’s at Walter Reed, so Jack can get you in to see her when you’re on the East Coast again. They’re expecting a full recovery, but she really feels crappy right now. And Jack said she’s mad that they won’t let her have enough computing power for some large-scale physics simulations she wants to run.”




“What else?”




“Okay, when Riley and Jo and Sergeant Carlson saved the day in Mexico with Clare Tobias, Riley called in an airstrike on Colonel McNamara, you know, the Shop guy, because he was infected with more of the alien goo, and they dropped like half a dozen Mark 77s on him and his X-37, and the CDC guys haven’t found even a trace of the alien slime-stuff. Or Colonel McNamara. Okay, there wasn’t much of the X-37 left either. It was pretty much incinerated and melted into slag. And they arrested all the guys Riley’s team didn’t shoot or blow up because there was a big firefight, except there were four guys who committed suicide with cyanide capsules, which Jack says is totally ick. Well, he didn’t say ‘ick.’ So Jack’s IT team tracked these guys down, and we think they’re all ex-Shop who didn’t turn themselves in like they were supposed to, and Jack thinks that means the NID grabbed a bunch of the rogue Shop agents, which was against federal directives, and if he could prove it, he could put some NID guys behind bars, well more NID guys, because Jack’s pretty happy about Colonel Maybourne going to federal prison. But the NID’s insisting they didn’t do it and it’s not their fault that Colonel Maybourne had a rogue cell doing who knows what and destroying secret NID bases they spent years setting up, and they’ve got some really powerful Beltway people defending them, so they’re probably going to skate on this. But we still don’t even have a count on the number of Shop agents who didn’t turn themselves in, because they were getting paid off the books and they were all routing encrypted messages to and from Shop HQ through a private anonymizer in Trinidad, and we haven’t been able to bust their encryption yet, and we haven’t been able to get at the sysadmin logs for that anonymizer site.”




Alex didn’t think of herself as mean or vindictive, but she was pretty glad to hear about McNamara and Maybourne, even if the NID was getting away with some really bad stuff. With McNamara dead and Maybourne in prison, Shar might even be safe. At a minimum, she was a lot safer than before. “A lot of that stuff sounds pretty good to me.”




“Oh! I almost forgot, and this is super-important too! Your problem-guy Victor Cready has a hearing tomorrow morning. His public defender got the ‘escape from prison’ charge dropped because nobody believes he actually escaped, and getting kidnapped isn’t a crime. But your local district attorney’s office hit him with a bunch of stuff for what he did when he fought Azure Crush. Umm, lemme see… Affray, arson, assault with a deadly weapon, destruction of private property, destruction of public property, and vandalism. So he turned down a big jury trial and there’s a small judiciary hearing tomorrow morning. Jack got me to juggle the times in the computer for the court calendar so Terawatt could just sort of show up during Alex’s second period and give a little amicus curiae brief. If you want to.”




“Oh, I want to, all right.” Alex frowned, “I just need to think about what I want to say so I come across like a smart, forceful superheroine they want to listen to.”




“Alex, you are a smart, forceful superheroine they ought to listen to!”




“I don’t always feel like one,” Alex admitted. Okay, she hardly ever felt like one. ‘Smart’ was like Willow or Annie or her dad or Sam or Hermione or Riley or Jo or Batman. Alex knew a ton of people who were way smarter than she was, and she had enemies who were massively smarter than her. And forceful? Not. When had she ever been able to tell people what to do, and they just did it? Pretty much only when she was threatening them with someone way more forceful than her, like General Hammond or the President. Sometimes she didn’t even feel like a real superheroine. She was never going to be like other-Buffy or other-Willow or other-Hermione, much less someone like Wonder Woman.




Well, she didn’t really have to be a super-genius or the world’s most persuasive person for this. She just needed to show up and tell the court that she thought Mr. Cready did the right thing. Even if it would be really handy to be incredibly persuasive, or maybe just incredibly smart so she could write out totally awesome arguments.







So Friday morning, she drove in to school like usual, but she parked further out than normal so she could park by a good storm drain right by the dry creekbed. She was over by the tennis courts, which were as good as new. Well really, they were a lot better than new, because Libby’s dad had paid for some really nice stuff so the school wouldn’t sue him and Libby. And all the girls on the tennis team said the surface was like pro tennis court quality now, plus there were nice benches off to the sides for the competitors, and stuff like that. And there were stadium seats on the south side so it was easier for people to come out and watch the matches, and the tennis teams really liked that.




She had already given Ray and Nicole and Louis and Robyn a heads-up that she was sneaking off-campus for second period, and if anyone asked, she was in the library or else in the nearest bathroom. You could get away with a lot of stuff just by saying you were doing something embarrassing, like having the runs, or having to go change your tampon. Selina — well, other-Selina — had told her that, and boy had it turned out to be totally true.




So she walked as casually as she could out to her car so no one would pay any attention to her, and she just hopped in the backseat and lay down. She already had one back window cracked open a good inch.




She went silvery, changed into her uniform, puddled out of the car and into the storm drain, and then rushed off through the water runoff pipes to one of the big outflows in one of the larger empty creekbeds around town. She zipped up to a thousand feet in the air and jetted over to the courthouse building. Then she just dove into the HVAC system, slipped a couple filters out of the way so she could get into the building, and puddled down to the third floor. She came out in an empty office and floated down the hall to the courtroom Willow had told her to go to.




She made sure she was high enough that her hair was almost brushing the top of the doorframe, and she floated into the courtroom.




The room was small. She was expecting to see a huge courtroom with like two hundred people in it, like on tv. It wasn’t like that. There was a judge behind the bench, one woman typing away as people talked, one guy in uniform standing near the judge, and two desks. Mister Cready was at one table with a guy who looked like he was just out of law school and couldn’t afford a good suit yet. There was one guy at the other table, and that guy looked like a Marine who had put on thirty pounds since he left the Corps but still had the same haircut. And on the benches on this side of the railing, there were about a dozen other people sitting in pairs or clumps with one person in a nice suit in each clump, like they were with their lawyers and waiting to do their legal stuff next. She figured you couldn’t get more than about forty people in those benches even if you had a really big shoehorn.




Alex was kind of nervous, but still she floated down the aisle to the little swinging gate in the railing between the court and the watchers. She cleared her throat and asked, “Your Honor, would it be possible for me to speak for a moment as an amicus curiae?”




The judge looked at the attorneys. The prosecuting attorney was good with it, but the defense attorney was going to object until Cready put a hand on the guy’s arm to get him to stop. “Very well then. I assume this will be brief.”




“Yes, Your Honor.” She used her tk to push open the gate, and she floated on over to the judge’s bench. “There are no Good Samaritan laws for situations that are not medical emergencies, but someday we are going to need Good Samaritan laws for people with superpowers. Victor Cready made a conscious decision to try and save this town, and people in this town. He made an immense sacrifice to do so. How many of us would be willing to dive into a roaring furnace to save others? Because that’s basically what he did. If he hadn’t made that sacrifice, we really have no idea how many police officers and EMTs and firemen would have been maimed or killed in Azure Crush’s rampage. I just want the court to extend the same leniency toward him that it has already extended toward me.”




“Are you willing to have this man loose on the streets again?” the prosecutor asked rudely.




Alex nodded, “Yes, I am. In fact, I intend to go to his first parole hearing and speak for him, and I already have a job lined up for him once he is released. The Paradise Valley Chemical plant can use trained security guards, and if he worked there, he’d never have to worry about not getting his regular doses of antidote. It would be a win for everyone.”




The judge frowned a little, but said, “Thank you, Terawatt. I’ll take your suggestions under advisement.”




She turned to leave, but Cready stared at her, “Why are you being so nice to me?”




She insisted, “Because you deserve it. You’ve been trying to do the right thing ever since our aerial battle ended.” She floated out into the hall. As soon as no one was looking, she went silvery and darted into an air conditioning duct, and flew out of the building.




She was back at her car with more than enough time to fix her hair before strolling into the school and walking to calculus class. Which she was totally prepared for already. Some of the rate-of-change story problems were pretty hard, but she was pretty sure she had the right answers for the ones she’d worked on, because Willow had explained how all the rate-of-change problems worked, and that was mega-helpful. As she waited to go into the classroom, she sent Willow another text about rate-of-change problems, and she got back a URL to a webpage that was nothing but formulas for rate-of-change type measurements on objects. Side or area or angles of a triangle, volume or surface area of a sphere, volume and area for all kinds of weird shapes like truncated cones, and stuff like that. She could see how knowing those formulas would help, since just last night she’d needed to know the volume of water in a sphere of radius r if only the bottom h inches had water, and h was less than r. She didn’t think some of this stuff was really useful, but maybe someday she’d need to know some of this stuff.




She figured she’d at least need to know a bunch of the formulas for the midterm and the final. And the AP exam.







That night, she went and took pictures at their second playoff game. Ray was really great, and so was Jerrold, and Heyward got a bunch of rebounds, and they won pretty easily, even if Jackson took a few shots he really shouldn’t have. He was still cranky that he hadn’t been picked all-conference first team. Alex did actually agree with him that the guy who got picked first team at shooting guard had really great points-per-game numbers mainly because his team fed him the ball a lot more, and that was because they didn’t have any other great offensive weapons. So Jackson got penalized for being on a much better team. That, and he still took shots he really shouldn’t.




But their second win meant that they were now in the final four for the Central Section playoffs, and she was pretty sure that everyone in their final four was also going to go to the state championship. So next Wednesday they’d play a semi-final game, and the winner would be playing for the championship and maybe a really great seed at state.




Alex looked at Heyward, who had really grown a lot over the past year, and Ray, who was definitely quicker and stronger than last year, and Tony, who was healthier than last year, and she just sort of wondered. Were these guys getting a teeny bit of help from some GC-161 exposure? It sure hadn’t helped the football team, which hadn’t come close to winning their conference, and had just barely made the playoffs with a really bad seed, and then they got creamed in their playoff game.




So if they won on Wednesday, they would play next Saturday for the section championship, and then there were the state playoffs afterward. Alex crossed her fingers that she’d get to go to the games, and bad stuff wouldn’t happen.




Okay, she knew bad stuff happened all the time, all over the world, but she couldn’t stop all of it all the time. All she could do was work with Jack and go where he needed her to go. Or where Hermione needed her to go. Or where the President needed her to go. Or where supervillains popped up in Paradise Valley. Or where Willow thought she should go. Or…




Crud, she was already getting carried away, and she knew things would only get worse as Batman started calling her for help, or Colonel Watanabe, or even more people she wanted to connect with.




Still, having more connections had to be good. It had already saved Petrie’s Island and Rome and Tokyo and New York, and that had led to saving Sendai, and it had led to finding the Batman and stopping more supervillains, and some of that had probably led to stopping the North Koreans, which had led to the President trusting her enough to ask her to go to the International Space Station. What shape would the world be in now if she had told that other Hermione ‘no I won’t go with you to some weird dimension’? Still, all that stuff made her sound like she was so ‘all that and a bag of chips’ but she knew she’d been really lucky some of the time, and she had really awesome people around her.




She drove Ray home, and they necked outside his house until way past her curfew, and she just didn’t think about how much pressure was on Terawatt to save the day every single time.




And her mom was waiting up for her and not thrilled about her being out past curfew, even if Alex had already texted her mom about the big win and driving Ray home.







Special Supervisory Agent Lew Erskine made the phone call he didn’t want to make.




“HWAAA headquarters, Sergeant Harriman speaking. How may we help you?”




He sighed inwardly, but didn’t let it show in his voice. “Sergeant, this is SSA Lewis Erskine of the FBI. Can I speak to General O’Neill?”




“Yes sir. Let me just get him on the line.”




“O’Neill here. What’s up, Inspector?”




So someone else was doing their homework. He admitted, “I seldom get to use my ‘inspector’ title anymore, now that I’m in the CTU. I was calling to give you a heads-up and ask if you still want to set up a joint operation. We think we’ve found the processing plant.”




O’Neill instantly grew serious. “Yes, I want a joint op. Where are you? How’d you find them? And are you sure this is the right place?”




He wasn’t sure whether he would have preferred the casual smart-ass. O’Neill now sounded like some generals Lew had dealt with before on counter-terrorism operations. The heavy-firepower military approach wasn’t always right for places within the United States. Lew was still a big believer in upholding the rights of citizens and going by the book. And part of that book said that federal espionage agencies and military strikes stayed out of the United States. But O’Neill’s agency was officially DHS and not DOD, so they were technically legal and he had to abide by that rule too.




He explained, “We gave everything from your IT staff to our IT people and our field agents, and we gave the rest to our forensics staff in Quantico. We were able to come up with traces of dust and pollen inside Tobias’s metal case, only underneath the foam lining, so we have reason to believe the traces were there before she was given the case. That let us focus more heavily on the north-central area of the country. We started with the cities along the I-80 and I-90 corridors that were in that region and met our specs: Milwaukee, Green Bay, Chicago, Indianapolis, Minneapolis, and a few smaller cities. All of them have water treatment plants that would screen out viruses and prions. Most of them don’t have light industrial or heavy industrial areas around their main water treatment facilities. That pointed us at Minneapolis and Milwaukee for our initial efforts. I just flew into Minneapolis. Special Agent Tom Colby’s team found a couple dozen possible warehouses and processing plants in the light industrial district just downstream of the main outflow. Right now we’re looking at a chemical processing plant that already has a large water line coming into the building, but someone has recently put a line from the south side of the building, a hundred forty yards across their parking lot and under an access road, right to the key outflow pipe from the city’s main water treatment plant. Agent Colby flew a helicopter over the area and got pictures, otherwise we wouldn’t be able to see it. And we’ve quietly checked with the city. This wasn’t a city project, and no one got permits to run that line.” He had worked with Tom for years, and counted him as a good friend. He trusted Tom’s judgment implicitly.




O’Neill agreed, “Yep, that sounds pretty suspicious. We’d better check that out. What do you have on hand to deal with the problem if they release the poison as soon as they spot us?”




He said, “We can’t assume there’s a nice, well-labeled valve to shut off the flow, so Agent Colby brought in the local FBI SWAT and a couple FBI demolitions experts. They figure there’s probably a sophisticated breaching charge on the outside of the city water pipe but just inside the collar where they welded their pipe onto the water line, so they can blow a hole in the main when they’re ready to release the poison. If the hole was there already, they’d have water pressure backing up into their plant right now, and so far that pipe’s empty. We borrowed a city maintenance truck and worked on the access road so our demolitions men could work on the other side of the access road without being seen from the plant. They dug down to the pipe and rigged it with what they call a ‘crushing charge.’ When they set that off, we’ll have steel plates on either side of the pipe get blasted toward each other, so it will pinch the pipe closed. With any luck, it should even weld the pipe shut at that point. And they put a mike on the pipe so we should get a heads-up if the toxin gets released into the pipe.”




O’Neill replied, “That sounds pretty good. Just make sure your men don’t get exposed to this stuff. We have no official antidote. One of my teams has synthesized what they hope is an effective counter-agent, but the counter-agent is toxic too, so we don’t want to administer it to everyone we see.”




He asked, “Then how can we use it?”




O’Neill explained, “We’re using Army CBW systems. You wear an injection system on your belt. If you get exposed to the prion liquid, you break off the protective cover and slap it. Presto, a big needle jabs you in the hip. And in theory you just get sick, and you don’t turn into an insane berserker. In theory. As far as I know, they have yet to test it on a human being.”




Lew admitted, “I saw that Agent Colby had some local agents who were real go-getters, so I explained in detail about the consequences of getting exposed to this threat, and I think that took the wind out of their sails.”




O’Neill snorted in amusement. “Great. We can have a team at your closest military base in maybe an hour and a half. Email me the data on the plant and pictures, especially the aerial images, and I’ll have a joint operational battle plan for you to look over before my people land. Expect they could have some Orphans on-site. Fighting two heavily-armed Orphans is about the same as running into a platoon of Special Forces, so do not engage unless you have no alternatives.”




He said, “We don’t intend to. Our operational plan is currently covert surveillance only, now that we’ve addressed their weapon system. We’d like to find out if they have other weapon systems, or other means of disseminating the threat. We’ll wait until your team gets here before we move to the next stage.”




“Which is?”




He explained, “Unless you have preferred alternatives, we’ll block their outflow pipe, kill their utilities, and give them the chance to surrender.”




O’Neill pointed out, “If you’re gonna try that, you’d better make sure you have their sewer lines blocked and all local storm drains segregated from the city systems, so they can’t just open the valves on their tanks and let stuff pour everywhere.”




He remained completely calm, even if the general was apparently trying to get a rise out of him. “Yes general, we do have some experience dealing with CBW threats. We have already addressed both of those, with help from the city’s civil engineers.” The phrase ‘don’t try to teach your granny to suck eggs’ came to mind, but he was not going to say that to a brigadier general. Especially not a brigadier general who had O’Neill’s reputation.




Once O’Neill hung up, he turned to Special Agent Colby. “Tom, who’s your communications specialist?”




Tom pointed out a young woman Lew hadn’t met yet. “That would be Agent Seward.”




He introduced himself with a handshake. “Agent Seward? I’m Supervisory Special Agent Lew Erskine.”




Her eyes grew large as she shook his hand. “Yes sir! I mean, I know who you are, sir.”




He wondered if Tom or someone else had been telling stories again. He only said, “Agent Seward, I need you to send all of our logistics information to this email address.” He handed her one of the business cards he had gotten from O’Neill’s staff. “All of it. If we have data that are hardcopy only or photographs, scan them and send them too. If we’re going to be involved in a joint operation with a Homeland Security agency, we need to keep them from complaining about us at least until we catch the badguys.”




“Yes sir!”




Tom asked, “Lew, we can have that plant surrounded in two minutes. Are we really going to wait until they get here to run an operation like that?”




Lew nodded, “Yes. Absolutely. Not only does Jack O’Neill have enough pull to make our lives miserable, the people I talked to said he knows more about Orphans and these terrorist plots than anyone else on Earth. It was his people who stopped the Umbrella disaster and the North Korean supervillain invasion, and it may have been his people who worked with Terawatt on everything she’s been involved in for the past year. We’re trained to deal with armed people. We’re not equipped to deal with supervillains. And anyway, they say they can get a team here in under two hours. I don’t see any reason we can’t wait for two hours on th—”




The sound of a Glock firing a three-round grouping came blasting from the other side of the warehouse they were using as a screen. It was answered by what sounded like two AK-47s chattering away.




Tom immediately snapped into his sleeve mike, “Cease fire! Cease fire! Who shot?”




“This is Rogers. It was Daniels, sir. A panel truck tried to drive out through one of the west garage doors, and he over-reacted. They were carrying heavy, and he’s down. I can’t get to him. They backed into the plant and they have that side of the building covered.”




Lew groaned to himself. He kept his voice calm and professional. “Agent Seward, alert the red phone number on that card and give them full details. Give them anything they ask for.”




“Understood, sir.”




He ordered, “Tom, move to next stage. Cut all utilities. Make sure all outflows are secure.” He turned his head, “Demolitions? Fire that crushing charge now.”




From where he was, he could hear a flat crack, and a burst of dirt over the charges flew straight up into the air. That was all the noise a carefully designed high explosive charge would make. One of the demolitions guys gave him a thumbs-up.




Now he had a man down, probably no simple way into the plant, a heavily armed enemy on the alert, and God only knew how many thousands of gallons of deadly toxins sitting inside there. If they had the vats or containers wired with explosives, they might be scrambling to deal with the loss of building power right this second. If only there was a clear avenue of approach. But the plant was in the middle of parking lots and open spaces. The minimum distance from any useful position to one of the entries was over a hundred seventy feet, and the building’s defenders had AK-47s and who knew what else.




He didn’t like doing things this way, but it didn’t look like he had a lot of alternatives now. They needed to move. And Tom already had the local FBI office’s Special Weapons and Tactics Team on hand. “Tell SWAT they have a go on both sides.”




Two FBI SWAT vehicles came out from their hiding places and raced up to the chosen entry points. One was a glass door facing the building’s parking lot. The other was a steel garage door large enough to let them drive their armored SWAT van into the building.




He checked that his Glock was ready, and he snatched up the M4 he had set aside just in case Murphy stuck his nose in, as happened way too often. Then he moved out with Tom’s team.




One SWAT team bailed out of the bigger SWAT van as it nosed up to the garage door. Two men used pneumatic jaws to pry the door open from the bottom, while two other men lay on the ground and opened fire at anyone who threatened the first two.




The other SWAT team ran behind their smaller SWAT van toward the entry door, while an FBI sniper put rounds through the glass of the door, forcing any defenders to retreat.




Flashbangs were tossed into the plant through both entries, and SWAT forces streamed in. He could hear the gunfire, but there was a lot less than he was expecting.




He wasn’t expecting a ‘wall’ to swing open like something out of a bad spy movie and a small single-wing prop plane to come speeding out of the plant. It raced onto the main road past the front of the plant and turned away from his group before it began picking up speed. He sprinted toward the road as fast as he could.




He knew that the plane could be carrying hundreds of gallons of the toxin. The Mississippi was close by. Even if that wasn’t the target, there were hundreds of lakes around the area, and the Great Lakes weren’t that far away. He spoke into his mike, “Seward! Get our copter in the air, and then contact the local LEOs and get every one of their copters up, and then call every news station and get their planes and copters up, and then contact O’Neill’s people, and then every military base within two hundred miles. We have a prop plane we need to track, and stop from dumping a possible toxin load.” He ID’ed the plane for her as he ran.




The plane lifted off smoothly from the road. An oncoming truck would have been really handy right then, but he wasn’t getting a lot of luck today.




He threw himself flat on a stretch of grass and tried to line up a shot, even though he was breathing hard after his sprint. The plane had taken off down the road away from the FBI forces, which put it heading due west, even if he figured the most vulnerable target was the river, which was east and south east of them. He watched as the plane turned to its left, probably planning on circling around so it could head at the Mississippi River.




But that left-hand turn put it broadside to him for a couple seconds. He held his breath and squeezed off three rounds. The plane tilted violently down and to its left, and for a second he thought it would crash into a nearby plastics factory and warehouse.




It straightened out at the last moment and just missed hitting the upper floors of the factory. It passed on the opposite side of the factory, so he didn’t have another shot. It dove down behind the distant factory. And it was out of sight.




“Seward, our target was last seen heading southwest from the light industrial district by the water treatment plant. Notify everyone to track it and put it down if at all possible. One of the pilots may be seriously injured, so they may try for their closest targets.”




“Yes sir. I’m on it. And I have General O’Neill for you, when you can make it back to the communications van.”




He groaned as he got to his feet. “Thank you Seward. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Tell the general we can still use assistance, especially if any of our people get contaminated by the toxin.”




He absolutely wasn’t looking forward to a ‘chat’ with General Jack O’Neill to explain this one.





171. Interlude XXVII



The newest page just posted on Terawatt’s main website by the site webmaster, terafan1:





How do I get superpowers?




Lots of people wonder about that. Lots of people have asked me that. Most people figure you drink a secret biochemical and you magically turn into Mister Fantastic. Some people want to drink that secret biochemical and magically turn into Doctor Doom.




It doesn’t work that way.




If you’re really, really lucky, the secret formula doesn’t do anything to you.




The secret biochemical is more likely to poison you, or destroy your liver, or give you a horrific cancer. It could even give you mutations so ghastly no one will be able to stand to look at you. It’s a lot less likely to give you a superpower. Almost anything is more likely than getting a superpower.




The North Koreans are suspected of dosing 680,000 of their best people in an attempt to create an army of superpowered soldiers. Over two thirds of a million people! As far as we know, 99% of these people are already dead or are dying horribly of radiation poisoning, biochemical poisoning, horrible cancers from teratogenic side effects, or equally grim effects.




Only about one percent even survived. We have no way of knowing whether the odds of their getting cancers or other terrible diseases have increased, possibly dramatically. We have no way of finding out how many of them now have terrible disabilities or crippling side effects.




Of the one percent who survived, only about one percent of those people got mutations. Most of them didn’t get superpowers so much as horrible transformations of their bodies until they looked more like parts of them had melted like wax, or they looked more like a caveman than a human. If you wanted superpowers so you could get more dates or so you could impress that certain someone, your chances of success just plummeted.




Nine people got high-level superpowers. Nine out of more than two thirds of a million people. Roughly one eighth of one one-hundredth of one one-hundredth of the people who were exposed. Those are not good odds. The lottery has worse odds, but you don’t die slowly and horribly from playing the lottery.




And of those nine, probably none of them would ever be able to pass as a normal human again. One turned into a living pile of mud. One turned into a massive, hairy sasquatch with hardly any higher brain functions. One turned into a half-cheetah monstrosity. One turned into a purple-skinned man with bizarre facial distortions. One grew scales on her face and perhaps all over her body. One grew a strange fin on the top of his head. One turned into a white-skinned, ice-coated cryokinetic like Japan’s Tsurara. One turned into a ninety foot giantess. And one turned into a pyrokinetic who is constantly surrounded by a corona of fire. How will these people eat, or drink, or sleep, or have a normal life ever again? What good would it do to get superpowers if you could no longer accomplish the goals that were the reasons you wanted to have superpowers in the first place?




And even if you do get a superpower, it may be one that no one wants. Just ask Victor Cready. His superpower was being trapped as a silvery, inhuman blob that was constantly on fire but just resistant enough that his nerve endings never burned away, so he never stopped being in unbearable agony. Think about that. Not just getting a burn, but being on fire from head to toe and in agony from it. Forever.




Even if you get a good superpower, it may ruin your life. Klar is invisible. Forever. He can never be visible again. And he can’t see in what we call the visible light spectrum. He can’t see colors. He can’t watch television or go see a movie. He can’t play videogames. He can’t read most books without assistance. He can’t see the colors on a traffic light, but cars can’t see him when he crosses a street. You can’t imagine what his life is like unless you consciously spend your time thinking every second about what you would be unable to see or to do, or how you would manage with other people not being able to see you in turn.




Or consider Action Girl. She has strength and quickness beyond the ability of normal humans. And it may go with the ability to get horrible diseases that regular people cannot get. She’ll spend her life having to worry about that. She may never be able to have children. She may not live as long as normal humans do. There are so many things we just don’t know about what her DNA may mean.




Even if you get a good superpower, you may not be able to control it. Imagine having my power of lightning, but being unable to turn it off. How would you be able to do anything? What if you couldn’t stop shocking yourself too?




And if you change the biochemical pathways in your body, how do you keep from changing the biochemical pathways in your brain? Your power might cause you to become insane in any number of unpleasant ways. Even worse, you might lose the ability to recognize what’s happening to your mind. You might lose the part of your mind that is you, leaving nothing but a slavering beast in your place. One of the North Korean supers was turned into a massive, hairy, super-strong proto-human who probably no longer had even the intelligence of a Neanderthal Man.




Maybe you should first ask: why do I want superpowers in the first place? If the answer is not ‘to help other people’ then you are already making a mistake. If the answer is ‘to be popular’ or ‘to get back at the people who are mean to me’ or ‘to get lots of money’ or ‘to get that girl/guy to notice me and like me’ or ‘to hurt people I hate’ then you’re already on the wrong track.




If you want to have superpowers so you can be liked, then ask yourself this question. How will I know they like me for myself and not just because I have cool powers? If that’s all you care about, you would be better off becoming a rock star or a reality tv star or a record producer or a Hollywood movie-maker. You’re a lot more likely to be successful in any of those careers than you are to get a good superpower.




If you want to have superpowers so you can do things that you know are wrong, then think about this. Without superpowers, you will be a common criminal. With superpowers, sooner or later you will have to face me.




Terawatt






172. Bogged Down



Alex was awake early on Saturday morning and practicing her martial arts and wishing she could still go over to Camp Atron for martial arts lessons. But Jack and Willow wanted to make sure the remaining NID creeps weren’t still a threat to Alex and Shar and everyone in Alex’s family.




Alex wanted to argue that Jack was being too paranoid, but she kept remembering that the other Batman in that other universe had been so incredibly paranoid and Selina said it had still turned out a bunch of times that he just wasn’t paranoid enough. At least Jo would be driving up to her house tomorrow afternoon, unless something came up.




And that was when her tPhone rang with the ‘Jaws’ ringtone, which meant Willow had messed with her phone again and switched her ringtones back the way Alex had them before. Well, at least one of the ringtones.




“Uh-oh.” She looked up at the ceiling. “Please don’t be something bad!”




But the ‘Jaws’ ringtone pretty much automatically meant badness.




She pulled the phone over to her with her tk and answered, “Terawatt here. What’s up?”




Willow asked, “I didn’t wake you up, did I?”




“No, I was already up and doing martial arts practice and stuff.”




Willow sighed, “Good. Because this is bad, but it’s an FYI right now, because we don’t know where to go.”




Alex let out a tense breath. “That doesn’t sound good.”




Willow explained, “Well, it could totally be of the bad, but it’s not like that. The FBI found the ‘hate plague’ factory in Minneapolis and they blocked the pipe and saved Minneapolis. We think.”




“We think?”




Willow went on, “Well, we’re pretty sure Minneapolis is all of the safety, because they got the factory and made sure stuff isn’t flowing into the city water mains and made sure stuff wasn’t running off into the Mississippi, and why does Mississippi look so weird when you write it down, and the FBI guys disarmed the bombs on the giant vats, and all that stuff, but the FBI started shooting when a big van tried to leave the factory, and maybe that was a good thing because the van was full of fifty-gallon drums of you-know-what, but the factory had a fake exterior wall that was totally out of the SMERSH interior design handbook, because at least one guy escaped in a little prop plane that could have hundreds of gallons of the stuff in it, or just a bunch of Orphans, or C: some of the above, we just don’t know, but Inspector Erskine who Jack was really snarky to on our phone call made this big sprint and totally went biathlon on ’em and put a couple bullets into the plane and it nearly crashed into a plastics factory nearby and then it went southwest, and the FBI called out everyone with a chopper or plane including tv news stations in the area, but the Air Force Reserve there just happened to be on maneuvers so they weren’t available, and the FBI’s helicopter had a fuel flow problem so it couldn’t take off and pursue, so it was horrible luck all the way around.”




Alex asked, “What about air traffic controllers at airports? Or AWACS? Or anything?”




Willow ran on, “Well, nothing turned up on any air traffic control, so they know the plane was flying stupidly low, like crop dusting low. And as soon as Top Banana called people, the Air Force scrambled jets from their closest active duty bases: Grand Forks AFB in North Dakota, Offutt in Nebraska, Whiteman in Missouri, and Scott in Illinois. And the Duluth National Guard and a couple Guard bases in Wisconsin got jets into the air right away too. So they’re pretty sure it had to land inside an hour, and it had to go west or southwest or south, because they got the other directions covered pretty fast with Minneapolis police helicopters and all that, but a prop plane like that can land on a straight road or even in a flat cornfield, and there’s tons and tons of both of those in the Minnesota-Iowa-South Dakota area. So they think they’re looking at a rough quarter-circle going out from Minnesota and going maybe as far south as Mason City, Iowa and going maybe as far west as Brookings, South Dakota.”




Alex grumbled, “I’ve never even heard of some of these places.”




Willow told her, “But they’re still talking about an area of maybe eighteen thousand square miles, so it’s not an SRI tasking yet. And at least they saved Minneapolis-Saint Paul. We figure the water would’ve gotten to maybe 390,000 people, but once they invaded the surrounding areas looking for enemies to kill, it would’ve gotten way of the worse, because the Minneapolis-Saint Paul metropolitan area goes all the way over to like Pierce County in Wisconsin, and it’s over three point three million people, and if they had to nuke all of that, it would be totally of the grim. But that little plane could land pretty much anywhere and it could hide in pretty much any barn that has a thirty-five foot wide door, or even smaller than that if they broke off the wings. Or they could just throw camo nets over it. And if they have hundreds of gallons of hate plague onboard, they could still do really creepy stuff.”




Alex complained, “Why does Jack keep calling it ‘hate plague’ anyway?”




Willow admitted, “He got it from ‘Transformers’.”




“Transformers? Like the robots that turn into trucks and cars? Is Jack like five?”




“Eight,” Willow insisted. “Charlie says he’s still eight a lot of the time, even if some of the parts I like are still eighteen a lot of the time.”




Alex totally didn’t want to go there. She went back on topic. “So what are we supposed to do?”




Willow said, “Mainly, just know what’s going on. If something comes up, it may be really soon, and it may be in that area southwest of Minneapolis. Jack says the FBI didn’t do as bad as he expected, and he’s got Bill Lee’s team on-site already denaturing all the prion stuff with this really clever proteinase that denatures the prion part so the rest of the macromolecule is useless and breaks down into pretty harmless stuff, and Bill even listened to Grover’s idea on it, and it worked great, so Jack’s really happy with Bill and Grover, and because Grover’s idea starts out with papain and then tweaks the molecule a little, it turned out to be a lot cheaper than Jack was expecting, because basically Grover and Bill went out and bought two hundred pounds of bulk meat tenderizer, which is mostly papain, and so they ended up with hundreds of pounds of the anti-prion stuff, which is totally what they need for those vats, because Jack said the Orphans had three huge vats, and each one held about a hundred thousand gallons of the stuff Clare Tobias had.”




“Eww.” Alex had no idea how huge a one hundred thousand gallon vat would have to be, but it sounded immense. “How huge were those things?”




“Great big cylinders. About twenty feet high and thirty feet in diameter.”




Okay, that didn’t sound so bad. Alex was thinking a hundred thousand gallons had to be like a skyscraper full of stuff, but a cylinder thirty feet across and twenty feet high… Well, that was still totally huge. That would be a lot of poison to counteract. She was totally glad Grover and Dr. Lee were science brains, because otherwise she’d be calling her dad and Annie and crossing her fingers that they could fix things.




She totally needed to introduce her dad and Annie to Dr. Lee and Grover. And Lieutenant Marshall. Maybe Jack would set up a web conference for her.




Willow wrapped up, “So the FBI is canvassing small towns all over that sector, and I’m monitoring news reports and police reports for anything that might be hate plague-ish.”




“Can we not call it the hate plague?”




Willow said, “We could go with Bill Lee’s name for it, but it’s eight multi-syllabic medical words that don’t have a good acronym.”




She winced a little. “Okay, ‘hate plague’ it is.”







Alex did her tk exercises and managed to lift 260 pounds, even if it gave her a miserable headache. At least it wasn’t one of those ‘railroad spike driven into the top of her head’ headaches. After she finished her workout and her martial arts forms and her tk exercises, she showered and went downstairs to have brunch. Her mom was teaching Shar how to make beef stew in the slow cooker, and Shar was begging to get to try grilling the cubes of beef with her pyrokinesis instead of using the frying pan. It was really cute, except for the part about the blasting meat with fireballs.




Fortunately, Alex’s dad came to the rescue when he came in from yardwork. He took Shar out in the back yard, and he let Shar try it with a dozen pieces of beef on the grill.




While they were waiting, her mom asked, “How’d the morning workout go? Shar was complaining about not being able to do sit-ups with you.”




Alex rolled her eyes a little. “I hold myself upside-down with my feet near the ceiling and do sit-ups like that. She isn’t doing enough sit-ups to have stomach muscles strong enough to do them. She could just sit on the floor, but she wants to do them like me.”




Her mom’s eyes widened a little. “Upside-down? Really? Can I see your abs?”




Alex pulled up her shirt. She had a sports bra on, but she was still careful not to pull her shirt up higher than the band of her bra.




Her mom just gawked. Then her mom reached and touched Alex’s tummy with her fingertips. “Oh holy crud, Alex! Those are… amazing. They’re like… Gisele Bundchen abs.” Her mom frowned, “I need to do more sit-ups every night.”




“Mom, I’m probably getting a lot of help from the GC-161. And I need really strong abs, for the ‘picture taking’ I do, and I get hit sometimes.” She looked at the unhappy expression on her mom’s face and decided she shouldn’t have mentioned that last bit. So she said, “Anyway, I just started out like you, and I kept adding more. When I got up so high it was taking a really long time, I switched to harder sit-ups but fewer reps. You could do it too, if you wanted to put in the work.”




Her mom pursed her lips. “Maybe I could do sit-ups and leg lifts while your father’s on the exercycle.”




Alex’s dad and Shar came in, both of them smiling triumphantly. “Look what I did!” Shar beamed.




And the cubes of beef looked great. Way better than the time Alex let Shar roast three cubes on the stove. Alex’s mom cut into two with a knife and smiled, “Shar, this is very, very good. Maybe next time, we’ll try having you do all the cubes on the grill like that. With supervision, naturally.”




Shar just grinned and bounced on her toes excitedly. “Oh! I know what to say! Domo arigato gozaimasu!”




Alex snorted with laughter, because she knew Jack and Willow were responsible for this one. She saw the puzzled looks on her parents’ faces, and she explained, “It’s what Naruto says all the time. Jack and Willow sent Shar some Naruto DVDs and they’re in Japanese with subtitles.”




Shar grinned, “Believe it!”




Her dad looked puzzled as he asked, “Can you learn Japanese from watching subtitled anime?”




Alex shrugged, “I guess you can learn a few things. Even being able to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ in Japanese would be neat.”




Her mom groaned, “And is this why Shar wanted ramen for lunch today?”




Alex made an effort not to giggle.







The pork ramen for lunch was really good. Her mom followed all the directions in this recipe Shar got off the internet, and even stirred in the raw egg at the end so it cooked into a beautifully decorated thing like egg flower soup.




Shar hopped up from the table, rinsed her bowl out in the sink, and then bowed like a Japanese girl. “Domo arigato gozaimasu!” Then she giggled and ran off into the living room.




Alex said, “I think she said ‘thank you very much’ but I’m not exactly Miss Foreign Language Person.”




Her dad began laughing, and dragged her into the home office so he could explain why he was laughing so hard. He showed her an old Mister Language Person column by Dave Barry that was in one of his Dave Barry books. Her dad started snickering again before he even got the book open. Then she started reading the column he pointed at.




Welcome to another episode of ‘’Ask Mister Language Person,’’ the column written by the language expert who recently won the World Wrestling Federation Grammar Smackdown when he kneed William Safire right in the gerunds.




She laughed so hard she had to fly to the bathroom, and that was just the first sentence!







Alex was really tense about the prion poison thing, so she concentrated on homework for the afternoon. Shar could tell Alex was upset, so Alex got hugged every time Shar came into the bedroom. And Shar made chocolate chip cookies for Alex too! With help, naturally. And Shar ate a bunch of them, too. Naturally.




Alex was reading ahead in chemistry when her mom brought some more still-hot chocolate chip cookies in. Shar carried the glass of milk to go with them. Her mom shooed Shar out of the room and carefully asked, “Alex? What’s wrong?”




She thought for a moment, but Jack had said he got clearance for her family to hear about this kind of stuff. So she spilled, “It’s another ‘evil Orphans’ thing. We were pretty sure they were making this — Jack calls it a ‘hate plague’ — this stuff that makes you go crazy. You think everyone you see is an enemy, and you lose all control over your aggressive impulses so all you want to do is kill every enemy you see. Which is everyone. We’re pretty sure this is what happened to Beirut. And Lanzhou in China. The FBI just stopped some Orphans who wanted to hit Minneapolis with the stuff, but one or two guys got away in a tiny plane, and we don’t know where they landed, or how much poison they have with them, or what they’re going to do with it. So I’m just sitting around waiting to hear some really horrible news so I have to rush off with no warning and try to deal with insane people who can never be fixed back to normal again. This stuff does permanent damage to your brain. These people will all have to be locked up in solitary confinement until they die!”




Her mom hugged her and said, “It sounds horrible, honey. But I know you’ll do your best. And really, that’s all you can do. You can’t solve all the world’s problems, and you can’t save everyone. Even the superheroes in the movies can’t. And you have people who want to help you, like Jack and Willow, so let them help. You’ve already done so many amazing things and saved so many people… You’re a really amazing young woman, and you should take more credit for the things you’ve done.”




Alex hugged her mom hard and whimpered, “You’re the best mom in the world.”




Her mom paused for a second. “Alex, sometimes I feel like I’m the worst mom in the world. I regularly let you run off and do horribly dangerous things. I didn’t even notice you had superpowers for four years and you were in real danger, and I had no idea. I let Shar go with Jack to Asia…”




Alex frowned, “Well, what else could you do? You can’t ground me when I have to go save Rome or wherever.”




Her mom murmured, “I keep telling myself that, but I worry so much… And you always come home, even if you’re all bruised, or horribly sick… But a lot of times when I watch you fly off, I’m just so scared…”




Alex just hugged her mom and told herself this was better than anything else. Having her mom love her and want to protect her had to be better than so many of the things she knew about or had heard about. Like other-Willow’s parents just not being home except when it was inconvenient for Willow. Or other-Buffy’s mom and dad locking her up in a nuthouse, and then her mom refusing to believe in the supernatural even after her mom got bitten by a vampire in her own kitchen. Or other-Jaime not being allowed by her agency to tell her folks. Or other-Selina losing her parents when she was younger and pretty much having to get by on her own. Or what other-Hermione did about her parents. Or what other-Willow said about Xander’s parents, and how Xander’s dad hit him until Xander got possessed by a hyena spirit and got strong enough and dangerous enough to stand up to his dad.




She admitted, “Most of the time I’m pretty scared, too. And worried. And I know it’s worse watching someone else go off to do something dangerous than it is to be the one going off to do the dangerous stuff. At least it is for me. And for Jack. He hates being a general because now he can’t go out on ops with his troops and fight to keep them safe. Willow’s thrilled, but she won’t say so because she knows Jack’s so unhappy about it.”




Her mom smiled a little. “Jack? Somehow I can’t see him as a general behind a big desk being stuffy.”




Alex grinned back. “Yeah, Jack’s not exactly sit-behind-a-desk material. He hates paperwork, and he hates not going out in the field with his people, and he hates stuffy bureaucrat types. I think the only way this could be worse is if he lost Walter too.”




“Walter?”




“Oh, right. You haven’t met Sergeant Walter Harriman, Jack’s… well, I don’t know if he’s really an adjutant, but he’s Jack’s paperwork and bureaucracy specialist. Cindy and Grover say his daughter Wendy’s really nice, and she’s totally thrilled to have some other teenaged girls on the base who aren’t officers’ kids. She doesn’t have the clearance to know how… unusual Hanna and Cindy are. I mean, Hanna’s, well, Hanna, and Cindy’s boyfriend is Klar and Cindy even did the invisibility thing a couple times, and boy is she glad she didn’t try it a lot more.”




Her mom looked puzzled, so she realized she’d never explained all about Grover and his biochemical. “Grover invented this chemical that lets you go invisible for up to half an hour, but after maybe eight or ten exposures it suddenly goes permanent. And if you’re transparent in the visible wavelengths, you can’t see in those wavelengths either. He can only see in infrared. He’s not blind, but Cindy says it’s like being colorblind for every color so you only see in shades of gray.”




He mom looked horrified. “That sounds… horrible!”




Alex nodded. “Grover says Jack’s been awesome. He got the science guys to cook up some kind of weird LCD screen that’s all infrared outputs so Grover can see stuff, so he can watch movies and tv on it, and play videogames on it, and do computer work on it. And there’s plenty of books Grover can’t read because he can’t tell the black print from the white paper, but now you can get so many books electronically and he can read ’em on his special monitor. And he can’t do lots of chemistry like titration like he used to, so he has to use computerized systems with special screens he can read, because stuff like litmus paper’s pretty useless if you can’t see any colors.”




Her mom stroked Alex’s hair and murmured, “Jack has really been good for a lot of people. You, and Grover, and us, and Hanna, and Shar, and Willow… I’m sorry I didn’t trust him with Shar. And that thing in Japan was not his fault.”




Alex frowned, “Yeah, we all know whose fault it really was.”




A high-pitched voice yelled from the hallway, “That’s totally not fair! I had to!”







The black sedan pulled up in front of the small building. Jerry got out of the car, and his partner followed. This was pretty tiring, but he felt better checking every town personally, instead of just calling up a list of county sheriff’s offices.




A lanky guy in uniform scrambled out the door and trotted down to see them. He put out a hand, “Hi! I’m the deputy in charge right now. The sheriff’s got some time off with his wife. They’re gonna have a baby. Don’t know how we’re gonna manage while she’s out on maternity leave, ’cause she’s the town doc.”




Jerry shook hands and showed his badge. “FBI agent Jerry Cotton. This is my partner Phil Decker.”




“Oh! Sorry. I’m Russell. Russell Clank.”




Jerry knew how some people viewed the ‘Feds,’ so he just smiled and said, “No problem. We’re just covering the area. You heard about the big gun battle up in Minneapolis?”




“Oh yeah, we got a bulletin on that and everything.”




Jerry nodded, “Well, they managed to sneak at least one guy out in a little prop plane. We’re looking for anybody who might’ve seen a little prop plane flying really low overhead, or crashing, or maybe even landing. It ought to be pretty distinctive, since it’s got a couple bullet holes on the left side, and the pilot may have a couple bullet holes in him or her too. Anybody report anything like that?”




The deputy grinned, “Heck no. We’ve got a few real characters around here, and most of ’em would be on the phone to us and the mayor and everybody else in about a second and a half.”




Jerry just said, “Okay, but if you hear anything, let us know right away, okay? Some of these people are very dangerous. And let the doctor know to be on the lookout for anyone who’s been shot.”




“Just how dangerous are we talkin’ here?”




Jerry admitted, “Whoever was piloting that plane might be… one of these Orphans like in the news.”




“Well shit. This isn’t like that Umbrella Corp mess, is it?”




Jerry frowned, “It could get pretty bad, but hopefully it wouldn’t be that bad.”




The deputy scowled, “I got relatives over in the Quad Cities, and one of them was a security guard for Umbrella. As far as the family knows, he’s dead and buried in the Spencer building.”




Jerry told him, “I’m sorry for your loss. But I think you know everyone in that building was either dead or worse than dead well before that building collapsed.”




The deputy nodded unhappily. Then he said, “You wanna come in for a moment? We’ve got a big gallon jar of sun tea brewed up, and some clover honey if you like your tea sweet.”




Jerry smiled, “Thanks for the offer, but we’ve got to get going. We want to check on seven more towns today.”




The deputy nodded in understanding. “Well, thanks for dropping by. The next time you’re in Ogden’s Marsh, you swing by the diner and tell ’em Russell sent you. They have great food there.”




Jerry climbed back in the car, waited until Phil buckled his seat belt, and drove off.




Phil asked, “You’re really sure we can’t take anyone up on any of their offers?”




Jerry carefully drove out of the town. “Really. If there’s even a tiny chance these terrorists have gotten that toxin into the local water supply or food chain, having lunch or even a nice mug of sun tea could be the last sane thing you ever did.”




Phil grinned, “Hell, my wife says the last sane thing I ever did was when I said ‘I do’.”







Alex was exhausted by bedtime. Worrying about people was hard work. Worrying about people when you had to sit still and couldn’t go do anything was totally worse. She didn’t know how generals and admirals did it day in and day out. Maybe she needed to be nicer to guys like General Jackson and General Kremer.




Worrying about other people when you had to pretend you were concentrating on a big championship game was even harder, because you had to pretend you weren’t worrying and you were totally focused on the game, which was utterly awesome, and Ray made five out of six foul shots in the last two minutes when the other team was trying desperately to get back in the game, and so they won by six! They were the Central Section champions, and they were going to get one of the top eight seeds, and maybe even one of the top four seeds, which would be super-awesome! And Ray took her to a big celebration party at Tony’s house, and it was a really good thing she called her mom about it, because she got home over two hours past her regular curfew.







She got up the next morning and took a quick shower before getting Shar up for church. Her dad was already making pancakes when she got down to the kitchen, and he had a couple big stacks in the oven staying warm just for her. She added lots of real butter and plenty of the real maple syrup, because she’d found out that real maple syrup just tasted a lot better on stuff than the fake maple syrup she used to eat when she was little and she had a sweet tooth like Shar’s.




And then it was time for getting ready, and going to church, and singing the hymns. And during the silent prayer part after the sermon, she prayed that they would be able to stop The Collective yet again. She pretty much knew what The Collective wanted. The whole take-over-the-world thing pretty much went without saying. And the kill-almost-everyone-else deal was totally obvious. Maybe they really did believe what Clare Tobias had told Riley and Jo and Mark: that they were thinning out the humans to save the planet and that would pave the way for homo superior.




Alex figured that if you convinced yourself you weren’t even the same species, that it would be way easier to kill those lesser things. She hadn’t had any compunction about killing as many silicates as she could find. They were a threat, and they would keep growing in numbers until they wiped out everything. Was that it? Did these Orphans look at people the way she had looked at those creepy silicates? She shuddered in horror.




And did it make her a bad person that she had killed all those silicates without a second thought? That she had killed as many mutated Umbrella victims as she’d had to? She totally didn’t want to be like those Orphans and the other members of The Collective. She reminded herself — not for the first time in the past year — that Terawatt had to be the goodguy. Spiderman, not The Punisher. And definitely not Doctor Doom, despite what that jerkhead Bruce was worrying about.




Did other-Batman spend all his spare time worrying about how to stop Wonder Woman if she went evil, or that guy who could take a tactical nuke off his face? Superman, or whatever his name was? That seemed somewhere past ‘mega-prepared’ and well into ‘totally insano’.




She really needed to figure out how to stop Terawatt, just in case. Oh, she could think of tons of ways that Jack or Riley or Jo could do it right then, starting with a sniper rifle. But if she went nuts and stayed silvery, she might be a lot harder to take down than just a bullet from one of those huge rifles at half a mile. And what was Terawatt going to do about Danielle Atron? And Maggie Walsh? And whoever was actually running The Collective, because it was pretty clear to Alex that Maggie Walsh had gone to The Collective just in the last year, starting with Downingtown, and the people behind The Collective had been doing bad stuff for over thirty years.




Uh-oh. Everyone was getting up, and the organ was starting, and she had no idea what they were supposed to be singing.




Her mom held a hymnal over so Alex could see which song it was. Okay, she knew this one, so she didn’t need a hymnal. That was good. Obviously, her family could tell she was all distracted and not paying attention. She hoped she didn’t get chewed out on the way home.




When they got in the car, Shar piped up, “Alex is upset about stuff!”




Her dad said from the driver’s seat, “We all noticed, Shar. But thanks for worrying about Alex.” He looked in the rearview mirror and smiled, “At least you didn’t fall asleep during the sermon and snore, like Bob McCormack.”




Alex winced a little, because that had been really embarrassing even if she was two rows away from the McCormacks, and she was pretty sure Bob’s wife Patti elbowed him really hard.




She confessed, “I was praying about stuff, and I got really worried, and all distracted, and… Well, I wish I was out helping people instead of sitting here waiting to find out where I needed to go like yesterday because now there’s a disaster happening.”




Shar insisted, “Yeah! Me too!”




Alex’s mom turned her head and firmly said, “Shar, we’ve talked about this. You did a bad thing — several bad things — in Japan and before you got on the plane, so it’s going to be a long time before Jack can trust you to be safe on another op.”




Shar pouted, “Aunt Willow said Uncle Jack loves me a lot, but that doesn’t mean he’ll let me do anything I want, ‘specially if he thinks I’m using my powers to get my way, because then I’ll end up turning into Baron von Kreep. I don’t like him. I don’t wanna be like that. I wanna be like Kari Strong.”




Alex leaned over and gave Shar a one-armed hug. “You will be. And I bet Kari never blasted anything like Gojira.”




Shar whispered, “That was really scary. I was totally afraid you were gonna get killed. And then when I was there with you, I was totally afraid I was gonna get killed too.”




Alex just turned so she could hug Shar with both arms. She whispered, “Me too.”







After lunch, Alex called Jack on his cellphone.




“Yello!”




She could hear lots of noise in the background, so she checked, “Am I calling at a bad time? Are you in a meeting?”




“Nope, just lots of yelling at the tv screen because someone’s b-ball team is letting them down. Again.”




Alex distinctly heard Charlie O’Neill yelling, “You suck! My grandmother could make that shot!”




Jack smirked, “What I wouldn’t give to show up these overpaid choke artists with… oh, how about a five-woman basketball team? Maybe you, Hanna, Azure Crush, Lupo, and Valentine. That would be hilarious.”




That would be totally unfair, no matter how good the other team was. Alex knew she could steal the ball with her tk every time the other team inbounded the ball, and then she could just do an alley-oop to Az, who could jump fifteen feet in the air and catch the ball and then drop the ball through the net. The other team would never get across the half-court line.




Alex could hear Grover’s voice in the background yelling, “Oh no! No no no! Play some goddamn defense!”




Jack groaned, “This game is hopeless. These guys are gonna lose by twenty. Maybe forty. So what can I do for you?”




She said, “I was hoping you’d help me set up a web conference call between my dad and my sister and your biochem people, and maybe you could get Annie a really awesome DHS internship so we could start using her skills sooner. And you should totally have people like my dad and the Paradise Valley Chemical plant as resources.”




“Your wish is my command! Eenie meenie chili beanie! The spirits are about to speak!” He stopped the silly voice and smirked, “There, it’s all done.”




“Jack…” she said in frustration.




He gave her more of the smirky tone. “Really, it’s already done. I was saving it as a big surprise until Top Banana told me MIT was good with it and I knew big sis would bite on the hook, but after Willow told me about your family not getting to see Annie for most of the summer, I had Marshall review Annie’s records, and so she’s getting the offer any week now. Try to act really surprised. Will thinks Annie should spend the whole summer in Paradise Valley with you guys, but I think we’ll have to have her here for some briefing and training, then in Roswell with Marshall’s team for half the summer, but I figure we can manage at least a month in Paradise Valley working at the plant, assuming George will go along.”




“Sure he will! He’d love to have Annie working on stuff with him at the plant! Or in our garage. Whatever they were working on while mom and Shar and I were down in Roswell, they had to air out the garage a lot. Mom said she didn’t care, as long as they stuck to the rules and didn’t put anything over on the food-only shelves near the door.”




Jack went on, “So the big web confabs won’t start until after Annie signs on the dotted line. She just has no idea how fast the clearance process is going to go in her case, because we already cleared her and your whole family for SRI business, which mandates a Top Secret clearance as per DHS bureaucratic whininess.”




Alex couldn’t stop smiling. “Jack, you are the best.”




Jack complained, “Flattery will get you… anywhere, but if I was really the best, I’d have this Minneapolis problem wrapped up. The Feebs still haven’t found any trace of that plane, and the NSA and CIA haven’t had any luck with spy satellites, and we’ve run a bunch of spy planes across the area, with everyone from NSA camera geeks to CIA computer programs studying the films they took. Nada. Right now, Top Banana has NOAA and the EPA getting special aerial photography of every lake and pond and stream in southwest Minnesota, just in case the plane’s at the bottom of a lake. But there are thousands of barns and sheds that plane could be in, especially if they were smart enough to make those wings quickly removable with just hand tools.”







Dave adjusted his hip waders once more. The life of a county sheriff was not exactly glamorous at the best of times, and this was well into ‘really sucks’ territory. He had a pregnant wife he wanted to be home with, and instead he was wading in a swamp with a deputy.




There were a surprising number of swamps and waterholes and ‘prairie potholes’ and marshes all across Iowa and Minnesota and the surrounding area. Ogden’s Marsh was fairly large. The town was named for it, and it filtered a couple little streams that led into Ogden Lake, which was really just a big prairie pothole that the town and the farms around the lake all used as a reservoir. And it was a birdwatching area and hunting ground, because birds and animals loved these spots.




Russell apologized again, “Sheriff, I’m really sorry, but Rory was insisting a plane crashed in here a couple days ago, and his wife finally got around to telling him about it. And it’s not like she wouldn’t have a good view of it if it really happened.”




Dave just nodded. Rory’s farmstead was on a low rise just to the north of the lake and the marsh. He had one of the best views of the marsh of anyone in the county. He was also the biggest pain in the ass of anyone around the area when it came to getting permission to hunt on his land, or even to cross his land to get to the lake. Dave couldn’t begin to count the number of times Rory had called the county sheriff’s office to come out and arrest people. Not that Dave ever did, even when Rory threatened to run them down with his tractor or something else silly. It was always some kid with a fishing pole, or a couple locals hunting birds, so Dave just warned them to stay off Rory’s land and avoid getting a shotgun full of rock salt in the ass, because Rory had certainly blasted teenagers sneaking into his pumpkin patch before. Rory was easily one of the three biggest pains in his ass in his entire job, even including the Iowa State Police guys who thought they were hot shit, even if they regularly got shoved around by the S.T.A.R.S. guys and the FBI guys.




Russell suddenly gasped, “Holy shit!”




Dave turned and looked where Russell was staring. A couple trees were mangled where something had recently ripped its way through them and into a deeper spot in the marsh, pretty close to where the marsh opened up into the lake.




And there was a broken airplane wing just barely jutting up out of the water. Crap.




The plane had to be on its side, in maybe six feet of murky water. Dave carefully waded over toward it.




There were three bullet holes in the door, just a foot or two under the water, with a dead pilot and a co-pilot who looked like he had been frantically trying to get over the pilot’s body and out of the water-filled craft, but didn’t quite make it. And just under the water behind that was a crushed fuselage. Through the broken side windows, he could just make out a bunch of fifty-gallon drums.




The drums were all busted open from the impact of the crash. 





173. Crazytown



Sheriff’s deputy Russell Clank was used to Dave being the calm one who always knew what to do. But Dave was upset. Dave was way past upset. Dave was freaking.




Russell tried, “Dave! Slow down, Dave! Was that the plane the Bureau was looking for?”




Dave snapped, “Hell yeah. And whatever those Orphan creeps were going to do to Minneapolis? It’s in our town water system now!” As soon as Dave got to dry land, he flat out ran for the patrol car, even though he was wearing hip waders.




“Slow down, Dave!”




Dave insisted, “There’s no time. There’s maybe twenty farms that get their water straight out of the lake, and the whole town water supply comes out of the lake, goes through a real simple treatment system, and then all over town. Call the mayor and have him shut off the water supply until the CDC and the EPA can check it. I’ve got to call the FBI first, and…”




“Slow down, Dave!”







Dave was feeling incredibly frustrated. The FBI guy hadn’t been helpful, because Dave was just a measly county sheriff and Agent Cotton was currently checking out a ‘maybe’ four counties away. His wife hadn’t answered her phone, which happened all the time when she was seeing a patient, but it still made him nervous. He’d called the state highway patrol but hadn’t been able to reach the guys he knew, so he’d left a message there too. Even worse, Russell hadn’t been able to talk the town mayor into ordering the town water supply to be shut off.




They got back to the little sheriff’s office, and Dave rushed Russell inside. “Look, we need to call everyone in town, and everyone who gets water right out of the lake. I need you to get right on that.”




Russell frowned, “Slow down, Dave!”




So Dave took a deep breath. Maybe he was over-reacting.




Liz walked over and asked, “Would you like some sun tea?”




A chill ran down Dave’s spine. Town water. No boiling that might kill something in the water. He looked over, and the gallon jug was half empty. And there was a mug on Russell’s desk. Liz had one in her hand.




Liz walked off, repeating, “Would you like some sun tea? Would you like some sun tea? Would you like some sun tea?”




Russell picked up his phone and said, “Slow down, Dave! Slow down, Dave! Slow down, Dave!”




The hair on the back of Dave’s neck stood at attention.







FBI agent Jerry Cotton answered his cellphone. “Agent Cotton.” He listened to the message and he just gritted his teeth until the idiot finished. “This is a possible state-wide terrorist attack and you blew this guy off because he’s just a county mountie? Are you a moron? You will alert everyone on the CTU list. Right. Now. The CTU, the CDC, the National Guard, the IBI, the IHP, and anyone the CTU tells you to call. Now!”




He scrolled through his contact list and dialed the county sheriff’s office and got the guy he hadn’t had a chance to talk to when he’d driven through.




“County sheriff Dave Dutton speaking.”




“This is FBI Special Agent Jerry Cotton. Do you have the terrorist plane?”




“Oh hi, honey!” the sheriff said a little too loudly. Okay, that sounded really bad. Jerry signaled for his partner to start calling for possible reinforcements. If the sheriff was already trapped in a hostage situation with Orphans and this toxin…




Jerry listened as the sheriff moved the phone away from his mouth and called out, “Hey Russell, I’m gonna have a personal chat with the missus. Keep working on those phone calls.”




A few seconds later, Jerry heard a door slam over the phone. “This is Sheriff Dave Dutton. We have a major crisis here agent, and the more manpower you can get, the better it’s going to be. And you can’t count on any of us, because Lizzie has been brewing sun tea, and she and Russell have been drinking it, and they’re already acting… weird. They’re both repeating themselves over and over, instead of doing what they need to. We haven’t been able to talk the mayor into turning off the municipal water supply, and now I don’t know if it’s because Russell was talking crazy on the phone to him. And besides the town, there’s maybe twenty farmers who get their water directly out of the lake. Russell and I found the plane. There’s two dead guys in the front seat. Whoever opened fire on that plane deserves a marksman’s medal or something, because he put all three bullets right in the door of the plane and into the pilot. And there’s a ton of fifty gallon drums in the back. Only problem is the crash busted all the barrels open. It also busted the plane open, so all this crap is in the water now!”




Agent Cotton tried to will the sheriff to remain calm. “The Air Force guys who did the overflights didn’t spot anything. Where’s the crash?”




The sheriff said, “It’s in Ogden’s Marsh. The swamp, not the town. Just under the last few trees before the marsh opens up into the east side of the lake. Twenty yards west, and the plane would’ve been out in the open. A hundred yards west, and it would’ve been down at the bottom of the lake, and the crash might not’ve busted the drums open. A hundred yards east, and it would’ve been so far in the really muddy parts of the marsh it might’ve been weeks before this stuff could’ve seeped through the marsh and into the lake. This is just… What’s going to happen to everyone?”




Jerry admitted, “They’ll probably develop peculiar tics, and then they’ll go off the deep end. We don’t know how long it’ll take, but maybe a day or two. They’ll think everyone they see is an enemy, and they’ll think they have to kill every threat. Everyone who drinks enough of this contaminant is going to turn into a killing machine.” He took a deep breath and added, “The DC office thinks this stuff may be what happened to Beirut.”




“Oh my God.” The sheriff cringed audibly. “Judy’s pregnant!”




Jerry calmly said, “Get her somewhere safe and protected. Make sure she doesn’t drink any more lake water. We’ll have people there within hours. And give me her phone number, so I can make sure someone gets to her.”




The sheriff said, “I’ve got to get the water supply shut off.”




Jerry said, “Stay on the line while you do that. If you’ve got a hands-free system, go with that. And give me the name and address of every farm that takes water directly out of the lake.”







Dave’s car skidded on the gravel behind the doctor’s office, and he scrambled for the back door. Judy was sitting in her office talking to her receptionist Becca, and lifting a teacup to her lips.




Dave suddenly felt a sense of mounting horror. He yelled, “Don’t drink that!”




Judy and Becca both looked at him like he’d gone crazy. Judy worried, “Dave?”




He gasped, “There’s a poison in the water system. Everything out of the lake is at risk. I don’t think the town water treatment facility is doing the job, and everyone who draws straight out of the lake is at risk!”




Judy frowned at him, “I haven’t been drinking the town water since we started trying to make a baby. This is some herbal tea I made at home last night.”




He blew out a relieved breath. His house was on well water, and they had a reverse osmosis system in the basement to treat the water, because Judy was concerned about nitrates and pesticides and herbicides that might possibly get into the well water from the surrounding farmland.




Judy asked suspiciously, “What’s this poison, and why’s it in the water?”




Dave decided he’d better tell the town doctor, even if he wouldn’t want to alarm his pregnant wife. “It’s the stuff from the Orphan attack the FBI stopped in Minneapolis a couple days ago. Russell and I found the crashed plane in the marsh at the edge of the lake. They think it’ll make people go wacko and kill everyone they see. And Russell and Liz are already repeating themselves and acting abnormal, so I don’t know who we can trust until the FBI and the CDC and the National Guard get here.”




Becca nervously asked, “Repeating themselves? That’s what Rory was doing.”




Judy looked at Becca and told Dave, “We have Rory in exam room one right now, and he’s presenting with palilalia and some odd behaviors. I thought maybe he’d had a mild stroke, and I called his wife to come get him. I don’t want him driving like that, and I need her to sign some consent forms so we can get him over to Mason City for an MRI and some therapy.”




“What’s he saying?”




Becca said, “He keeps saying ‘not my farm, not my farm’.”




Dave frowned, “He’s the one who called in and told us about the plane crash. If he thinks that’s a threat…” He stepped into the short hallway and took a look. “Exam room one’s open. So is the side door.”




Dave quietly made sure his automatic was ready to draw. He walked as quietly as he could down the hall to the first exam room. He leaned in and jerked back before anyone could launch an attack.




The room was empty. He moved the rest of the way down the short hall, checking the other two exam rooms before he just walked past an open door that might have a threat inside. Still no one.




He carefully stepped over to the side door, and took a peek. Rory was leaning into his pickup truck and rummaging for something.




Judy and Becca were suddenly crowding Dave from behind. Becca whispered, “What’s going on?”




Judy hissed, “Don’t let him drive off in his condition!”




Rory stood up. He was holding a shotgun.




Dave knew there wasn’t much chance it was unloaded. He whispered, “Get back in your office. Now!”




Rory held the shotgun like he was ready to fire it, and he walked right toward the open door. Dave noticed that Rory was walking like he was sleepwalking, or maybe drunk. Dave figured that was another tell when someone was affected by this stuff.




Dave was also figuring that he wasn’t going to be able to talk Rory into putting that shotgun down. And that meant killing someone who he knew, or else getting killed and being unable to save his wife and their little friend Becca.







Riley’s tPhone rang in the tone that meant it was General O’Neill. He still thought of the man as ‘the colonel,’ just as he kept thinking of his tactical phone as the tPhone instead of the SRI tac line.




Maybe the tPhone was a better name. Terawatt was probably a lot more important to the security of the country and the planet than the SRI was.




He had his earjack in as a matter of course, so he just tapped the ‘answer’ button. “Finn here, sir.”




“Bad news, Finn. The Feebs are telling us we’ve got Minneapolis II: The Attack of the Clones going on right now. A little town called Ogden’s Marsh, if you can believe that.”




Finn quickly said, “I know where that is, sir. It’s pretty much due west of our position, on the other side of Mason City.”




“Walter’s already getting your chopper on the flight line and Captain Eddings ought to be scrambling for his helmet by now. You need to get Valentine and Marshall loaded up so you can meet up with him at the nearest helipad. Body armor, tac vests, M203s or M4s, and Marshall’s CBW injectors just in case.”




Finn was already signaling Valentine to move to his position. “What are we facing? Another Beirut?”




“Could be. The county Mounties found that prop plane. We got a worst-case scenario. It crashed under the trees in the marsh just east of the lake and it sank, so it didn’t show up on visible light photos, or false color infrared, or even NOAA’s special imagery to look below the lake surfaces. But the sheriff reported to the Feebs that the plane was full of barrels, all of them were broken open, and the stuff was getting into the lakewater already. A couple dozen farms take their water directly from the lake, just like the town does. So you’ve got up to the listed town population of possible insane killers. Manny and Moe tell me the town’s listed as population 1,638 and that should include all the nearby farms that might be affected. Some of the townspeople are on well water, and are probably safe. The sheriff told the Feebs that he thinks the people on the town water are not safe. Including his deputy and staff.”




Riley was writing down notes for Valentine so she could get started on pulling their loadouts and making sure Marshall was ready. He replied, “Sir, the National Guard may be ready for a riot, but they won’t be ready for this. And this is beyond the CDC’s tasking too.”




“I know. I can pass along warnings, and I’m also going to lie about your level of authority if I have to, just so people will listen to you. But have Marshall confer with Guard medics and the CDC while you’re en route. And maybe I can get Tera there ASAP.”




Riley smiled briefly. “Having her there is always helpful.”




The general muttered, “I just need to convince her of that.”




Riley had to admit that Terawatt, despite all her powers and all the good she’d done over the past year, still had Alex’s self-esteem issues. He personally thought that Alex would really benefit from going to college at West Point, or even the Air Force Academy if it was absolutely necessary. She had already learned a lot of valuable lessons about self-reliance and being willing to stand up for what was right, but after four years of West Point, she would have much better self-esteem and self-confidence. Granted, the issue of Cadet Mack regularly vanishing for a couple days at a time would be sticky. The ‘mentoring’ ploy General O’Neill had dreamed up for Corcoran College’s structure was a lot slicker, and could be achieved just by reading in one good DHS cooperator. It was a great idea for Terawatt. Riley just wasn’t convinced Corcoran College would be the best university for Alex.




Riley also thought Graham was wrong. Graham thought Alex needed to go to Cal Tech or MIT and focus on a really heavy-science curriculum, because Terawatt used that kind of knowledge pretty regularly. Riley didn’t think Alex needed to go to a place like MIT for that. He thought you could get a darn good science education at West Point. And really, Alex seemed to be pretty intent on building her own science support team. She had Willow, and she was obviously planning on bringing in her sister and Captain Samantha Carter. Riley thought they needed to find Alex a trustworthy genetics guru who wasn’t tainted by Maggie Walsh or Howard Locke. That was harder than it sounded, given the breadth of research the twosome had done, and the number of places the two of them had worked. Bill Lee was good, but pure genetics wasn’t one of his fields of research. And from what Bill had said, the number of people who even understood Maggie Walsh’s computational genetics papers was really small, so they could probably forget about finding someone in the related fields who was as smart as she was.




The general finished up with a bad imitation of President Ulysses Grant out of an old tv show. “All right Agent West, you get out there and stop Dr. Lovelace’s latest evil plot, and don’t forget to use whatever weird stuff Artemus Gordon stuck in your shoes.”




He just said, “Yes sir. Over and out.” But he did wonder — not for the first time — how much time the general spent watching tv.




Valentine was standing there waiting for him to wrap up, and she’d apparently heard the last bits of the conversation. She gave him a raised eyebrow, “Agent West? Does that mean I’m the Floozy of the Week?”




Riley groaned, “I really don’t know. It’s not a show I ever watched a lot.” He paused, “How do you know so much about it?”




She rolled her eyes, “My mom had the world’s biggest crush on James West. She has all the seasons on DVD.”




Riley confessed, “I’ve seen two episodes, ‘courtesy’ of General O’Neill, but ‘James Bond meets Rawhide’ isn’t really my favorite genre.”




She grinned a little. “Don’t say that in front of my mom, or you’ll get a ten minute lecture on how ‘The Wild Wild West’ was a fabulous, ground-breaking show that single-handedly created the ‘cattle punk’ genre.”




He nodded, “I’ll bear that in mind. But trust me, it can’t be as bad as if you say something uncomplimentary about ‘The Simpsons’ around the general.” He watched the SUV rushing toward them. Lieutenant Marshall was behind the wheel. “Are we ready?”




She answered, “We had everything ready. Standard gear, plus the anti-CBW injectors, plus two tranq rifles and Marshall’s drug for them. I just don’t think shooting armed berserkers with a tranq dart is a high-percentage move.”




He just said, “I don’t believe that’s what he has in mind. He’ll explain while we’re in transit.”




She told him, “I trust him. It’s not like he’s some egghead who’s never seen combat any closer than watching ‘Saving Private Ryan’ on DVD.”




He agreed, “Miller made some very smart choices for his team.” Sometimes Riley wondered if he had ruined Graham’s career just by being in the same graduating class at West Point. Riley had ended up being first in the class, and getting the bigger promotions, and getting the bigger medals. Would Graham be a lieutenant colonel by now, or at least a major, if he wasn’t living in the shadow of an Orphan? And what had happened to the guys who finished behind Jo Lupo at The Point and in Special Forces training? Did finishing behind ‘a little girl’ hurt their careers?




He should probably ask General O’Neill and General Hammond if they would have someone investigate that.







Dave moved to where he could look through the crack on the hinged side of the door. That way, he could see Rory coming, and Rory couldn’t see him. And he had a steel security door between him and Rory’s shotgun.




He yelled, “Rory Hamill! Put down your weapon!”




Rory just kept trudging forward.




“This is Dave Dutton, the county sheriff! Put down your shotgun at once!”




Rory stopped and turned his head at an angle, like he couldn’t figure out what to do next.




Russell came running from around the corner, and Rory instantly pulled up the shotgun to blow Russell’s face off.




Russell dove to the side, as Dave carefully put one round right in Rory’s leg.




Rory fired at Russell. Then he fell to the ground and pumped his shotgun. Dave ducked back just before Rory put two shotgun blasts into the doorway. Fortunately, it was a steel outer door and not a flimsy hollow-core inside door, or Dave would have been picking splinters and shot out of his hide for weeks. A couple pellets still made it around the door and ricocheted down the hall along with vicious little noises.




Russell put another round into Rory, and the guy still tried to get back up. Rory pumped his shotgun once more and pointed it right at Russell’s head as Russell lay on the ground.




Dave and Russell fired at the same time. Rory fell backward and didn’t move.




Dave rushed out the door with his gun still pointed at Rory’s head. He kicked the gun out of Rory’s limp hands, and then checked Rory’s pulse.




Russell walked over, and Dave sadly shook his head. Rory was gone.




Russell said, “Slow down, Dave. Slow down, Dave.” Then he shook his head a little and asked, “Why did I say that?”




Dave sighed, “I think you need to give me your service revolver, and you need to let Judy look you over.”




How was he going to explain this to Rory’s wife and son?




A shiver of horror raced down his back. Rory’s family drank the same water he did. Had they gone crazy already, just like Rory?







The two black Iowa Bureau of Investigation cars drove down the gravel driveway. The setting sun was shining right into the right-hand side windows, which was a pain in the ass. The man in the passenger seat of the lead car spoke into the car’s radio. “Team Two approaching Hamill farmstead. No sign of trouble. Over and out.”




“Leader to Team Two. Watch yourselves. The National Guard’s still setting up a perimeter, and the Army forces won’t be here for a couple hours. Don’t drink or eat anything she offers, even if she gets upset about it.”




“Roger that.”




He hung up the radio mike and looked over at his driver. “This is a milk run. I don’t know why the head office is pissing their pants over it. We go get some farmboys to stop drinking out of their pond. Big fucking deal.”




His driver grumbled, “It’s that dickwad fed Cotton, I bet. He’s got this big rep, Mister Important FBI Guy, so he’s gotta try and make every single thing into some giant case.”




They pulled up in front of a quaint old farmhouse. He got out and motioned for the other guys to stay with the cars while he and the driver talked to the lady of the house.




He walked up onto the small porch and knocked. The door swung open, revealing a decent-looking middle-aged woman. Before he could even show her his IBI card wallet, she waved them in, “Come on, come on, I got cookies in the oven, can’t keep ’em waitin’.”




She turned her back on them and walked into the kitchen. He followed.




She opened the oven and leaned forward, reaching into the oven.




There was a sudden roar of a tractor, and the screams of the other IBI men outside. He turned and looked out the kitchen window. The tractor had a huge thresher hooked up to its front instead of being dragged behind it, and the men by the car were quickly run down and chewed to shreds, while blood and gore flew everywhere.




His driver cursed, “Holy f—” But a loud explosion stopped the agent as a bullet crashed into the guy’s skull.




He looked over at the woman just as he realized she had reached into the oven with no oven mitts. She had pulled a .45 out of its hiding place in her oven, and she was pointing it at his chest. He went for his gun. He didn’t get it out of its holster in time. The bullet felt like she’d hit him right in the ribs with a sledgehammer.




He hit the floor hard. As he lost consciousness, he was sure he heard her say, “Can’t keep ’em waitin’.”




He felt it as she fired three more bullets into his chest. He didn’t feel the round she put into his skull.







Alex heard her tPhone go off in a ringtone that was the opening to ‘My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic.’ So it was Jack, and Willow was still messing with her ringtones.




She’d have to remember to tell Willow to leave this one just the way it was. Unless Willow found a special Pinkie Pie theme song.




She pulled the phone over to her hand with her tk, and she switched to her Terawatt voice. “Tera here. Is there a crisis?”




Jack complained, “Unfortunately, yeah.”




“Oh crud.”




He went on, “It’s Hate Plague 2: Electric Boogaloo. They just found the plane. It crashed in the worst place possible. In a marsh under some trees so it wasn’t visible from the aerial photography or the sat imagery, but it was just close enough to a lake that the ruptured barrels are leaking into the lakewater. And the lake is the water source for a small town and a couple dozen farms. The sheriff who called it in told the FBI that some people on the town water system are already showing effects. We’ve got to cordon off the town and the whole area around the town, and check every person for brain lesions, and treat everyone we can, and lock up everyone who’s already brain-damaged and a threat to anyone they see. We could use some h—”




“How fast can you get me out there?” Alex interrupted. Like she was just going to sit on her hands and hope everything went perfectly without her around to help.




He said, “Just fly down toward Edwards as usual, and we’ll have a chopper meet you and ferry you the rest of the way to the Blackbird. I’ve already got Finn and Marshall and Valentine on their way, along with the National Guard, the CDC and EPA, the FBI, and the Iowa Bureau of Investigation. Big Cheese is working on getting some Army units to back up the Guard too. Expect a quarantine line around the entire town and swamp, and assume every townie you see is already an armed berserker.”




“Will do,” she replied firmly, even if she didn’t feel firm about treating everyone like that.




He added, “Finn will be glad to hear you’re on the way. Over and out.”




She dove into her gymbag and did her quick-change into Terawatt. She grabbed four energy bars too, and she flew downstairs. Her mom was working on dinner stuff so she could have it ready shortly after the martial arts lesson.




“Mom, I gotta go. It’s the poison thing, and we may lose an entire Iowa town. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”




Her mom looked like she wanted to run over and hug Alex for a long time, but she just said, “Be careful… Terawatt.”




Alex flew into the garage and off into the storm runoff system. She hoped she wasn’t too late. She hoped she wasn’t already a couple days late.







Lieutenant Hank Marshall, Ph.D., knew he was only running the conference call because of his agency, and he felt a little overwhelmed. The CDC had two M.D./Ph.D.s on the call, along with two M.D./M.P.H.s. The EPA had a couple Ph.D.s who were serious names in environmental toxicology. On his end, he had a colonel who was an Orphan and another Orphan who probably deserved to be a captain in Delta Force by now. The Army and National Guard participants included three colonels and a freaking general. He would have felt better if General O’Neill was running the call.




Granted, the general would probably manage to insult at least half the groups involved before the call was over. Hank still hadn’t decided whether the general’s insouciance was a good thing or a bad thing. If O’Neill thought you were incompetent or arrogant or annoying, he would go out of his way to burst your balloon. And if you happened to outrank him, then he’d just pretend to be polite in the process. Lupo had told Hank all about the ‘Orphans’ meeting at Andrews AFB, where O’Neill had basically told a couple three-stars and four-stars where to shove it while protecting his people. That was another thing that Hank admired about General O’Neill. The guy protected your ass no matter who he had to face down, and no matter what he had to do. Captain Miller had once told Hank and Pete Bailey a story about Forrest Gates screwing up big-time in Siberia, and O’Neill reaming him out in private, but then protecting him from American and Russian higher-ups who would not have been kind. As a result of that incident and a couple others like that, O’Neill had earned the kind of loyalty that you just could not find in most places nowadays.




Hank continued, “…and so our biggest challenge is going to be triage. Even if we see someone actively trying to kill someone else, that doesn’t mean he’s one of our victims. It may just mean he’s desperately defending himself from a horde of attackers or possible attackers. Even if we see someone being calm, that doesn’t mean they’re not a victim preparing an ambush, or a victim who has yet to show secondary and tertiary symptoms.”




One of the National Guard officers muttered, “At least this isn’t contagious, like the Davenport outbreak.”




Another CDC staffer disagreed, “It could be. Prions usually replicate under the right circumstances, so we need to treat this like it is somewhat contagious.”




One of the EPA staffers complained, “We still don’t know how this stuff will percolate through the vadose zone, or if it will break down before it can get into the local wells or even the aquifer.”




Hank said, “Based on what we’ve seen, we’re figuring that even in aqueous solution, the macromolecule ought to break down into much less toxic components within a week or so.”




“If you could get us some samples, we could do some toxicity testing and permeability studies.”




Colonel Finn contributed, “I believe the FBI’s CTU pulled some samples for the DHS, and I’ll look into that for you.”




“Thank you, colonel.”




Hank added, “We have reason to believe that sufficiently high concentrations may work a lot faster than the sort of dose from a contaminated municipal water system, so you may need as many samples as we can provide.” He glanced over his notes he’d typed up on his tPhone app. “All right, the next key point ties in with this. The only way to be sure someone isn’t already a victim is a brain scan to check for lesions. We’ve got three MRI trailers being brought in from nearby areas where they can’t afford a dedicated MRI set-up, so they rotate usage. We’ll also have four portable CAT scan systems. Each one of the MRI trailers has its own power system, but the CAT scanners will need external power: one 240 volt line will do for each.”




“We can handle that off the portable generators pretty easily.”




He still needed to talk about the loads for his tranq rifles: a prion-denaturing chemical mixed with a hefty dose of anesthetic. Shooting a berserker might not have much effect, but shooting a victim who only had minor lesions might save the rest of their cerebrum and keep them from turning into a berserker. And shooting a non-victim would knock them out and make them sick afterward, but it wouldn’t do any lasting harm.




Then he’d have to lead and re-direct the discussion — more like angry argument unless he missed his guess — about how to manage the triage area. The CDC was concerned about maintaining the quarantine first and protecting the innocent second. The National Guard and the Army were a lot more concerned about taking down the berserkers before their people could be hurt. And it wasn’t like they already had a large, enclosed area they could pen the townspeople in, so they could take them out one at a time for careful evaluation. Fortunately, there were some Army Corps of Engineers guys on the call who were bringing in trucks of fence equipment that would go up pretty fast.







Hank Marshall made sure he had his night vision goggles on and his M203 at the ready. It was just dark, and they were landing a quarter mile inside the picket line the National Guard had assembled on the east side of the town. Until more Guard troopers arrived, the east and south borders of the control zone were being held by fairly thinly-spread Iowa Guard units, the north border on the other side of the lake was being monitored by a couple Army units that had rushed in from a bivouac in southern Minnesota, and the western border was only patrolled by helicopters from Offutt Air Force Base in Nebraska. So this could go wrong in a lot of ways.




Colonel Finn delegated responsibilities. “Lieutenant Marshall, I need you to monitor the triage process as townspeople get brought in. The CDC is going to be treating this like an outbreak of typhus, not like a zombie apocalypse. The Army and Guard are going to be treating this like a round-up of Iraqi terrorists, not like triage for a bunch of sick people, some of whom are a danger to others. I trust you to intercede when the agencies start fighting each other instead of dealing with the problem.”




“Yes sir.” Well, what else could he say? He really didn’t think people would listen to him when some full-bird colonel and some bigshot bureaucrat started butting heads. But he’d do what needed to be done.




Finn continued, “Valentine, I need you to be Captain Valentine, Delta Force, and go with the Iowa Guard troops over there. We just got word that the IBI sent four two-car teams out to handle the farmers around the lake and the marsh. Two of the teams never even managed to call in an alert, one team called in an alert and hasn’t been heard from since, and one team called in an alert but managed to get one car back to the picket lines. One agent was safe, two were injured, and the fourth never made it back to the cars. Those three agents are currently in quarantine, just in case. So we’ve got over a dozen dug-in positions we’re going to have to clear, before the Guard forces will move in close enough to deal with the town proper.”




Valentine just nodded. She took her beret out of its holder, snapped it into shape, and adjusted it smartly at an angle on her head. Hank had to admit it: Valentine made that stupid beret look damn good. Granted, Valentine could make a burlap bag and a tinfoil hat look sexy.




Finn finished up, “I need to meet with a couple cranky colonels and generals, and we’ll see how well General O’Neill’s directives have gone over. Good luck, you two.” He hopped back on the helo, and was swiftly flown off toward some rear command post on the other side of the picket lines.




Hank wondered if that was for the best. Colonel Finn still had accelerated healing. There was no way of telling whether that meant this particular prion would get eradicated by his system, or if his system would replicate the prions extra-fast. That meant he was either the best person to have on the front lines here, or the absolute worst. Hank really, really didn’t want to find out which one it was the hard way.







Alex bailed out of the Blackbird and flew in without slowing down. Well, without slowing down on purpose, because she knew she was slowing down some just because of wind resistance. She could see the lights of the town, even if there were weird bits that were black in the middle of the lighted areas. And she could see fires going here and there.




“Terawatt to SRI, come in please.”




“Terawatt, this is Colonel Finn. This comm channel is open and unencrypted, so maintain operational security.”




“Roger that, Colonel Finn,” she said as officially as she could.




Other voices broke in, so Riley sure wasn’t kidding.




“Finn, how the hell did you get us Terawatt? You’re a miracle worker!”




But another voice, some guy who sounded pretty much panicked, yelped over the comms, “Terawatt, oh thank God! The easternmost MRI trailer! Quick! We’ve got a berserker attacking two of our techs with a scythe!”




Eww, that sounded bad. She zipped as fast as she could over the heavy fences that were still being assembled, and past the trailers and buses and RVs, to the big MRI trailer with the two guys wildly waving flashlights at her. She zoomed in and saw at the far end, on the other side of the MRI equipment, a big burly guy lifting a scythe into the air. She darted forward and grabbed his scythe with her tk.




She couldn’t seem to get a tk grip on the thing. It was like it wasn’t really there. She flew over the huge MRI unit to tackle him directly.




Four clear plastic walls slammed into place around her, trapping her between a steel ceiling and the solid plastic top of the MRI unit. If it really was an MRI unit, and if it really was plastic.




The rear doors slammed shut behind her. The berserker and the two injured techs blinked out of existence the way she’d seen holograms do when you turned off the lasers. She dropped onto the MRI unit and used her tk to hit two of the clear walls right where they pressed together. Nothing. They hardly even trembled. And there was some sort of clear goo that looked like it was sealing the clear walls to each other. Extra crud.




A flat-panel monitor on the wall on the other side of the heavy plastic clicked into life.




Margaret K. Walsh’s face appeared on the screen. “Terawatt. How good of you to drop in. I’d like to have a little chat, if you’re not too busy.”




Alex made an effort not to gulp.




174. Crazy for You



Alex tried to keep her face calm and impassive. Like Jack’s ‘poker face’ when you couldn’t tell how upset he was, even if he was really worried. Because she was way past ‘upset’ and pretty much somewhere out between ‘totally freaked’ and ‘ready to panic’.




She used her tk to click her earjack, but all she got was an earful of static. Wow, the Collective using signal jammers. What a huge surprise. Not.




She put all her weight on the top of the ‘MRI unit’ so she could use every bit of her tk. It didn’t feel like plastic under her shoes. It felt more like solid steel. Then she used her tk and pressed as hard as she could at the edge between two panels. Nothing. The gooey stuff was some sort of sealant or glue that was probably way stronger than ordinary store-brand crazyglue, so there was no way she could bust it. The clear panels were heavily secured at the ‘floor’ she was standing on, and had slots on the ceiling they had locked into. She could see that the ceiling slots were full of more of the sealant, so she wasn’t getting out that way. And little nozzles around the outside of the box’s base had already sprayed more sealant all around the bottom edge of the box. She doubted those hinge-things would even move anymore. Crud.




Maggie said brightly, “I understand that General O’Neill calls you Tera. Do you mind if I do?”




Alex tried to sound the way she imagined Jack would sound right now. Calm, and collected, and snarky. “Go right ahead… Maggie. Is this the point in the movie where you explain your deathtrap and your evil plan, and then gloat for a ridiculous length of time?”




Maggie smiled coldly. “That would be stupid and trite, wouldn’t it? No, I believe your SRI has already worked out the larger goals of our little group after their chats with Ms. Tobias, so that would be quite redundant. And your little box is hardly escape-proof. I figured out seven different ways you might escape, and I took measures to deal with all seven, but if you have abilities we don’t know about, or if you choose to think outside the box — so to speak — I wouldn’t want you to know which options I prepared for.”




Alex tried to sound calm as she said, “Regardless, my people heard your team’s fake broadcast that lured me in here. Someone will come.”




Maggie’s smile took on a ruthless glint. “Oh, I’m counting on it.”




Alex looked away from the monitor to study the rear doors. There were small metal boxes just above the upper edge of both doors. On either wall beside the rear doors were massive fuel tanks with pumps and sprayheads and measurement systems with little dials. The pumps were spraying a fine mist throughout the trailer, and they ran for several more seconds before the systems turned off.




Gas tanks. Fuel explosions. Crud. This whole trailer was already an enormous fuel-air explosive waiting to go off. All it needed was a spark. If someone opened one of those doors, those little boxes would provide the trigger. If she yanked the boxes off the walls, they might spark. If she tried to pull the boxes apart, they might spark.




Maggie obviously knew what she was thinking, because she smirked, “Go right ahead. Without knowing how the trigger mechanisms work, it should be like playing Russian roulette… in ‘The Deer Hunter’.”




Unfortunately, Alex knew just what Maggie meant, thanks to her dad’s love of old movies. Alex tried to sound calm as she said, “If you just wanted to blow up the triage area, you would have set the bomb off already.”




Maggie nodded, “Exactly. I still don’t understand why Atron thinks you’re stupid. The doctors on Petrie’s Island definitely thought you were the brightest bulb on the entire island. Atron is really remarkably arrogant for someone who probably wasn’t even the third-best biochemist in Paradise Valley. No, I really did want to chat with you, albeit in a way that would prevent you from killing me or tracking me down.”




Not that Alex thought Maggie would disarm everything afterward. No, if Alex didn’t figure out a way out of here really soon, then as soon as Maggie was done milking her for information, there was going to be a fiery explosion that would take out most of the medical efforts and give hundreds of berserkers a chance to attack more people. Oh, and it would probably kill her too.




Alex tried to think of what to do. She stalled, “So… you didn’t want to just drop me a note on my Facebook wall?”




Maggie seemed to miss the sarcasm. “When we tracked down the plane, we knew what would happen. It seemed obvious to me that anyone with an IQ above room temperature would realize that a portable MRI unit was needed. We just ‘provided’ an extra one, along with a couple ‘cooperators’ to lure you in. Now then, why did you choose strontium-90 and radium-228 instead of something safer when you faced my siliceous calcovores?”







Jill Valentine was riding shotgun in the first of the two trucks. Both trucks had a full complement of National Guard troops: two eight-person squads per truck. Mostly men, but there were a couple women. Ahead of her was the jeep with Major Baker, who was being a complete asshat just because Jill was a girl. You’d think the guy was still afraid of catching cooties if he let her in his jeep.




The truck’s driver, Private Patterson, was apparently nicknamed ‘Gomer Pyle’ because he was a big, easy-going, dopey-looking kind of guy with a Southern accent. Patterson kept glancing over at her when he didn’t think she was looking. He finally asked, “Captain, ma’am, are you really Delta Force?”




“Yes, private.”




He tried again, “Umm, ma’am, I don’t wanna be nosy or get in trouble or anything, but I thought they didn’t let gir- umm, women in.”




She’d gotten this before, and usually it was a hell of a lot less polite. “They don’t. They have a PT requirement so they don’t get anything except big, tough, macho guys. I crushed their little PT requirement. They didn’t like that, but they weren’t able to wash me out of training, either. So they didn’t make things friendly for me. That’s why I’m DHS now.”




“Wow. So what’s the deal with you and Easybake? I, uhh, I mean Major Baker!”




She managed not to laugh. “I couldn’t say, private.” Oh, she could say, but she wasn’t going to. She was planning on saving it all up and making a full report to O’Neill and Finn. She had a feeling that the general had a lot of experience in sticking it to people who pissed him off, and one of the easiest ways to piss Jack O’Neill off was to diss his people. She really, really liked that about him.




The truck was moving along at a decent pace behind the jeep, but she opened the cab door and put one booted foot on the step so she could lean out and get a good look at the farm with her night vision goggles. The tinted windshield wasn’t a good idea when they were driving at night into a potential battlezone. Even if Major Baker seemed to think there was nothing a middle-aged farmer and farmwife plus three teenagers could do against a couple trucks of armed guardsmen.




There wasn’t anything visible, although someone with a good infrared viewer might be able to spot something. She tried, “Major Baker, this is Captain Valentine. Have your people spotted anything with infrared?”




“Valentine, I want radio silence. Got it?”




What a moron. She smelled something rank. Her driver complained, “Damn. I hate pig farms. You can smell that pig shit stink from a mile away.”




She suddenly had a sinking feeling in her stomach. “Major, if they’ve watered their hogs with straight lake water, we may have an even bigger—”




The road abruptly dropped out from underneath the jeep, and someone screamed like a sissy as the jeep dove in headfirst. It looked to her like someone had taken out the supports from a simple wood bridge over a deep creekbed.




“Brakes!” she yelled at her driver, who looked like he was panicking. She lifted her left foot as she slid back into the cab, and she stomped on his right foot, mashing the brake pedal to the floorboards. The truck screeched to a halt about thirty feet short of the drop-off. At least the truck behind her didn’t crash into them.




It sounded like everyone in the jeep was screaming. Several handguns down in the creekbed fired frantically, but the screaming got worse. She yelled into her comms, “Major! Report! Major!”




She grabbed her M203 and made sure her night-vision goggles were in place. Then she leapt out of the cab of the truck.




She commanded into her comms, “Squads one through four. Lock and load. Assemble around the vehicles. Make sure at least one member of each squad is using infrareds at all times. Assume we are facing possible snipers and boobytraps. Squad one, move with me immediately to the jeep.”




She moved forward, even while the squads were still struggling to get their act together and clamber out of the back of the trucks.




There was no more screaming from the creekbed. Just the sound of grunting. And the biggest damn hog she had ever seen in her life came clambering over the edge of the creekbed. It was maybe six feet long and seven hundred pounds, and it had tusks long enough to rip apart even someone Carlson’s size. It went right for her, tusks forward.




Her driver screeched from the truck, “Oh holy shit!”




She just put a fast grouping into the hog’s face, and it collapsed to the ground.




The troops behind her cursed furiously to cover their fear. Yeah, the farmers were the ones with the shock and awe tactics tonight.




Three more angry hogs came scrambling up over the lip of the creekbed and headed for anyone they could get to.







Hank Marshall was trying to stay out of the way, now that he’d gotten pretty much what he wanted… and pissed off a Guard colonel and a high-ranking CDC bureaucrat in the process. But they already had forty people processed, and over a hundred people waiting for triage.




But once he was able to show the guys butting heads what they were really facing, things had gotten easier. The calm people needed to be tested for prions and given CAT scans or MRIs. The completely insane berserkers just needed to be segregated. Everyone in between needed to be heavily sedated and immediately dosed with the prion-denaturer and then evaluated to see how severe their cerebral lesions were.




One group of Army NCOs had brought a pile of ‘prison chains’ they were slapping on each of the berserkers. It was a chain that locked around your waist, then chains at the sides of the waist that locked your wrists to the waist chain, then a long chain that dangled down to a pair of chains that locked around your ankles so you could only step about ten inches at a time. Once the berserker was chained, they could bite you, but that was about it. Still, it took four guys to hold down one of the berserkers and chain them up and put a gag in their mouth.




The MRI unit that had summoned Terawatt for help was padlocked on the outside with a big hand-written sign saying that the MRI unit was busted until new parts could be driven in from Des Moines. That slowed the processing down even more. At least all the CAT scanners were doing the job.




Over the comms he heard someone saying, “Delta seven. We’ve got a cattle truck barreling right at us.”




Someone said, “They must need our help pretty bad.”




Someone else snapped, “Or else they want to attack us pretty bad.”




Colonel Fanshaw bellowed over the comms, “Men, you know what to do! Signal them to stop short of the fences. If they won’t stop, open fire. Take out the driver, the engine, and the tires. I do not want a truck crashing through our defenses when we have minimal interior defensive capabilities, and a ton of civilians in here!”




Someone complained over the comms, “You can’t do that! They could be innocent victims!”




Colonel Fanshaw coldly said, “They’re all innocent victims. That doesn’t make them harmless.”




“Colonel, I’ll be reporting this!”




Fanshaw snapped, “You do that. My job is to make sure you stay alive long enough to be a pain in my ass.”




“Truck is not stopping. Firing warning shots.”




Hank hurried to the ‘security office,’ which was really just a small tent and an armored personnel carrier in the center of the compound. He wasn’t a doctor of medicine or a fully-qualified medic, so the CDC people didn’t want him treating patients. He wasn’t National Guard, so he wasn’t part of Fanshaw’s detail. So he was walking around checking on everything he wanted to check on. And he wanted to check on this.




He ignored the complaints of the two privates outside the APC, and he clambered onto its roof. That gave him a good view of the problem. One very large cattle truck with wooden sides up so there was no way to see how many threats were hiding behind the cab. Shots were being fired, and he looked away from the bright flashes of light. Night vision goggles had a lot of upsides, but they had downsides too.




And that was why he saw the real crisis. He clicked his comms. “Colonel Fanshaw, this is Professor Marshall.” Fanshaw was the type of colonel who would have ignored him if he’d called himself Lieutenant Marshall. “We have maybe fifty berserkers charging us from the north. It looks like they used a drainage ditch or creekbed to get close, and the truck as a distraction. We may have more attackers coming from other directions too.”




He flipped to a different comm channel. “SRI to Terawatt, come in please. We have attackers at the medical center, and we could really use a superheroine.”







Alex had already tried cutting through a clear wall and had gotten nowhere fast. She had used her little cutting wheel and her tk, and worked at the bottom of the clear wall facing Maggie’s monitor, so it wasn’t visible from the webcam on top of the flatscreen, but she had just wasted time she couldn’t afford. Whatever the plastic was, it was tough, and it was thick, and if she cut into it hard enough, it got gooey and then it set up again. She had just barely managed to get the cutting wheel back out.




On the other hand, she had managed to get Maggie talking. And boy, did Maggie want to talk.




“At first, I devoted a lot of effort into trying to save individuals. I did some studies on white blood cells and figured out how to improve the performance of telomerase reverse transcriptases. I suddenly had a potential way to slow the aging process and simultaneously reduce the incidence of certain types of cancers. I was already doing a separate study with some different colleagues on retroviruses, and from that research I realized that I had a retroviral delivery system, along with a way of curing a couple dozen different diseases in utero and reducing the likelihood of certain other genetically-linked diseases. And I realized that I was holding something that would doom the entire planet.




“It didn’t take much work to estimate the long-term consequences of those few bits of research. The procreation years could double for most people. The rates of a number of common fatal illnesses could plummet. The average lifespan could double for most countries, or even triple or quadruple for those people in third-world countries. The world’s population would start doubling roughly every eight years instead of every fifty or sixty years, and there would be nowhere for all those people to go, and no way to feed them. I would single-handedly be responsible for destroying the planet. That was when I realized that I was going about this all wrong.”




Alex tried to sound casual as she asked, “So that was why you didn’t take your work on retrovirus therapies to the pharmaceutical companies?”




Maggie nodded. “Exactly. I’m flattered that you read my papers, and impressed that you recognized the potential results. But I needed to reduce the Earth’s population by one or two orders of magnitude, not increase it by the same amount. Once we reduce the planet’s load to something manageable, we’ll be free from overpopulation, starvation, poverty… We can remake this world into a paradise!”




Alex gave it a little bit of Jack O’Neill. “A paradise that you would rule, naturally.”




She had already started trying to cut a couple holes in the white-coated metal she was standing on. And she still had to deal with a fuel-air bomb. Even sparks from the cutting could set that off if she got any farther through the ‘floor.’ And she couldn’t breathe that fuel-tainted air, either.







Jill made a swift mental note never to go into hog farming. These things were big and vicious and deadly.




Fortunately, they were not as vicious or as deadly as all the bullets coming from two extremely jittery eight-person squads of National Guard troops.




She wanted to move forward and check out that creekbed herself, but she was now the commanding officer for this motley crew. “Squad one, advance and check out that creekbed. Squad two, move up and support. Medics? Get ready to go down there and check everyone in that jeep. Communications, alert Guard Leader that we’ve hit a boobytrap and lost the major’s jeep. Squad three, get your infrareds and night vision goggles, and check out everything you can see. The road ahead, the farmhouse, the barn, that equipment shed, those fields, everything. Squad four, you’ve got our six, along with the sides. Look for snipers and ambushes with your infrareds. They may know the terrain, but we should have a technological advantage.”




She only liked asymmetric warfare when it favored her.




“Yes ma’am,” several sergeants answered.




Squad one opened fire on every hog in the creekbed.




“Sergeant Mason to Captain Valentine. We have another twenty pigs moving this way from the west in and beside the creekbed.”




“Valentine to Mason. Engage at range. Remember, these things were lethal even before they got poisoned. With this poison in their systems, they’ll attack anything. They’ve probably slaughtered most of the other farm animals already.”




She listened while Squad One took care of the next threat. She was more concerned with the occupants of the jeep… and what the farm family was up to, assuming they had survived these hogs.




One of the medics scrambled out of the creekbed and hurried over. “Captain? We’ve got three dead and one in desperate need of transport.”




She made a decision. “Get him stabilized and moved into the second truck. You have ten minutes.”




“Are we leaving the farm?”




She replied, “No corporal, we are doing our job. We’re just not going to take more than ten minutes.”




She commanded over the comms, “Squads one and two, with me. Everyone with infrareds, look for every heat source you can spot, even if it’s a dog or a warm spot on the road. If it’s an animal, shoot it. If it’s a person, give them an opportunity to surrender but do not close unless they disarm and can speak normally. We take down the barn with M203’s and mortars first. Then the big equipment shed. That will leave the house and its attached garage, plus anything hidden behind the house. Understood?”




They understood, they just weren’t prepared for the ruthlessness of urban warfare in the middle of Iowa.




She ordered, “I’ll go first. Sergeant Mason, hand me two ropes and two bayonets. Squads one and two, follow once I’ve got ropes in place.”




She took a running jump and cleared the broken part of the bridge. She slammed one bayonet point-first into the hard ground beside the gravel road, tied a firm knot around the bayonet’s handle, and tossed the rest of the rope into the creekbed. She repeated the process on the other side of the road. She clicked her comms. “Squads, move out. Squad three, support from here and get two ropes pinned in place for when we come back. We may be moving in a hurry. Then get the mortar out of the rear truck, and sight it in for the barn, the equipment shed, the house, and thirty yards behind the house.”




Both squads jumped down into the creekbed and clambered up the other side using the ropes. Sergeant Mason looked at her and quietly said, “Ma’am, I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it.”




She just told him, “We’ll discuss it later, or you can talk to Colonel Finn, who has full disclosure on me.”




She clicked her comms again. “Form up in a line. I want one night vision and one infrared at the front. Anything the least bit suspicious, and you call it.”




“Corporal Thomas to Captain Valentine. I’m seeing what looks like a slightly warm rectangle in the middle of the road about fifty yards downrange.”




She groaned inwardly. Probably another boobytrap. “Valentine. Corporal, can you put a mortar shell on top of it?”




“No ma’am.”




She swapped her night vision goggles for a private’s infrareds and she looked it over. She had three guesses, and none of them were good. She lined up her M203 and put an HE grenade right into it.




The explosion hurled gravel and shrapnel everywhere. Based on the sound, and some of the crap that landed in front of her, she was guessing a bag of ammonium nitrate fertilizer with plenty of fuel oil added, plus jars of nails and screws poured on top. Presto, instant IED. It wouldn’t have mattered if they had driven over it or marched over it, they would have all been fragged. Over the comms, she calmly said, “They’re playing for keeps. Treat this like you just got shipped to Iraq.” She quickly reloaded her grenade launcher.




“Yes ma’am.”




“Valentine to infrareds. Anything visible?”




“Nothing in the barn except some dead animals lying on the ground and cooling off.”




“I’ve got a warm body on top of a hot tractor in the equipment building.”




“I’ve got at least three people in the house, two in separate rooms upstairs.”




Damn. A guy on a tractor that could be towing pretty much anything, with maybe a heavy front-loader scoop to block rifle fire if he had any sense left. And three people in the house, probably all armed. And one person unaccounted for. She clicked the comms and quietly ordered, “I need at least one person at the rear watching our six with infrareds.”




“Already on it, captain. No sign of anything.”




She commanded, “Mortar team. Take down that barn. Now.”




She didn’t look back at the mortar on the other side of the creek. She didn’t need to look, and she didn’t want to lose any more night vision. There was a distinctive pawmp and one side of the barn exploded. Another pawmp, and the front blew. Two more, and there was nothing left but a pile of burning timber.




“Loudhailer.” She put her arm out, and someone handed it to her.




She flipped it on and spoke into it, her voice booming across the farmstead. “This is Captain Valentine with the National Guard. The lake water has been poisoned. We need you to surrender yourselves at once, or we will be forced to treat you as hostiles. You have seen what we can do to an emplacement. If you give us no ch—”




The tractor came roaring out of the shed. Sure as shit, there was a massive front-loader bucket screening the tractor cab and the guy in it. And the tractor was towing a massive thing that looked like a really wide row of five-foot-high metal disks that would chew a squad to shreds. Soldiers opened fire on the tractor, and she could see the ricochets in the dark as the front-loader bucket held up to rifle fire.




She dropped the loudhailer and carefully aimed the M203. She put a round of HE into the front right tire. The explosion took off the tire and the axle and the fork. The tractor spilled to its right, slamming the cab to the ground. A guy shoved open the cab door, which was now on the side facing upward, and tried to open fire on the squads with a rifle.




Four M4s opened fire on him and dropped him before he could aim at anyone in particular.




At least three rifles opened up on them from the house. Both squads dropped prone and returned fire.




She clicked her comms again. “Mortar team, take out the front of the house, upstairs and downstairs. Then put two in the equipment building.”




The first mortar round fired at the house landed twenty feet short. She managed not to roll her eyes, given these guys were supposed to have sighted in the damn thing with a laser range finder.




It also didn’t stop the rifle fire from the building, but clearly the people in the house couldn’t see much in the darkness and were just firing blindly. The second mortar round took out the right side of the upper story and most of the right side of the front half of the house. The third round did the same to the left side of the house. Two more rounds were enough to tear apart the corrugated steel sides of the equipment building.




She made sure she had a full mag in her M16 with an HE round in her grenade launcher.




A pickup truck came screaming around from behind the house. It was towing what looked like a two-thousand-gallon cylindrical fuel tank mounted on its side atop a boat trailer.




“Take it!” she snapped into her comms.




Her squads opened fire on the pickup, while she and at least two other soldiers launched grenades at the side of the fuel tank. Her grenade was HE, but someone else’s grenade was definitely Willy Pete.




The explosion lit up the farmstead and turned what was left of the house and equipment building into flaming fragments.




She stared at the disaster area and clenched her jaw. She hadn’t wanted it to go this way, but she knew there was no way these people would have gone quietly. “Valentine. We’re done here. Squads one and two, move back across the creekbed and load up. Squads three and four. Return to trucks and get them turned around for exit. Medics, do you have injured on truck two yet?”




“Just loading now, captain. You did say ten minutes.”




She checked her watch. It was just going on six and a half minutes since she’d given them that deadline.




She said, “Sergeant Mason, you and I wait here and protect the squads while they cross the creekbed. Then you go. I’m last, because I have no intention of going down into the creek. Understood?”




“Yes, captain.”




“Then let’s move out. And I want everyone with infrareds or night vision gear watching all around us while we drive back to base with our injured man.”







Riley Finn watched as General Hickerson hurried over to where his adjutant had an important report for him. He fixed his comm channel and tapped his earjack. “Finn to SRI. Situation reports, please.”




Marshall snapped, “Med compound under siege from at least two sides. We could use Terawatt but there’s no sign of her.”




Valentine growled, “First farm was a hard target. We lost the major and his entire jeep. Watch out for any animals that have been drinking the water. We’re moving the jeep driver back to Guard medical and picking up more heavy weapons before we move toward Farm Two.”




Riley checked, “No sign of Terawatt?”




“Not even a yelp over the comms.”




Doggone it! He just didn’t see how a couple crazy people could take out Terawatt. No, this was probably something more.




Something really dangerous.




“Keep me apprised. Finn out.”




He hurried over to where the general was looming over a map and having an angry argument with his logistics people. He interrupted, “Excuse me sir, but we have another problem.”




General Hickerson whirled around and glared, “Like I give a crap about your two or three people. I’ve got entire fireteams being ambushed out there!”




Riley interjected, “And the med compound is under attack. And we can’t find Terawatt.”




“I know about the compound. We’re trying to find some squads who can provide support without losing our outside containment, which is more important. And why the hell would I care about your superheroine?”




Riley carefully said, “Because sir, if there’s something out there that can take down Terawatt before she could warn us, then you do not want your people to run into it.”







Alex watched as Maggie Walsh glared at her like Alex had said something really stupid. Maggie fumed, “Me? Rule a mindless horde of uncooperative idiots? You couldn’t pay me enough. I like research. Hard science… testable hypotheses… creative studies… No, people are so… unreliable and uncooperative and intractable. I like being in a laboratory. I just want to make sure that my work is put to the purposes I intend, not padding the pockets of fat CEOs or condemning billions of people to slow starvation. Unfortunately, there’s no way to achieve my goals without some fairly ruthless steps along the way.”




Alex gave her a raised eyebrow á la Jack. “The ends justify the means? Is that it?”




Maggie gave her a haughty look. “If the means don’t justify themselves, you’re clearly doing things wrong.”




Wow. Alex never thought she’d agree with Maggie Walsh on anything.




She felt the cutting wheel slice again through the ceramic-covered metal she was standing on. That was the sixth hole she’d managed to cut. She had a rough hexagon marked out just behind her boots. Only now she could use her cutting wire too and cut between any two holes. She figured if she could keep Maggie talking for another minute, she could have an exit hole cut in the ‘floor’ of the trap.




She was holding a small, hemispherical forcefield in place under the cutting tools. That way, she didn’t have poisonous air coming up through the cuts, and any sparks wouldn’t have a chance to set off the fuel-air mixture. But she still had to figure out how to handle the fuel ignition problem. After all, she couldn’t decrease the fuel-air ratio without opening the doors first or cutting an exit hole that would make sparks and set off an explosion.




And then it dawned on her. She didn’t have to decrease the fuel-air ratio. It was all chemistry. Gasoline would only burn in a pretty narrow fuel-to-air ratio, and Maggie’s gizmos had deliberately turned off the sprayers, so this fuel would probably do the same thing. She reached out with her tk and turned on the pumps. She used her tk to squeeze all the triggers and drastically increase the fuel-air ratio.




She strained with her wiresaw, and she cut through the first segment in seconds. Then the second and third. The cutting wheel tore through the metal to slice up another section.




She calmly looked at the screen and said, “I agree. If the means don’t justify themselves, you’re clearly doing things wrong. But I consider that anyone being killed horribly automatically indicates that the means don’t justify themselves, because you’re committing murder.”




Maggie rolled her eyes. “Hypocrite. Just how many people did you kill in Korea?”




One more segment was cut. She sliced through the last segment as she stalled, “Let me see… Oh yes. Zero. I didn’t kill anyone.”




Maggie insisted, “But your team certainly did. You can’t ignore that. Your team killed or injured well over half the enemy combatants.”




The steel hexagon dropped loose, falling an inch or so onto the forcefield she was still maintaining beneath. Fuel was still spraying into the trailer. She hoped everything was ready.




“But those were combatants. Armed, brainwashed soldiers who were going to kill as many South Koreans as they could. That’s not the same as wiping out innocent women and children.”




Alex used her tk to open the rear doors of the trailer. Both boxes sparked furiously. Nothing happened. Two more boxes she hadn’t even spotted started sparking. Still nothing exploded or caught on fire. Wow, that worked better than she figured.




The doors only opened about an inch before they stopped abruptly. The doors were chained shut from the outside. Crud.




Maggie looked thoughtfully at her. “I didn’t think of that. But you still have to get out of that box.”




Alex went silvery and dove through the hole she had already cut. The fake MRI machine wasn’t jam-packed with magnets and stuff, so she had no trouble forcing her way out through a vent down near the floor. She stayed silvery and darted across the trailer floor to squeeze out through the one-inch gap between the padlocked doors and the floor. Then she used her tk to slam the doors closed again and lock the doors from the inside.




What she really needed now was someone to drive this rolling bomb completely out of the quarantine area and well away from anyone and anything.







Lieutenant Hank Marshall used his comms again. “Truck successfully stopped before front gate, but about thirty berserkers overran the west guard position and are trying to pull down the gate at the fence. North side held off first wave of attackers, but second wave is heavily armed, and has caught most of our forces off-guard. We may lose that stretch of fence too. We need to fall back to Hut Two.”




Colonel Fanshaw interrupted, “Hell no! Troops, take the fight to them! Fireteams six and seven, advance on the front gate! Fireteams eight and nine, support the north fence!”




“Fireteam six, advancing.”




“Fireteam nine, moving to sup—”




Hank could only see one fireteam moving toward the west gate, and he could see a wave of berserkers flooding through the north fence and overwhelming the lone fireteam that got caught unprepared as it moved around one of the hastily assembled huts. He concentrated his fire on the berserkers trying to get through each other to kill fireteam nine. It looked like the berserkers would just shoot or stab or bludgeon whoever was in front of them, whether it was friend or foe. Okay, as far as these berserkers were concerned, probably everyone was a foe, but apparently they would run with anyone who was killing other people.




He fired his grenade into the second wave of berserkers just before they got to the gap in the north fence. Then he took single shots at the berserkers around fireteam nine.




“This is Terawatt. I am moving toward the center of the compound from the east. Can anyone hear me?”




Hank could hardly believe the full-body sensation of pure relief. It was like… Well, it was like a superheroine just told you she was swooping in to save your sorry ass.




“Terawatt! This is Marshall. North side, we’re being overrun.”




“On it. Attention everyone: the last MRI unit — the one that is locked shut — is really a fuel-air bomb. Do not approach except to drive it somewhere way away from anybody.”




And in the time it took her to say that over the comms, she had already flown past him, blasted every berserker around fireteam nine with a couple bursts of lightning, and then blasted all the berserkers streaming through the hole in the north fence. Her silvery shape would have been pretty much impossible to follow at the speed she was making, except that bolts of lightning kept blasting downward and knocking the shit out of clusters of berserkers.




Lupo and Carlson were pretty freaking impressive in a battle, but Terawatt was in a whole other league.




He leapt off the APC with his weapons and moved swiftly north, checking to make sure that there weren’t any more berserkers breaching the damaged fence. “Marshall to leader. North fence is clear, thanks to Terawatt. We need medics for all of fireteam nine, who got bushwhacked. No sign of fireteam eight. They may be down already.”




Colonel Fanshaw just grumbled, “It’s about time Terawatt bothered to show up and do something.”




Balding incompetent asshole. How about a little ‘oh thank god Terawatt saved our asses so we didn’t lose the entire compound along with all the innocent civilians in triage and huts one through three’ you dork? Hank was going to make sure to put plenty of detail about Fanshaw into his report, just so General O’Neill could know who not to rely on in future.





175. Still Crazy after All These Years



Alex was so glad to get to sit down and eat something. It felt like she’d been flying from one crisis to another for hours.




After she had zapped all the crazies at the medical compound, she’d been needed at five different farmsteads, two of them with Jill. It looked to her like Jill was the difference between a bunch of National Guardsmen getting hurt or killed, and National Guard troops successfully completing their missions. Even if that usually meant the farm family got killed, which Alex didn’t like at all. Jill said a couple farms she’d been to only had one adult left after he or she had killed everyone else. And Jill said the hogs had drunk the water, and were just as dangerous as the people. Eww.




After the farmsteads, she’d had to fly across the lake and help out in the town. While crazy people could barricade themselves inside places like the town hall so the Army would just about have to blow up a chunk of the building to get at them, the crazy people couldn’t stop Alex from going silvery and squeezing in through a vent or a chimney or some ductwork. So she’d had four buildings she had to zoom into and zap a crazy person or two and then unlock or unblock a couple doors.




And then she still hadn’t been done, because some of the people who lived south and west of the town were on wells and hadn’t drunk the water out of the lake and weren’t crazy, but were being besieged by crazy people. She had just barely saved the sheriff and his pregnant wife and a couple of their friends right after some insanos set fire to the sheriff’s house. Fortunately, she could go silvery and puddle through a roaring fire with two or three people along for the ride. And it wasn’t like a regular house fire was anything as bad as the white-hot fire from a Mark 77 going off inside a cave.




Now she was sitting with Jill and Hank and a couple of the National Guard people who were treating Jill like she was Wonder Woman. Alex figured Jill had done plenty of Orphan stuff over the last several hours and impressed the heck out of the forces she was working with.




Riley walked over and hastily said, “At ease, everyone” before the whole table jumped to their feet and saluted. “Terawatt, Valentine, Marshall, I need all of you for a short teleconference with the general.” He glanced at the plates with the three MREs that Alex was devouring and said, “You can bring everything with you.”




Alex took another big bite of ham steak and used her tk to grab everything else.




Riley walked them out of the mess tent and over to an APC that had a satellite dish sitting on its roof and two men standing guard outside. He told the guards, “This won’t take long. If anyone wants to speak to one of us, just have them wait. If it’s Colonel Fanshaw or General Hickerson, you may tell him we’re talking to the Department of Homeland Security.”




“Yes sir!”




Riley closed the door behind them after they clambered in. He said, “Let me get the general…”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice came on first. “Hi! Is everybody okay! Is the hate plague all stopped?”




Then Jack spoke up from what sounded like a different connection. “What she said. Any problems?”




Riley started off. “We’re all fine, sir. Unfortunately, most of the people and animals have already been affected, and those animals are probably not safe to eat now, so there’s going to be a quarantine and some ugly toxic waste abatement issues. The HWAAA needs to intervene. We’re going to have a roughly nine square mile area that will probably be a designated EPA Superfund site until they can study enough water and soil samples to figure out exactly what is contaminated and what isn’t. According to the EPA people I talked to, they figure that standard sampling techniques will cut that down to the lake, less than a quarter of the marsh, the municipal water connections, and every farm bordering the lake. But that’s still a lot of area.”




Jack asked, “What about the townspeople?”




Lieutenant Marshall replied, “Well sir, it looks like we were two days too late here. About forty percent of the town had been murdered by the time we got here. Of the remaining sixty percent, we had about seventy percent of the farmers and townies already affected, about twenty percent safe or with minimal effects, and about ten percent who have early symptoms, but should recover with some limited neurological damage which the CDC doctors think can be handled by giving the patients rehabilitation like they just had a stroke. Of that seventy percent who already demonstrated the primary symptoms, about a hundred twenty are alive and restrained, and an estimated five to ten are unaccounted for, although infrared sweeps of the quarantine area should locate all of them in the next couple hours.”




Alex just cringed. Hundreds of people dead. Even if most of them were totally insane and homicidal maniacs, that was just grim. And a hundred twenty people who were insane, brain-damaged, homicidal berserkers who would have to be locked up in solitary confinement for the rest of their lives? That was mega-grim. Even worse, people were acting like this was a good outcome. Okay, anything was better than another Beirut, but this was not a good outcome!




Jack checked, “And how did the farmstead invasions go?”




Riley looked at Jill, who answered, “Just as badly as we expected, sir. The IBI and the National Guard forces were prepared for ‘angry farmer being evicted from his land.’ They were not prepared for ‘insane heavily-armed terrorist ready to do anything to kill other people.’ My group started off by losing the command car to a booby-trapped bridge and a creekbed full of berserker hogs.”




Eww. Alex tended to think of pigs as cute little pink piglets or maybe those cute pot-bellied pigs she saw on the news sometimes. But berserker hogs? That was probably like getting hit with a stampede of angry wild boars.




Jill went on, “Half the farms had already been wiped out, even if there were still dangerous animals running loose. The other half of the farms were a single surviving family member trying to kill everyone, or else an entire family trying to kill everyone else.”




Jack told her, “I’d like a complete after-action report so I can show it around. And Lieutenant Marshall?”




“Well general, I had some serious trouble getting Colonel Fanshaw and the other agencies to work together, and Fanshaw kept undermining everyone else’s work. On top of that, he did a lousy job setting up the security for the compound, so we almost lost the entire site. Terawatt got there just in the nick of time.”




Riley added, “General Hickerson doesn’t want to hear about Fanshaw being a problem. The scuttlebutt is Fanshaw saved Hickerson’s life some years ago, and so he’s still Hickerson’s fair-haired boy no matter how many times everyone else complains.”




Jack mused, “Hmm, I think we can cope with that problem. So Tera, what took you so long?”




Alex griped, “That first rescue I rushed off to? It was a Collective trap. They locked me in a solid box inside a trailer-sized fuel-air bomb, and then Maggie Walsh wanted to have a little long-distance chat with me.”




Jack said several really bad words. Then he worried, “But you’re okay?”




She scowled, “Yeah, but I was sweating for a while until I got her talking. Jack, she doesn’t want to rule the world, but she’s mega-serious about cutting down the world population to something that someone else can rule so she can save everybody else with all the stuff she’s invented that she hasn’t released.”




Jack admitted, “I kind of thought that might be what was going on, after B-b-b-burny and the Jets came up with data about those ‘cures’ her universities wanted to make money on but she disappeared on them.”




Willow complained, “Jack! I don’t wanna be an Elton John song!”




Alex was pretty sure Jack was smirking a whole bunch. Especially when he asked her, “No? You’d prefer Vanilla Ice?”




“Jack!” Willow squawked even louder. “Honestly…”




“Now Burn, not in front of the children,” he smirked some more. That was totally a smirk, even over a radio. “So Tera, how’d you get out of Dr. Loveless’s deathtrap?”




Dr. Loveless?




Riley and Jill saw she was totally confused, so Riley quickly wrote on a notepad ‘Wild Wild West.’ Oh. She knew what that was. And at the same time, Jill wrote ‘James West arch-enemy.’ That pretty much made sense. Sort of. She was really glad everyone else was mega-smart.




So she ignored Jack’s weird ref and just explained about talking with Maggie, and cutting her way out without Maggie realizing it, and then ruining the fuel-air ratio so the fuel wouldn’t explode from a spark, and then getting out really fast.




Jack said, “Way smarter than what I would’ve tried. So what did Wacky Maggie let slip that she didn’t want to tell you?”




Alex spent a few seconds collecting her thoughts. “She had at least two better ways to kill those silicates, maybe more, and she was kind of disgusted that we used radioactive strontium instead of something smarter. She sounded like she thought it was obvious what a smart scientist would use on the things. Maybe it was only obvious to her. But I think she’s got at least one way of controlling or stopping everything she’s unleashed, so we need to figure out what she’s got up her sleeve. And it was pretty clear she read some reports out of Petrie’s Island, so they probably have someone in the SIS or even higher up. She knew some inside SRI stuff like that Jack calls me ‘Tera,’ but lots of people have heard him do that. And she knew some stuff out of military reports on the Korean thing that had to be from South Korea or the U.S. But I don’t think she let those slip. I think she told me that stuff on purpose. And she didn’t once push the Khan thing. I figure that means something, but I don’t know what.”




Jack calmly said, “It probably means she knows we already know, and she’s not overplaying her hand.”




Oh crud. Did that mean Jack knew there was a spy inside the SRI or just outside the SRI and reading their reports, and Jack was making sure the spy got fed just the intel Jack wanted? Was this some sort of ‘he knows she knows he knows she knows’ thing like spy agencies used to do with the KGB?




Jack just went on, “So… Tera… what did Maggie learn that you didn’t want her to know?”




Oh crud. She hadn’t thought about that. She didn’t know what Maggie might have figured out, so she went through everything she could remembered she said or did.




At the end, Jack stated, “Maggie knew too much about Danielle Atron.”




Riley immediately winced.




Oh crud, surely not… Alex asked, “You mean… Danielle’s joined Maggie’s part of the Collective?”




Willow spoke up, “Yeah, and it sounds like they’re not exactly BFFs.”




Riley added, “I’ll take that part as a plus.”




Jill asked, “I don’t suppose there’s any chance they’ll kill each other?”




Jack said, “If anyone starts a pool, I’ve got fifty on Wacky Maggie.”




“Jack!” Willow fussed.




Alex noticed that it looked like Jill and Hank were both trying not to laugh.




Jack just went on like he hadn’t just been a big smarty-pants again. “All right, if we have a possibility of Atron working for the Collective, then we have to prepare for powered Orphans someday in the near future. I’ll talk to Big Cheese about getting more antidote from our favorite industrial biochemists, and I’ll have Walter acquire more tranq guns.”




Alex said, “You don’t have to inject it. You can hit ’em with a water balloon.”




Jack snorted in amusement, “You mean we could take ’em down with Super Soakers?”




That sounded pretty funny, but it was a good idea. Alex agreed, “Yeah. Or even hitting ’em with another dose of the GC-161 so their powers change, and maybe get way worse.”




Lieutenant Marshall sounded excited at the idea. “Yes! That’s a really effective approach, particularly if Atron constructs her own anti-antidote serum! Remember what happened to Cready.”




Jill asked, “Cready? You mean Victor Cready?”




Jack said, “Oh yeah, Captain Sucky-Powers. He had Tera’s shapeshifter power but couldn’t go normal. Atron hit him with another dose of the mutagen, and he turned into a blobby ball of fire that couldn’t go out, only he had no fire protection powers.”




Alex softly added, “He was in agony from being on fire. All the time. And it never stopped, but he was a silvery blob, so he never died from it either. He was like that for four solid days.”




Jill winced. “I can see why he was willing to do whatever Atron ordered.”




Jack went back to his original topic. “So we prepare for Maggie’s big ‘superpowered Orphan surprise party.’ I want Finn back in Davenport overseeing the Umbrella mess, but I want Marshall and Captain Valentine stationed here for a few more days, just to make sure everyone else really does have this under control. Marshall? I want you working with the EPA, because I want to know if this crap will just break down after enough exposure to the elements.”




“I want to know that too, sir,” nodded Lieutenant Marshall.




“Okay, so Tera, your tPhone is still working, right?”




“Right.”




“Then… go west, young man. Well, west-southwest. Burn will have a compass heading for you, and then a GPS beacon to the Blackbird. We’ve got it at Offutt Air Force Base over in Cornhusker Country. It shouldn’t take you much more than an hour to fly over there, and then under an hour to get home.”




Alex groaned a little, because that meant she was going to have to do the ‘school on not enough sleep’ thing again. She just said, “Gotcha.”




Riley gently smiled at her, “You can finish your dinner first.”







But the rest of the night turned out not to be too bad. Alex finished up her meals, and Jill got Alex a quart of chocolate ice cream wrapped up in an insulated bag. So Alex flew mostly-west toward the Nebraska air force base, and got there in under an hour and a half. She plopped herself down in the Blackbird and went normal and pulled out her ice cream, which even had a big spoon with it thanks to Jill, so she ate some pretty good chocolate ice cream for ten minutes until the Blackbird was ready for takeoff. It had her home in under forty minutes. So it was only one in the morning her time when she flew into the garage. That wasn’t too bad.




Her mom was still up, even if she was in pajamas and a nightrobe, and looking worried, and making herself a mug of warm milk, which totally wasn’t Alex’s favorite.




Her mom was looking pretty worried, so Alex said, “It’s okay mom, I’m home, and not a scratch on me.” She just wasn’t going to tell her mom about getting caught in a Maggie Walsh deathtrap.




Her mom sat at the kitchen table with her mug of warmed-up milk and took a sip. “What about the town? The news said there was a quarantine, and someone was calling it an Orphan attack, and someone else was calling it a ‘hate plague’.”




Alex grimaced. And she really wondered if Jack was feeding ideas to the DHS public relations people. “It was that Minnesota thing. The badguys crashed their plane and died, but all the poison leaked out right into a small farming town’s water supply. Everyone who drank the water went crazy and turned into a homicidal monster, and animals like hogs that drank the water turned into killing machines.”




“Oh no.”




Alex just kept going. “And a bunch of National Guard people got killed, along with a bunch of townspeople. And we still have about a hundred twenty insane killers who will never get better, and a bunch of people who basically are gonna have to go through stroke rehabilitation for who knows how long. And even the people who didn’t get poisoned are gonna have to leave their homes and land for who knows how long, and this may turn into a huge EPA Superfund problem.”




Her mom stared into her milk for a long time and finally asked, “Can George and the lab fix this?”




Alex admitted, “I really hope so. I mean, I can get them secret samples of the stuff so they can study it, and I know you can denature the prion with this stuff Grover and Bill Lee dreamed up that’s mainly papain.”




Her mom’s jaw dropped open. “You can destroy this toxin with meat tenderizer? That sounds crazy.”




Alex tried to explain. “It’s not just meat tenderizer, but it’s really close. Meat tenderizer breaks down proteins. This stuff is a prion — that’s just a protein that folded wrong — with a piece of antibody that acts like a guided missile to get the ‘payload’ to the right spots in the brain. So if you mess up the prion, it doesn’t replicate and it doesn’t damage the places in your brain.”




Her mom put a hand on the back of Alex’s hand. “Honey, you really are a lot smarter than me.”




Alex blushed, “No! It’s not that I’m a big brain like Annie, it’s just that now I listen when Annie and dad talk about stuff, and I’m studying really hard in chem class, and I’m doing all the extra reading Mr. Hooper suggests. And every time stuff like this comes up, I look a bunch of stuff up on Wikipedia so I know what they’re talking about. And Willow’s really super-smart so I listen to her too.”




Her mom softly said, “I hear everything George and Annie say too, you know. I just don’t understand it. I really think you’re a lot smarter than me.”




Alex insisted, “But mom, you have a Masters degree and everything!”




Her mom disagreed, “Alex, getting a Masters degree isn’t really that much harder than getting an undergrad degree in whatever subject it is. It just means being more determined, and more willing to sit and read stuff and write papers. I’m not a super-genius like George. Or Annie. But I think you are.”




“Mom!” Alex squeaked. She could feel her entire face burning red.




Her mom kept going, “You can have a Masters degree too. Or a Ph.D. You just don’t have to get one in biochemistry. I was thinking you could get a graduate degree in something you really care about, like journalism, or photography. Or criminal justice or law or international politics, which might be what Terawatt cares more about. Or even computer science, since you seem to understand a lot more of what Willow talks about than I do.”




“I…”




Her mom pressed, “Alex, you’re smart. You just have to stop comparing yourself to the ten smartest people on the planet, and then telling yourself you’re dumb because you come in below number eleven. Now I don’t think you’re the twelfth smartest person on the planet, but then I don’t think Annie is either. Or George. And the people you’re dealing with — Willow and Samantha Carter and Margaret K. Walsh and your friend Hermione in England — may very well be in that top ten, or near it. You let yourself get convinced that you couldn’t compete scholastically with Annie, and it really hurt your grades for years. I blame myself. I should have seen it, and I should have done a lot more to help you. You’re doing much better in school now, and I have to face the fact that it isn’t thanks to me. It’s because of people in another universe, who I didn’t even want you to go meet. That makes me feel like the worst parent in the world. And now I can’t keep you safe, or anything. All I can do is get Shar to go to sleep, and get George to go to bed. But I saw your SAT scores. You’re well up in the top one percent of brains for all high school seniors nationally. That means you’re not only in the top one percent of brains for the whole country, you’re in the top one percent of brains for the people who were smart enough to want to go to college.”




Alex couldn’t stop blushing. Her mom kissed her on the top of her head like she was still a little kid, even though she was still wearing her Terawatt wig.




She told herself that she wasn’t all that smart. But she kept thinking about two things. Jack had said, “Way smarter than what I would have tried.” And Margaret Walsh had looked right at her and said, “I didn’t think of that.”




Maybe she wasn’t so dumb after all…







Alex was awakened the next morning by a girl and a plushie hugging her tightly. Well, a girl holding a plushie.




Shar sniffled, “I was really scared when you were trapped in the box and the mean lady was talking at you. Aunt Barb hadda sing me to sleep.”




Alex hugged Shar back and murmured, “She’s a really great mom, isn’t she?”




“Yeah! Even if she made me eat my vegetables before I could leave the dinner table. I ate my corn and my salad! It was just those stupid carrots. Bleah!”




Alex smiled, “Maybe we should find some secret ‘make carrots taste good’ recipes, maybe with something that’ll make ’em taste sweet, and we’ll sneak ’em into the dinner menu when mom isn’t looking.”




Shar nodded excitedly. Then she worried, “What if there aren’t any ‘make icky carrots taste good’ recipes?”




Alex told her, “Then we’ll ask some super-geniuses how to make carrots taste good, and we’ll invent our own recipe.”




Shar grinned, “Yeah! ’Cause we know lots of super genius types. Auntie Willow and Uncle George and Annie. And Auntie Willow says Uncle Jack is way smarter than he pretends. And Aunt Hanna says her mom is super-smart too. And Maria says her big sister says you’re like the smartest person in the whole high school, and I already knew you were smart ’cause you know way more about boys than Annie or Auntie Willow or even Sophie. Auntie Willow says you’re even smart about being smart, because you don’t rub it in everyone’s faces and make ’em all hate you like lots of smart kids in high school.”




After last night, Alex wasn’t going to say she was a dummy. But she did say, “It’s just being nice and not wanting to hurt people’s feelings. You can get really good grades without running around yelling ‘I’m smart and you’re a stupidhead!’ you know.”




Shar scowled, “Well, Petey really is a great big stupidhead. He’s the biggest stupidhead in the history of stupid.”




Alex softly asked, “And do you think maybe he knows that, and he feels bad about it, and he’s not smart enough to know how to cope with it, so that’s why he does mean stuff?”




Shar shrugged, “Well… maybe. Sometimes I think I oughta—” But Alex didn’t get to hear what Shar ought to do, because the alarm clock went off, and Shar suddenly said, “I gotta pee!” And she darted out of the room, still hanging onto Piki the Pikachu. When Alex asked about it at breakfast, she just got a huge shrug and an ‘I don’t remember’.




Alex dropped Shar off and went on to her school. She just reminded herself that being nice to someone who’s being really mean to you is really, really hard. Alex totally stunk at it until that thing at summer camp with Kelly and the bear, when she found out what was up with Kelly and why Kelly was so mean to people. Okay, she still wasn’t so great at it. She had no idea how Mahatma Gandhi did it.




The more Alex thought about it, the more she figured she’d been able to act nicer to people like Kelly and Libby just because she had her superpowers as a safety net. A safety net the size of a circus tent.




School was pretty much the same as usual. American Lit class was going to be a headache for her really soon, though. She knew she’d rather read some fun Mark Twain stuff, but she needed to write about symbolism to make Ms. Walters happy, and she didn’t want to read Herman Melville stuff even if everyone said it was chock full of symbolism. And most of the guys were making rude weenie jokes about having a novel called ‘Moby Dick’ which was supposed to be really long and really boring. Ugh.




And who on earth thought Moby Dick was a good name for a whale, and why would anyone give a whale a name? That was just weird.




Since the news and the internet were full of stuff about Ogden’s Marsh and the evil Orphan plot, all of Team Terawatt knew Alex had been saving Iowa last night. So most of them wanted to check that she was okay and see if she needed to go nap in her car for an hour. Ray and Nicole and Robyn all checked before school started. Louis didn’t check until lunchtime, when it was too late to do much about it. That was still better than if he’d waited until chem class at the end of the day.







Alex waited until she drove Shar home and they were inside the house, before she called Willow on the tPhone.




“Hi Tera! What’s the what?”




Willow’s bubbly voice made her feel better about lit class already. She just knew Willow would have an answer. “Hi! I got a couple things we need to talk about. Like when can A.L. Mack meet up with CEO Rosenberg again?”




“You know the FBI gave me an emergency necklace in case I get attacked or kidnapped? I feel like the old lady in those old commercials. You know. Help, I’ve fallen and I can’t get up! I took it apart just in case, and it’s got a GPS unit in it, but it doesn’t turn on until I press the Fantasti-Flare, which is really thoughtful of ’em, so I have privacy right up until I really don’t want it.”




“Umm, I hadn’t heard about that. I guess I’m not doing a good job of keeping up with my friends.”




“No!” Willow insisted. “You’re doing great! I’m the bad friend here. I didn’t even know Maggie Walsh grabbed you and shoved you in a deathtrap until you said so on the call last night, and I should’ve been monitoring everybody every single second for the whole op, I mean I’ve got more than enough computing power if I just have a link to your comm base. You could’ve got really badly hurt! You could’ve died! You could’ve got humiliated on the internet!”




Alex just told her, “I’m pretty sure Maggie wasn’t interested in televising our chat.”




Willow firmly said, “Well, I would’ve, if it was me. I mean, I would’ve recorded it and made sure it made me look good and made the other person look really bad, and then… zoom! All over the internet!”




Alex didn’t think Willow had the right outlook to be a supervillain, but she didn’t say so. If your big plan was to make someone else look stupid on the internet, that pretty much just made you a ’net troll. Or maybe part of Anonymous.




She said, “We need to set up some more meets, and we need to do some fun stuff we’re not getting to do these days, and then I can invite you over for dinner, and then that’ll lead to a couple more fun things, and then you can come to Shar’s birthday party.”




Willow giggled, “You think Shar would mind if I brought my boyfriend?”




Alex laughed, and then asked, “So how are things going with the ’rents?”




Willow said, “Actually, pretty good. Dad was in the U.S. for only five days, but in between Seattle and San Diego, he made them plan out a stop in San Francisco and he took me out to dinner and made me tell him all about my major professor and my course of study and stuff. It was really a lot like when I was fifteen and I was taking those college courses in the middle of high school and he was worrying about the college people taking advantage of me. Apparently, I’m still ‘precocious but naïve.’ And he was pretty nice about Jack, even if Jack isn’t Jewish and dad’s a rabbi. I don’t think dad worries as much about that or Jack’s age as he does about the whole ‘unsupervised agent of the military-industrial complex’ thing.”




Alex pointed out, “Well, Jack really is a pretty-much unsupervised agent of the military-industrial complex, if you want to get picky about it. But so am I. And so are you now. And so are Hermione and Ron and Harry. And so is Batman, and he even runs a big chunk of the military-industrial complex.”




Willow went on, “Mom’s a lot more pro-Terawatt ever since the Umbrella thing. Apparently mom’s had it in for the Spencer family for a long time. They’ve got lots of family history going back to being mean to Native Americans in the 1800’s and profiteering in the Civil War and being robber barons and even owning some land in the South before slaves got freed, and then strikebreakers and stuff in the early 1900’s, and just a load of stuff that nobody rich complained about back then but now nobody likes. She spoke at a big Native American protest around the Spencer Building about five years ago, and she was pretty freaked just knowing what they had in that building five years later.”




Alex just grinned. She suggested, “Maybe I could drive up this weekend and we could do something fun? It can’t be Friday night, because we’ve got a super-important b-ball game.”




Willow gushed, “Yeah, I looked at the seeds for your division, and big-time congrats on that!”




Yeah, Alex had been totally swamped with ‘hate plague’ stuff for a little while, so she had nearly missed the seedings, even though they made the front of the sports section of the paper, because their high school basketball team had only made it to the state playoffs for their division a couple times ever, and they certainly hadn’t gone into the playoffs with just one loss and one of the four top seeds like Ray’s team just did, which meant they had a bye for Wednesday’s game and they were definitely in the Friday night game. The state playoffs were 5 rounds, where the fifth round was the championship game for their whole division, and they were automatically in the second round already!




Willow said, “Okay, so drive up Saturday morning in time for lunch, and bring your bike so we can go bike riding, and then we’ll go out for dinner, and it’ll be a ton of fun.”




Alex smiled, “You’re on. As long as nobody has another Code Walsh then.”




Willow just said, “Well, I’ll tell Jack, and you just bring your tPhone and your earjack, and if something comes up, you can go silvery and zoom over to Travis AFB and fly Air SRI from there.”







Surprisingly, things even worked out for a change. On Friday night, the basketball team won by eleven and moved on to the third round, and Ray even had a triple double because the opposing team had their really good defensive guard on Jackson, and they were double-teaming Heyward whenever it was time to go for rebounds. Ray said he figured that meant that the next game he would be the target. Alex thought that would be dumb of the other teams, because when you got to the final eight teams, there probably weren’t any teams that only had one scoring threat.




Then Alex drove up to Willow’s house on Saturday morning, even though Shar was really cranky about getting left behind again. Willow had a big lunch ready, although Willow didn’t eat that much because they were going for a long bike ride. Willow was wearing a workout outfit that had to be a present from Jack, because it had the Air Force Academy emblem on the crop top and the bike shorts. Alex had a cycling outfit too, although she had also had a fanny pack around her waist, so she had four energy bars, a big bottle of water, and a little emergency bike repair kit for just-in-case stuff.




Alex got some pictures too, because Willow in her skimpy outfit on her bike looked great, and Jack would so love those pics. And Ray would like the pictures of Alex the Cyclist.




Judging by the wolf whistles and catcalls they got, a lot of really rude guys liked how they looked. And there were a couple pretty smarmy guys who were trying the cool pick-up lines from their bicycles. And seriously, was there a girl anywhere in the entire country that ‘hey baby are you from Mars… because that ass is out of this world!’ actually worked on? 




Alex asked, “Is it like this every time you go biking around here?”




Willow shrugged, “Depends on how hard I kick their butts in a sprint. There are some awesome bennies to being what I am.”




Alex noticed. Because Willow could go pretty fast for a really long time. It wasn’t like Willow was breaking the speed limits for cars or anything, but she was definitely putting in some Tour de Feminin times.




Alex had to cheat some of the time. Whenever she got really tired, she would use her tk to push the bike so her legs could take it easy. That was mega-great on this one long incline where she and Willow just crushed these guys who were being big horndogs and thinking they were super-cyclists too. Well really, maybe only a quarter of the group of guys was being smarmy jerkheads, but the other three-fourths weren’t making them stop with the pick-up lines and the rude suggestions. But zooming up an incline was way easier if you had more push from behind you than you and the bike together weighed.




So Alex and Willow laughed about the rude guys and stuff all the way back to Willow’s house. Alex would totally have been dead if she’d had to bike that fast for two hours with no tk assistance, including up that incline. Willow was all sweaty and tired, but not exhausted.




Willow should really have figured out years and years ago that she was the most awesome athlete in her entire town, on top of being the school genius.




Alex just stretched out on the floor and ate more energy bars and drank two diet cokes while Willow showered and changed. Her legs were mega-tired. It could have been worse. If they’d gone running, Alex wouldn’t have been able to use her tk anywhere near as much.




Willow came out in nice, clean clothes and looked at Alex lying on the floor in the den. She winced, “I sort of totally over-did it, didn’t I? You should’ve said I was being a bad host! Jack always says when I’m running him into the ground, even if he’s really snarky and funny about it.”




Alex got to her feet and said, “Oh, I’m okay. Just tired and my legs feel kind of rubbery. Lemme shower and put my regular stuff back on, and I’ll be fine.”




Willow worried, “You sure?”




“Sure I’m sure!” After all, if her legs gave out, she could float around in mid-air.




And once Alex was clean and dry and changed, she emerged from the bedroom to… the smell of baking cookies?




Yep, Willow was in full-blown apology-cookie-baking mode. And these were chocolate cookies with lots of chocolate chips. And they smelled amazing. There were four baking sheets baking away, although Willow had to switch the upper and lower baking sheets in each oven mid-way through the baking process. Alex did it with her tk, which was really way easier and faster than messing around with hotpads.




The hard part was waiting for them to cool off enough on Willow’s cooling racks that you could eat them without burning your mouth on the still-molten chocolate chips inside. That, and getting Willow to stop apologizing. Alex handled both problems by getting Willow to show her some stuff on the tv. Willow had Netflix and DirecTV and a ton of stuff, so Alex got to see what that old tv show ‘Wild, Wild West’ really was. Willow explained it as one of the ideas that spun off from the James Bond craze of the Sixties, only this was James Bond In The Wild West. It was fun, and campy, and a little weird too. And Robert Conrad used to be really cute.




Willow was still worried about Alex’s legs, so while they watched something called “The Man from U.N.C.L.E.” Willow ordered a couple pizzas to be delivered, instead of taking her out to a little Thai place she knew.




“So Willow, I forgot to ask the other day, but why is Moby Dick named Moby Dick in the first place, and do I have to read it to get enough symbolism for my teacher, because I’d totally rather read Mark Twain or something?”




Willow gushed, “Ooh, I read about this! Back in the whaling days that Melville wrote about, there really were whales with names. They were the whales no one could catch, and lots of times you couldn’t catch ’em because they would just kill everyone in the whaling boats, and maybe even wreck the big whaling ship too. Whaling was way more dangerous than you’d think. The idea of Moby Dick probably came from Mocha Dick and also the Essex Whaling Disaster, which actually ended up with a sperm whale sinking the Essex and the crew had to try to get away in their little boats, and I think three survived on a deserted island and the ones at sea ended up doing the Donner Party thing, so majorly of the icky there. But there were plenty of famous whales back then, and they all had names like Mocha Dick.”




“Mocha Dick? Really?”




Willow nodded eagerly. “I am totally not making this up. Scout’s honor. Mocha was the name of the island it hung around. It’s off southern Chile.”




Alex rolled her eyes. “You weren’t a Boy Scout.”




Willow smiled, “I wasn’t a Girl Scout either, but this is really true. Mocha Dick was supposed to be huge, and really old, and white as wool, and really uber-tough if you went after him. He was finally killed in the 1830’s, but he supposedly had hundreds of fights with whalers over a couple decades, and he had harpoons sticking out of him, and he sank plenty of ships, and whalers talked about him like he was some sort of demon. And he wasn’t the only white whale, or the only whale that attacked whalers, or the only whale that whalers gave a name to, and a lot of the names were like Place-name Regular-first-name, like New Zealand Jack and Timor Tom, and the rest were names like Morquan and Don Miguel. And you have to figure no whale was gonna get a name without being one bad mamma-jamma that wasn’t getting caught.”




Alex admitted, “Wow, maybe I wanna read that book now.”




Willow said, “Well, some small parts of it are pretty cool, but some parts are really boring. Melville really served on a whaling ship for like a year and a half, and he wanted to write a book that told people what whaling really was, so there’s a ton of kind of tedious stuff about whaling, and turning a whale into gross stuff to get taken back and sold, and all about that. And there’s lots of stuff with guys just talking in between times. And you already know what happens.”




Alex grinned, “Call me Ishmael.”




Willow countered with “And I only am escaped alone to tell thee.” She smiled, “Melville deliberately used the messenger’s admonishment out of Job.”




Alex scowled, “Okay, maybe I should read ‘Moby Dick,’ but I’d rather write my paper on ‘Huck Finn.’ But I can’t write a paper unless it’s chock full of stuff about the symbolism of the works, because my teacher’s like that.”




Willow bubbled, “Oh, but ‘The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn’ is loaded with symbolism! Mainly about the Mississippi. It represents a lot of stuff to a lot of different people, but you could write about the river.”




“Ooh, that’s really good.” But Alex was wondering if maybe she needed to read ‘Moby Dick’ along with all the other stuff they were reading.




The pizza was really good, even if Willow ordered some weird stuff. Well, not weird for California, but not Pizza Hut-ish. The pizza with salsa and cilantro and black beans was really good, and the pizza with spicy peanut sauce instead of tomato sauce and other Thai food on it was… just okay. She didn’t think she’d order it for herself, although maybe it would be a lot better with the Thai chicken strips on it that Willow asked them not to put on.




And when Alex drove home, she found that Willow was right, and her legs were still pretty tired, and not all that great to drive on. Which was why everybody ought to have tk. Except crooks. And mean people. She used her tk to lift her feet up a little, and she used her tk to operate the brake pedal and the gas pedal. Well, she waited until she wasn’t in traffic to try it out and experiment a bit until she really had it down, and then she drove all the way back to Paradise Valley with her feet off the pedals. She still wasn’t totally confident on how precise she was with her tk on something new like this, so she put her feet back down to drive through the regular city traffic back to her house.







On Sunday, she spent half an hour after church going through recipes on the internet, and she found several that were the ‘my kids hated carrots until I tried this recipe’ stuff. And she also found a page that talked about how to pick carrots at your local farmer’s market so they were extra sweet and tasty.




She just wasn’t going to tell Shar about the person who said ‘what the bleep is bleeping wrong with you, if they don’t bleeping want to eat any bleeping carrots, just find some other bleep bleep-bleep bleeper-bleeping veggies for them!’ And they didn’t actually say ‘bleep’.




So, before Jo Lupo drove up, Alex made a big deal about ‘tricking’ her folks into going outside for a while and then making the sautéed carrots with Shar at the stove. It was really fun pretending they were doing something sneaky that her mom wouldn’t want, even though it was just sautéing sliced carrots in real butter and adding some brown sugar so everything got caramelized, and then sprinkling a little cinnamon on top. But Alex figured Shar would like them a lot more if she thought they weren’t supposed to be making them with the brown sugar.




Martial arts practice went great, even if Alex’s legs were still achy from yesterday. And dinner went great with Jo, even if Shar couldn’t stop with the evil giggle sounds when everyone talked about how good the carrots tasted. And Shar ate two servings. Alex had a couple normal-sized servings, and then finished off the little bit left in the serving bowl when everyone was all done. And she totally didn’t lick the bottom of the serving bowl like her mom told her dad to make him laugh.




At bedtime, Alex hugged Shar and Piki goodnight and tucked them in. Shar whispered, “Piki says it was way more fun pretending we were being sneaky and they didn’t know we put sugar in the carrots. Can we do that with cauliflower or something?”




Alex kissed her on the forehead and said, “Sure! I don’t think sugar would work on cauliflower, but I bet something would. Maybe cheddar cheese sauce. We’ll figure something out and trick mom again.” Shar giggled into her pillow.




Alex wasn’t surprised that Shar knew they hadn’t really tricked anybody. Shar’s tk was still fairly limited, but Shar was getting better at using it and her telepathy on people. Apparently, Petey Johnson was having a string of really bad luck, since every time he decided to go torment Shar or one of her friends, either Shar was standing where there was a teacher just around the corner within hearing distance, or else he never made it over to them due to some little accident, like stepping on his untied shoelace and falling on his face.




Alex had had a lot of little chats with Shar about misusing her powers, but these were still pretty minor considering some of the things Shar had thought up that she wasn’t doing. Between her pyrokinesis and her tk and her telepathy and her precognition, she could have been a lot naughtier and gotten away with it easily. No one would have even known about any of it if Shar hadn’t told Alex what she did and then asked if Alex thought she was a bad person for doing it.




And it wasn’t like Alex had never misused her powers for the same kind of thing, and Alex was supposed to be the mature, responsible adult. Oh yeah, and Alex had done that thing to Kelly’s pen not that long ago. Shar wasn’t even nine yet. Eight year olds weren’t supposed to have themselves so under control that they never, ever slipped up and lost their temper or got really upset or any of the things adults still did all the time. It wasn’t fair!




And Alex had suggested the shoelace thing to Marsha not that long ago. She felt like a giant hypocrite. She wondered how anybody, even that little jerkhead Petey Johnson, could want to be mean to a cutiepie like Shar.




Okay, who was she kidding? She knew exactly how Shar could do stuff that might make someone get mad at her.





176. Interlude XXVIII



He looked at the report from the Secret Service. Sweat ran down the middle of his back. Two men had tried to assassinate him yesterday in his own house, and had just had the bad luck that the maid walked into the master bedroom with some last-minute laundry when she was supposed to have left early. They had killed her, the bastards. Marla had been with him and his wife for over fifteen years. She was like family. How was he going to tell her husband that Marla was dead because she decided to spend a little extra time catching up on his wife’s laundry before she went home?




And the men had taken cyanide when cornered by security. He was pretty sure what that meant, even if the Secret Service didn’t. On the other hand, the Secret Service men had gone straight to the FBI’s CTU and gotten the assassins ID’ed as two former Shop ‘agents’ who hadn’t turned themselves in. Sometimes, he really regretted letting Inspector Erskine stay in charge of that division of the CTU. He liked it when Erskine’s team was doing a great job tracking down terrorists. He didn’t like it right now, when they might end up getting a little too close to some of his secrets. He didn’t have a handle on Erskine, either. The guy was squeaky clean. Even the guy’s parents and daughter were squeaky clean. And the daughter had married one of Erskine’s FBI protégées, so even the guy’s in-laws were squeaky clean!




He knew that McNamara had interviewed all 27 of the rogue Shop men, and had needed to ‘retire’ 13 of them. The 14 remaining agents hadn’t fared that well. Counting the 2 on the NID’s X-37, plus the 2 killed in the firefight at the Sonora base, plus the 4 who had taken cyanide there, they were down to 6, 2 of whom had died in his house. And McNamara was a carbonized smear on a torched runway.




He had a pretty good idea what was going on. McNamara had probably set up a ‘deadman’s switch’ in case he was assassinated by the people behind The Shop. All the surviving Shop men were probably told to go take out the powers behind The Shop and maybe even the NID as payback. That meant that there were still four ex-Shop killers out there who were probably targeting him or one of the others right now.




He picked up his phone and selected a number he had on speed dial. “This is Senator Robert Kinsey. I want to speak to the President. Tell him I need Terawatt or Action Girl as a full-time bodyguard as of yesterday. And I won’t take no for an answer.”




He’d worry about notifying the other leaders of the group once he was confident that his own security was addressed. And if some of them met with unfortunate circumstances in the next few hours, he’d have even more power.







Maggie Walsh stared at the spreadsheets. She detested the thousand and one bureaucratic details of running an organization, but her father had asked her to address this particular problem for him.




Thousand and one? It was more like a million and one. Or aleph null and one. She snorted at her obscure little jape. At least there were people here who could comprehend a comment like that.




She knew they needed to ensure a higher success rate than the North Koreans had managed, but not too high. After all, there were other objectives to be met. If their intelligence was accurate — and it had better be, or they had even worse problems than she thought — then they knew within about two percent the number of people who were eagerly volunteering to get turned into supervillains. Naturally, they saw themselves as superheroes. Still, it wasn’t just terrorists who took that point of view. Virtually everyone who wasn’t specifically committing superpowered robberies saw themselves as a superhero, even if their goal was unleashing a zombie apocalypse. She didn’t see herself as heroic, just pragmatic. Someone had to do the unpleasant tasks that were necessary but undesirable. Like this one.




She sighed to herself and looked over the results again. Operations research was straightforward and fairly obvious, but reliable in cases like this. It looked like she was going to have to ask Danielle for roughly eight liters of stock GC-161. And she would have to make sure their man in Pakistan knew not to take any of it.




Maggie really had hoped she wouldn’t have to deal with Danielle again this week. She had enough headaches, given the African project and the European project. The former had run into unexpected difficulties, presumably due to the political instability in the search regions. The European project had turned into a political issue as Orphans who had grown up in an assortment of countries had their own agendas for selecting the target area. Her father had needed to make a decision by fiat. Paris it was. She thought that was clearly a better choice than most of the suggested cities.




And she still had no idea what the remaining members of the America bloc were up to in the Great Basin Desert. Unfortunately, her bloc had lost its mole, thanks to the Davenport fiasco and probably a contribution from the India bloc’s mole.







Buffy Summers waved at the cameras as she skated off the ice. She had really missed ice skating and ice dancing. There was something just magical about flying across an ice rink. There was something amazing about spinning until you felt it in your fingers and toes.




And thanks to a prod from Terawatt, Buffy was skating again. She was tweeting about it first before heading over to the mall, so she was pulling in tons of fans, a lot of whom were filming her in action. That meant she needed to dress the part and pay a lot of attention to her makeup, but she was good with that. And she loved her new ice dancing dress with the cutouts and the semi-sheer half-skirt that trailed out behind her like a swallow’s tail.




Some of the pro and top amateur skaters used the rink too, so the rink manager kept a special set of lockers in the back where someone with a little pull could keep their personal iceskates. She had three pairs, plus some emergency clothing, in a little locker that had only cost her an autographed poster of her in one of her cheerleader outfits, doing a backflip. And the skating had given her a lot of new poster material.




Also, Freddie had been really interested when she came home in her sexy little skating outfit, so it was all good.




She was going to make this work for her. She was going to stay under the radar and not out herself as an Orphan, and she was going to help him whip those damn Patriots next year, and when he won the Superbowl he would ask her to marry him, and it was all going to work out. Or else.







Dr. Samantha Milicevic Finn looked up when she heard the noise outside. The children she was teaching about safe drinking water and getting regular medical check-ups all looked up too. Unfortunately, in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, children needed to learn these things. And even if they didn’t die from malnutrition or diseases which were nearly eradicated in most of the world, they were still likely to die horribly at the hands of armed fiends posing as ‘soldiers.’ Even though she was a doctor with Doctors Without Borders, she wore a loaded .45 on her hip at all times.




When she was performing surgery, she kept her .45 with her in a sealed plastic bag for a maximum of antisepsis and simultaneous protection. It was that kind of country.




One of the security men popped his head in. In excellent French, he said, “It is all right. One of the guards over-reacted when he saw a large vehicle driving toward us. It is just the documentary filmmakers again.”




Her Swahili and Kikongo were much better than her French, but she was learning rapidly. She had a gift for languages. She had a gift for a lot of things. Being an Orphan tended to cause that. She was lucky that she had found Riley. Who else would put up with her doing these kinds of jobs, no matter how desperately they needed to be done? And who else would be fine with her turning out to be an Orphan? She wondered whether Ms. Valentine and Lieutenant Lupo would ever be able to find Mister Right, given what they did and what they were.




And she hoped Frank would handle the filmmakers this time. There were too many Steve Irwin wanna-be’s in Africa, and too many of them would probably come to a horrible end in places like this. Granted, this was a middle-aged couple who had been making nature documentaries for quite a long time, so that they had a longstanding reputation and even a knighthood. Unfortunately, the couple didn’t have enough sense not to bring their two teenaged daughters into a country where the incidence of violent rape was off the charts. The younger daughter was still at that awkward age where glasses and braces were winning the war against the good parts of puberty, but the older daughter was already a very attractive blonde who had probably been spotted by hundreds of men around here. Hundreds of heavily armed men for whom rape was an acceptable pastime. Samantha worried about those girls.




She finished her lesson and sent the children off to get quick check-ups. Given that there was free, nutritious food waiting as soon as the check-up was done, she was confident every one of the children would sit through whatever the doctors wanted. These children were right on the cusp of moving into dehydration, starvation, and a very painful death. It sickened her that there were ‘soldiers’ interrupting the United Nations efforts to import food and clean water, just to make money or get a little fatter.




Sometimes she wished that she could just grab the camp sat phone, call Riley, and ask him to fly in with Terawatt and his other superheroes to stomp most of these sociopathic so-called soldiers into the ground.




She stopped daydreaming. She had two surgeries to perform this afternoon, and then she needed to make sure all of these children got home well before dark. She wanted to be back inside the Doctors Without Borders compound before the night predators came out: both human and non-human.




Amazingly, the male doctors wondered why she slept with a loaded automatic under her pillow.







Richard sighed. Winshire County was supposed to be a quiet place. But things were getting progressively less and less quiet. And more and more dodgy. It wasn’t every day that you saw a dangerous bull just walk into a pond and drown itself.




And if you believed that was really what happened, then you deserved everything that was probably going to happen to you in the near future.




He needed to talk Bernard into contacting the brigadier.





177. Down to the Wire



Alex got up and got going on Monday morning. It was the day they were going to have the quiz on ‘The Scarlet Letter’ which Alex hadn’t liked reading. Okay, so she knew you were supposed to feel bad for Pearl and be all hating on Dimmesdale, even if Pearl was a little pill most of the time, and Dimmesdale felt so horribly guilty that it finally killed him. But everyone in the whole book except Hester was a giant jerkhead! And Hester was so perfect she was like a Mary Sue in a bad fanfic, complete with tragic backstory. But Ms. Walters loved it because it was chock full of symbolism and meaning and ‘important messages.’ Alex made sure to write a lot about symbolism stuff in the essay section of the test.




At lunch, when she was complaining about having to read stupid stuff, Louis smirked, “Don’t you know? It’s the job of high school teachers to only pick out books students hate. And it’s the student’s job to hate the books you have to read, no matter what.”




She kind of argued about that, because she thought “Rappacini’s Daughter” and some of the Edgar Allan Poe stories and “Rip van Winkle” and some of the other stuff were pretty okay. There were a couple Poe short stories she would even read again, and maybe she’d read them to Shar in a spooky voice some night when Shar was older.




And she told Louis the story of the real Mocha Dick, and Louis was actually interested. Okay, he wasn’t interested in reading all of “Moby Dick” but he was interested in the stuff Alex said. And really, how could you make a story be boring when it’s got guys in little rowboats fighting a giant sperm whale with nothing but harpoons? And a seventy-foot whale with huge teeth that’s dangerous enough to sink entire whaling ships? That ought to be more exciting than ‘Jaws’!




Alex totally needed to ask Willow if there was other old stuff written about whaling ships. Even if it had no symbolism at all. Maybe especially if she didn’t have to wade through any more symbolism.




While Alex made dinner and Shar pretended to clean up in the living room while really she was watching “The Iron Giant” for the kajillionth time, Alex used her tPhone and her earjack to call Willow.




“Acid Burn here. Do we have something of the problem-like?”




Alex couldn’t help smiling. “Nope, just chat time. And American Lit time. I figured out I’ve got to write the paper before we get to Huck Finn, so I’m going to write it on the symbolism of the garden in ‘Rappacini’s Daughter.’ Which I liked reading. ‘The Scarlet Letter’? Ugh. And my next paper will be on the symbolism of the river in ‘Huck Finn.’ And I’m sorry, but ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’ is not a good book, and the Uncle Tom in it is not an Uncle Tom.”




“So you wanna talk about ‘Rappacini’s Daughter’?”




Alex admitted, “Well really, I wanted to know if there were any whaling stories from back then that were shorter and not so boring, and maybe even really exciting. Maybe with a huge fight to the death against a monster sperm whale that was really mad at them.”




Willow sounded like she was smiling. “Well, there were lots of short pieces in magazines about whalers having a mutiny, or whalers fighting a big whale, but I think what you’re looking for is ‘Mocha Dick, or the White Whale of the Pacific’ by Jeremiah N. Reynolds. I don’t think Melville was even trying to hide where he got the idea for the book from.”




Alex paused for a couple seconds and finally asked, “Willow, how do you know all this stuff?”




Willow spilled the beans. “Umm, well, after we talked the last time, I went and looked some stuff up.”




Alex told her, “I don’t care that you looked stuff up. You remembered all of it! You’re still the smartest person I know, and that’s even after I met Sam Carter.”




Willow blushed so hard she could hardly talk for like half a minute.







On Wednesday, the basketball team had their third-round game. Everyone who was going got to leave school a couple hours early, because they had a long drive up to the Bay Area for the game. Alex rode on the team bus with the team and the coaches and the cheerleaders and the other school photographer. And some parents and school administrators too, so the guys like Jackson and Mike had to behave themselves. And Alex sat next to Ray, and they did homework together.




With some parents and the principal on the bus, people had to find stuff to do that wasn’t loud and naughty. So Donna had her cheerleaders pull out their books and do homework before they could go sit with their boyfriends or pull out their iPods or whatever. Alex knew Donna was kind of bossy as a head cheerleader, but she hadn’t realized Donna was also bossy in a good way.




It was kind of cool to watch. Donna was trying to get her own homework all done, but she was also making sure that the other cheerleaders got help when they needed it.




Okay, Alex figured out what was going to happen about half an hour before it did happen. Donna brought Mika over to Alex and asked, “You’re a big math brain. Can you show Mika how to do straight lines and slopes? I was lousy at it, and Debi doesn’t remember from last year.”




Alex started out, “Sure, but I’m not a big math brain…”




Donna made a huge sigh of frustration. “Ray, is Alex a big math brain?”




Ray grinned, “Totally.”




“Ray!” Alex squeaked in embarrassment.




But Ray just went on, “She’s taking AP calculus and has a solid ‘A’ in it, and she got a 750 on her math SAT, and she’s probably one of the top ten math brains in the whole school. Plus, she doesn’t rub it in your face.”




By then, Alex was so red it felt like her face was on fire. But she wasn’t going to start saying she wasn’t all that great at math. And it was only partly because Donna thought Alex did a ‘fake modesty’ thing that she totally didn’t. No, it was mainly because she kept seeing Maggie Walsh saying, “I didn’t think of that.”




Alex just said, “Ray, you’re embarrassing me. And scoot over.” She made him slide over, and she slid right up against him, and she patted the part of the seat next to her. “C’mon Mika, have a seat.”




And it wasn’t that hard to help Mika. The problem was Mika didn’t think she could do stuff like slopes and intercepts and graphing. She had some graph paper, and she was supposed to draw lines for four problems, and she hadn’t got past the first problem because she plotted like fifteen points, and one of them was way wrong, so when she tried to draw the line everything went weird.




Alex checked Mika’s math and said, “Okay, you’re doing really good. You just have to believe you’re doing good. And don’t plot fifteen points. If it’s a straight line, do two super-easy points. Like one point when x is zero and one point when y is zero. Or one point when x is zero, and one point when x is one.”




Mika looked kind of worried. “But… when x is zero, y’s just 4. And when y is zero, x is just…” She had to stop and scribble a bit to work it out. “Minus three?”




Alex gave her a smile. “Yep. Just draw those two points for me on your graph you already did. Okay?” Mika was okay with that. So Alex said, “Now just draw a straight line right through the points.”




Mika pulled out a little plastic ruler and drew the line. “Okay, but what about plotting the other points?”




Alex smiled, “You don’t have to. You’re all done now. A straight line just needs two points — any two points — for you to figure it out. And you did it.”




Mika gaped, “Alex, you are like totally a math genius!”




Alex didn’t get how just explaining something one more time made her a genius. But she talked Mika through how to write a formula in slope-intercept form, and then Mika could see the slope and intercept right in front of her.




Mika whispered, “I am totally glad I voted for you for Homecoming Queen.” Then she hurried back to her seat next to Debi.




Alex looked over, and Ray was giving her that big smirk, so she whispered, “Don’t you say a word, Raymond Alvarado.”




He just grinned and gave her a kiss on the cheek.




But then Debi wanted help on her trig, and then Donna reluctantly had a science question for her Biology and Physics Fundamentals class which Alex already took two years ago, and then Heyward had a math question, and…




And so she spent the rest of the trip playing tutor to about a third of the other students on the bus. At least, when they all got off the bus, a couple parents gave her a thumbs-up and the principal gave her a big smile. She would rather have had time to get her American Lit paper drafted.




The good part was that once they were in the gym she had over half an hour when she could work away on her tablet all by herself, while the cheer squad got ready and the guys put on their uniforms and warmed up on the court. She got some math done, even if it was getting too noisy for most people to concentrate well. Being Terawatt taught you the valuable life skill of being able to concentrate on something while everything around you was going whacko, but without you losing all your situational awareness. So when a basketball came bouncing her way, she just picked up one foot and let the ball bounce off her sole and go back onto the court.




Donna trotted over and knelt down on the floor next to Alex. “Hey, thanks for helping the squad out on the bus. I appreciate it.”




Alex just shrugged. “Sure. It wasn’t like I would’ve said no.”




Donna insisted, “Plenty of people would’ve. Totally. Especially when they’re sitting with their BF…” Donna looked around uncomfortably. “Look, I’m sorry I was so bitchy at you about the Homecoming Queen thingy.”




Alex told her, “It’s okay. I’m really sorry about the market segmentation thing, and the campaign texts, and the exit polls, and everything else Louis did without telling me. But they were all so cheesed off at Kelly, and okay I was too, I mean, I went and voted for two of the people she was being mean about partly because she was being so mean.”




Donna admitted, “Nicole was pretty mad at me, and she told me how you didn’t want to run for Homecoming Queen at all, and how you were really P.O.’ed at Louis when you found out what he’d been doing.”




Alex grimaced. “Yeah, well, I couldn’t blame you. Or Kelly. I mean, I would’ve been super-upset if I found out someone like Kelly or Libby was running a dirty tricks campaign against me. That was totally not okay.”




Donna said, “No, really the only dirty tricks campaign was Kelly. Against me and Trish. Sometimes I cannot believe that bitch. Louis was just doing stuff like for real elections. That was majorly smart. I mean, that was like state-governor-election tactics. Sometimes Louis seems like a complete goofball, and then there are times like this…”




Alex didn’t want to say too much, but still… “Louis is really, really good at business. He gets it from his dad. He did this like a business marketing study and a business advertising campaign. But he doesn’t work as hard at other stuff, and he’ll do just about anything on a bet. He once spent like two whole days non-stop trying to convince the whole town that I was the Mystery Kid. He lost like fifty bucks on that one. And just the other week he bet Marsha’s brother he could get his head in between the spindles on her stairs, and he won the money, but then he had his head stuck and he couldn’t get it back out.”




Donna snickered. “Roger bet him he couldn’t get a quarter to roll down his forehead and down his nose. But Cliff rubbed a pencil all around the quarters, so Roger and Louis had these black lines running down their faces, and neither one told the other, so they were walking around like…”




Alex snorted with laughter. “I remember that. Marsha made him spit on a paper napkin and she scrubbed his face like she was the mom and he was like four, and he was really embarrassed because Marsha did it right in the main hall in front of everybody.”




Donna laughed and gave her a hug and said, “But thanks for being nice to my squad, even if I wasn’t nice about homecoming.” She hopped to her feet and ran over to where the cheer squad was chatting with the other team’s cheerleaders.




Alex tucked her tablet away in her camera bag and got ready to be A.L. Mack, professional shutterbug. And really, who dreamed up a word like ‘shutterbug’ anyway? But the lights in the gym were a little weird, so she had to take some photos and look at the color profile and manually adjust some settings so the pictures would come out right without dragging them into Photoshop and messing around with the colors there. Then she had to go over and help the other shutterbugs with their settings, because it wouldn’t be right to let them spend hours taking pictures and end up with junky stuff.




And then the game was great! The other team was one of the top teams from the Bay Area in their division, and the teams were pretty evenly matched. The other team had a taller center and a taller shooting guard and a power forward who was almost as beefy as Heyward. But Jerrold was better at small forward and Ray was better at point guard. Still, Ray and Jerrold and Heyward more than made up for the other team’s great center and shooting guard, and Ray’s team won by six!




The ride home on the bus was great, with everyone singing and yelling and celebrating, even if some of the guys hadn’t showered enough after the game. She was so glad Ray wasn’t all stinky and stuff, because she got a lot of hugs and kisses. And their team was going to the semi-finals Friday night in Los Angeles.







On Thursday, Jack and Willow called her on the tPhone. As soon as it rang with the ‘My Little Pony’ music, she pulled the phone over to her with tk and flew into the guest bedroom for privacy. Not that you had a lot of privacy with an eight year old who had telepathy and maybe even some precognition. Plus a tendency to snoop at doors.




“Tera here. What’s the situation?”




Jack said, “Oh come on, say ‘what’s the sitch’.”




Willow added, “He’s got a ton of Kim Possible jokes ready, so I wouldn’t if I were you.”




“Party pooper.”




“That’s not what you said the last time we had time together.”




“Well, what I said then is not suitable for the delicate, shell-like ears of innocent young maidens.”




“Well… nyah!”




Alex rolled her eyes while Jack and Willow teased each other.




Jack finally got back to the point. “So Acid Burn’s been searching through electronic archives of newspapers all over the planet, looking for suspicious stuff.”




Willow bubbled, “We may have a hit!” The bubbliness trailed off, “Maybe. I’m not sure.”




Jack said, “There are some accounts in Toronto that made the news. And they’re maybe-yes maybe-no stories. We’re sending some people up to snoop around. But I wanted you to get a heads-up, in case we need to send you up there.”




Alex groaned, “Yeah, because the thing with Batman went so well. And please please please don’t make it be Friday night! Ray has a mega-huge game!”




Jack replied, “It won’t be like that. If we’re doing a meet-and-greet with another superhero, we can schedule it on our own time.”




Alex sighed in relief. “Good! Because if we win Friday night, we play next Saturday for the state championship in our division!”




Jack carefully asked, “And your team isn’t getting any special perks thanks to Danielle’s sloppy policies with tossing out the garbage, right?”




Alex winced a little. “I don’t know. I mean, I told you about Ray. He’s good, but he’s not Lebron James. And our center is just as good as he already was last year, but he’s healthier, but that might just be luck. And our power forward grew a ton since last year, and put on a ton of muscle, and he’s definitely college-level good now. And so our power forward from last year is playing small forward, even though he’s 6’6”, which isn’t all that usual for high school teams. And our shooting guard definitely hasn’t gotten any physical improvements.”




Willow hinted, “Sounds like someone’s been thinking about this a whole lot.”




Alex rolled her eyes, even though she was on the phone. “Well sure. Around here, how could you not wonder?”




And Willow jumped back the original topic, “So if we have a Toronto superhero, we’re gonna want you to make the first meet-up.”




Jack just smirked, “Well, first we have to do the snooping around by subtle spy types in trench coats and fedoras.”




Willow giggled, “Tell her who you sent!”




Jack pretended to worry, “What if she hollers at me?”




“Come on!” Willow prodded.




Jack drew it out some more. “We-ell, I might have sent part of Team Two up there to look around…”




Alex fussed, “You’re not gonna get Sergeant Carlson in trouble with his wife again, are you?”




Willow just giggled.




“Ja-ack!” Alex complained. “What did you do?”




Jack went with a game-show announcer voice. “Mark Carlson, you’ve won an all-expense paid trip for two for you and your lovely wife, to beautiful… Toronto!”




Alex gasped. “Jack! You didn’t!”




Willow bubbled, “He sure did! He even got Graham to talk to them about it first, and Corinne decided she wanted to go, instead of having Sergeant Carlson go do the husband-and-wife spy thing with Lieutenant Lupo.”




Well duh. Corinne would probably rather eat rat poison than have her hubby go off to Toronto for a week of ‘sight-seeing’ with a drop-dead hottie like Jo Lupo. That totally wasn’t fair.




Willow kept going, “And Graham is going too, and he’s taking his girlfriend Rita, who I still haven’t gotten to meet, and they’ll just be two fun-loving couples seeing the sights together and chatting with the Torontonians they meet. Nothing dangerous.”




Alex winced a little. She really hoped nothing dangerous happened, because way too much bad stuff had already happened to Corinne. She fumed, “Well okay, but they better not get in trouble and get hurt or anything!”




Jack calmly said, “They’re not supposed to. It’s supposed to be a looking-at-sights and friendly-chatting type of op, not another Korea. If anything dangerous comes up, they’re supposed to call the cops and get out of the way and just watch while the Royal Canadian Mounted Police gallop to the rescue.”




“Jack! Really!” This time it was Willow complaining. “Alex, Toronto is a big city. They have regular police. They don’t have Mounties riding horses in the streets.”




“I knew that,” Alex said. Well, she had been pretty sure about it.




Jack finally admitted, “I’m hoping Mrs. Carlson will feel more useful this way, and she’ll feel less stressed the next time when the sergeant leaves her alone to go on a mission.”




Willow added, “And he’s got Lieutenant Marshall’s group fitting her for a way better prosthetic and Captain Fisher doing this special effects makeup for her face! I think she’ll be really excited about how it all comes out.”




Jack just said, “Miller told me she’s been really sensitive about paying for the prosthetics and surgeries herself, and he’s had Marshall’s people looking into the best prosthetics out there. We’re just not telling her what this one costs, since it’s part of the mission.”




Alex asked, “It doesn’t have a secret weapon hidden in the shin or something, does it?”




Jack stalled, “We-ell, not in the shin…”




“Jack!”







Alex worried about the Toronto op, and she worried about the upcoming basketball game, but nothing went wrong. She got her American Lit paper done, and she had to make up the chem lab from Wednesday afternoon, and she got Mr. Hooper to give her Friday’s pop quiz at lunchtime so she could leave early with the team, like she did on Wednesday.




And she ended up doing a ton of tutoring on the bus on the way down, just like the last time. Only this time, Donna orchestrated it all. So Alex had about fifty minutes of helping people right off the bat, and then everyone had to leave her and Ray alone for over an hour, and then Alex went and checked on everyone’s work and did some more tutoring, and then she got more no-pestering time working on her own stuff and leaning against Ray.




The game was just as tough as Wednesday’s game, only for a different reason. The opposing team had a 7’ center and big forwards, so there was lots of battling and positioning down in the paint. Their guards weren’t as good as Ray and Jackson, so that meant Ray took more shots and he gave Jackson the ball more. And they won by five!




That was great. It meant they were in the finals, which would be next Saturday night in L.A., against the top-seeded team in the entire division.




Ray showed her the stats on their opponents. The Cougars hadn’t lost all year long, and they played in Los Angeles in a super-tough section. The Cougars were rated #1 in the whole state, and #2 in the entire country! Then, as if that wasn’t bad enough, Ray showed her the playoff bracket. The Cougars had gotten a bye for their first game, but they had won their other games by 32 points, 28 points, and 35 points. Uh-oh.




Alex nervously asked, “If they’re rated number one in the state, what are we rated?”




Ray frowned, “Well, they keep changing our rating, because we won what people say is the easiest section in the state, but then we’ve done great in the playoffs so they keep giving us better ratings. And we won tonight, so maybe by next week we’ll be ranked like 10 or 11 in the state.”




Alex scowled. That didn’t seem fair, even if there were lots of other divisions and just scads of basketball teams up and down the state.




She just told herself over and over that she couldn’t use her powers to help them win next week. No matter what.







Then Jack called her on Saturday, and he didn’t sound happy. Alex hastily asked, “What’s wrong? You didn’t let Corinne get hurt, did you?”




Jack replied, “No, everyone in Toronto is fine. They’re just playing tourist and not making much progress, according to Miller. Seems that most of Toronto is hoping they really do have a superhero of their very own, so the reports are a tad… unreliable.”




Alex tried again. “So… what’s going on? Are you okay? Because you don’t sound like a happy guy.”




He frowned, “No, I’m pretty much the opposite of a happy camper right now. Top Banana just told me that the President is getting serious pressure from a really powerful Senator to allocate you or Action Girl full-time as this scumbag’s personal bodyguard.”




Alex did a full-body cringe. “Please tell me it’s not that really creepy old guy with the bad jet-black toupee and the Southern accent who gets on tv all the time!”




“Him? Nope. It’s Senator Robert Kinsey, who’s got some serious pull these days. He’s chairman of the Senate Appropriations Committee, which means he’s got everybody where it hurts: their bank accounts. Big Cheese told me that Kinsey’s a master of supporting other people’s porkbarreling from behind the scenes, so tons of powerbrokers owe him massive favors. This is going to be a problem.”




Alex complained, “Well, I can’t be a bodyguard! I’ve got school! And Shar! And Ray! And saving the world from monsters and supervillains and stuff!” It wasn’t whining. Really!




Jack muttered, “Well, it’s not like Hanna can do it either. I’ve got Acid Burn investigating him, and I’m working on a plan for dealing with him, but I may need you in D.C. before long so you can personally tell him where he can shove it.”




Alex thought it over for a bit, and it seemed like Jack sure couldn’t tell this mega-important guy ‘no’ but Terawatt in person probably could. Even if he would probably be a jerkhead about it.




Jack suggested, “You know that ‘fold it seven ways and stick it where the sun don’t shine’ thing? Willow realized how you could actually do it with your morphing power.”




“Jack!” Honestly, Willow was supposed to be a good influence on Jack, not Jack being a bad influence on Willow! And now that Jack made her think about it, she could see how she could take something into her morph and leave it somewhere like that, but… eww! She shuddered in disgust. And now she was stuck with that idea in her head too! That was so gross!







And then a few days later, Alex got another heads-up. She was home making Tuesday night dinner, and her mom already had a really yummy-smelling chicken stew in the slow cooker, and Alex was getting Shar to make her special spinach-leaves-and-mandarin-oranges salad and she was teaching Shar how to cook rice the real way.




Rice was so easy. You dumped some rice into a nice, heavy pot. Then you dumped in twice as much cold water right out of the faucet. Then you heated it until it boiled, and you turned it down to a simmer and covered it for fifteen minutes. The end. Mega-easy, and it only took a few seconds of your attention at the start and in the middle, while you cooked the rest of dinner. Ray’s mom used ‘converted’ rice and Louis only knew how to do ‘instant rice’ in a microwave bag, but even instant rice took almost as long as real rice, and didn’t taste as good, and cost just a ton more.




She and Shar were smack in the middle of sautéing up a batch of Shar’s Special Carrots when the tPhone rang. Fortunately, Alex had her tPhone in her pocket and her earjack in her ear. She tapped the answer button with her tk and said, “I’m here, but I’ve got a little audience and we’re cooking dinner.”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice cheered, “Oh, great! Say hi for me!”




Jack added, “Me too.”




Alex let Shar stir the carrots again before she asked Shar, “Hey guess what?”




Shar grinned and hopped up and down on the balls of her feet. “It’s Auntie Willow and Uncle Jack! Say hi for me too! And if it’s top secret stuff, I can go watch a movie.”




Right, because getting out of household tasks so you could watch “The Iron Giant” again was always a favorite Shar tactic. She said, “You just watch the heat on those carrots. We don’t want ’em to get all burned and yucky.”




She didn’t bother with her usual Terawatt tone as she replied, “She says hi right back at ya. Is there a problem?”




Jack told her, “No, I just wanted to give you an FYI so you’d know there wasn’t a problem.”




“Okay Jack, that makes a sense that is… not.” She was pretty sure she’d gotten that line from other-Buffy or other-Willow, but she liked it.




Willow said, “So two couples we know had a wonderful vacation in beautiful Toronto, even if it was kind of cold, and somebody’s new foot works way better than before, and she was so happy about it she cried on the conference call. And she really hit it off with Graham’s girlfriend, who’s really nice.”




Jack chipped in, “More importantly, we don’t have a superhero for you to go meet. There may be one, but he—”




“Or maybe she!” insisted Willow.




“—or maybe she or possibly even both is keeping a really low profile if they are real. And he never tackles more than a couple ordinary human bank robbers. But the whole city’s amped about maybe having their very own superhero, so some of the stories our team heard are probably… suspect. From what our foursome heard from a couple dozen different people, our hero or heroine may have one or more of: super-speed running, flight, super-strength, and some other stuff. Or it may be a team that has a power each. Or it may be an urban legend. On the other hand, a weird guy playing the guitar on a street corner insisted the super was an older man in a white labcoat carrying a raygun. So maybe we have zilch. At any rate, you can scratch those plans to go visit sunny Toronto.”




“So I just have to deal with the senator?”




Jack insisted, “No way. I have to deal with him, but I’ll probably be pulling you in for the meeting. Maybe you and A.G. can do a little hammer-and-anvil on him and flatten him out.”




Shar stirred the carrots some more and piped up, “I could firebend him!”




Jack snorted in amusement, so Alex knew he had heard that. Then Jack stopped being amused. “I just had a thought. I need to go call Inspector Erskine and ask him for a favor.”




Willow pointed out, “I told you that you should’ve been nicer to him!”




After they hung up, Alex spent several minutes trying to figure out the connection Jack had made between being amused by Shar and needing to call the FBI’s CTU. Everything she came up with was pretty grim.







On Saturday, they drove back to Los Angeles for the division championship game. Alex was on the team bus again, but this time there were at least half a dozen other buses hired out to drive people to the game, and a bunch of people driving in their own cars. It was a good thing the championship game was in a big place, instead of a dinky little high school gymnasium.




The Cougars were a big team. Their center was maybe 7’2” and their power forward was taller than Heyward, even if he wasn’t as wide, and their small forward was maybe two inches taller than Jerrold. Alex winced inwardly a little bit, because Jerrold hadn’t had to defend against a bigger small forward all year long. And the Cougars had a hotshot shooting guard who was like 6’6” and with long arms. Ray was the only guy bigger than his opponent, because their starting point guard was about 6’1”. And the Cougars had a really good bench, too. People in Paradise Valley were talking about all of their starters playing college ball for somebody, but people were talking about even the Cougars’ benchwarmers being good enough to play college ball for someone really good.




So the Cougars started off with a really mega-tough man-to-man defense. People were getting pushed around and knocked down and stuff, and there were lots of fouls, and Jackson lost his temper and shoved the guy guarding him and got a technical, which was really stupid, even if the guy was totally shoving him and stuff. But the Paradise Valley team was playing a really aggressive triangle-and-two, and Ray was keeping the Cougars’ point guard from being able to make easy passes to their shooters. At the end of the first quarter, the Cougars were down by two, and Tony had a bloody nose, and Jerrold had an icepack on his ribs from a nasty elbow.




In the second quarter, it got pretty obvious what the Cougars were trying to do. Since they couldn’t just stomp Ray’s team and Ray was doing a great job against their point guard, the Cougars were trying to make everyone foul everybody. By halftime, everyone except Ray was in major foul trouble, and two of the Cougars’ starters had fouled out. But in the third quarter, they found out that the Cougars’ bench was mega-good. Their replacements were almost as good as their starters, and had a lot fewer fouls. Tony went down hard in a tussle for a rebound and had to be helped off the court. Then Jerrold fouled out. Then Jackson fouled out.




In the fourth quarter, it was Ray and Heyward and three guys off their bench who just weren’t as good as Tony and Jerrold and Jackson, even if Cliff was a better defender than Jackson was. And even with Ray stalling like crazy, their tiny lead was slowly slipping away. Ray made a couple three-pointers to keep ahead of the Cougars, but once Heyward fouled out — on a call that Alex really thought was totally wrong — their team was in serious trouble and just wasn’t getting much in the way of rebounds at either end of the court. So the Cougars pulled ahead. And even with Ray stalling a bunch and making three more shots, the Cougars won by six.




Everybody on their side of the court was totally cheesed off and sad and grumpy. The Cougars were really good, but they won by playing a totally dirty game. The Cougars fans called it ‘hard-nosed.’ Alex didn’t. But she had some really good pictures she was sure KPVC and the paper would want to run, like the Cougar center elbowing Tony in the face, and the Cougar guard jabbing Jackson in the kidneys which was why Jackson lost his temper and got that T, and a Cougar forward taking out Tony’s legs so he fell really hard on his hip and got knocked out of the game.




Donna tried really hard to be spirited and to look on the bright side on the team bus on the way home, but pretty much everyone, even Alex, was totally discouraged. Alex spent her time going through her still and video footage, and emailing stuff off.




And when she got home, she found out that her mom and dad had driven down with Shar and the Alvarados, and when Tony got knocked out of the game, Shar had gotten so mad that Aunt Barb had needed to take Shar for a walk away from the game for over twenty minutes, until Shar cooled down. Literally.




Her mom admitted, “Shar was really mad. Your dad’s ice cream just suddenly melted like he threw it in a furnace. I hustled her right out of there. Fortunately, there’s a big fountain outside there, and no one was looking while Shar… umm… blew off some steam. When she was done, maybe a third of the water was boiled off. And she cried herself to sleep in the car on the way home. It really wasn’t fair what happened to Tony. But how do you explain to an eight year old that sometimes the bad team wins?”




Alex sighed, “Especially this eight year old. She really needs to believe the goodguys win, because she’s in the middle of the biggest good-guys-versus-bad-guys fight in the world.”




Her mom hugged her. “No honey, you’re in the middle of that battle, and you’re doing a great job of keeping Shar out of it.”




She just hugged her mom hard for a long time.




But when Alex went to bed that night, Shar crawled in bed with her and cried, “It’s not fair the mean guys got to win and we didn’t!”




Alex just held Shar and rubbed her back and told her, “Honey, sometimes the mean people win, but not for too long, and then everyone finds out they’re jerkheads and doesn’t like ’em anymore. Look at what we did in Japan. The badguys won a bunch of times in a row until Uncle Jack showed how smart he really is, and then I went out there and they won again, but then you and Jack and Riley came to the rescue and you saved me, and then you and me and Yuki turned Gojira into a french-fried ice cube and the good guys won at the end. And that’s what really matters.”




And she just cuddled with Shar and rubbed Shar’s back until Shar fell asleep again. Then Alex used her tk and lifted Shar up and tucked the little girl in her bed with Piki.





178. The Kinsey Report



Alex got Shar up for church, and they went through the usual stuff, up until her dad started reading through the paper while he made waffles. They had a waffle iron Alex and Annie had bought for their parents years ago, and it made a big waffle you could separate into six tiny heart-shaped waffles. Alex really thought it was pretty, but she liked bigger waffles these days.




Her dad smiled and showed her the front of the sports section. The big headline was ‘Down to the Wire!’ and under that was the final score. And the top two pictures? One from UPI showing Heyward fighting for a rebound against two of their players, and one from A.L. Mack showing Ray shooting one of his three-pointers over two defenders at the end of the game. And then on page two of the sports section there was a big article by one of the local sports reporters on dirty play by the Cougars, and it used a lot of her pictures.




Ooh, Alex hadn’t been paying enough attention to the stats last night! Ray almost had a triple double, and he led the team in scoring and assists and was second in rebounds behind Heyward. In the championship game! And he was picked as first-team point guard for the whole playoffs! She was so proud of him she was about to burst.




After church and lunch, Ray called Alex and asked her to come over before one o’clock. When she asked what was up, he just grinned, “We’ve got a special guest coach coming, and I want you to size him up.”




Okay, so she knew what that meant. They were in one of the NCAA recruiting periods when coaches could come talk to the high school b-ball stars and pitch their awesome basketball program and their famous coach and their cool school. Ray had told her that a couple coaches had also pitched sexy cheerleaders who would do gross sex things for the players. She really wished she could be surprised instead of just grossed out, but she’d read about colleges getting NCAA penalties for doing stuff like that, along with way worse stuff.




So she got over to Ray’s house about a quarter to one, and after she gave Ray a big kiss she went in the kitchen and helped Ray’s mom brew the coffee and get the cookies out of the oven and stuff, because Ray’s mom sort of got carried away every time college coaches came to talk to Ray.




This time, as soon as Ray’s dad welcomed the two men into the living room, Alex knew why Ray wanted her there. The guys were both wearing Georgetown Hoyas jackets. Alex was so excited she could hardly sit still.




Once Ray’s mom served everybody coffee and cookies — Ray had milk instead of coffee, and Alex had hot chocolate that she made herself so she could snitch several extra cookies while she was in the kitchen — the two guys started talking. They were both assistant coaches at Georgetown, and they had gone to the game last night to watch Paradise Valley play the Cougars. And they wanted Ray to consider going to Georgetown.




As soon as Ray’s dad got them to say the offer was solid, and it was for a full four- or five-year scholarship according to NCAA rules, Ray said, “Yes.”




“Yes what?”




“Yes, I’d love to play for Georgetown, and I’m accepting your offer right now no matter who else comes to visit.”




The two coaches looked at each other, and the older one smiled, “That’s great, but do you mind if I ask why? That’s a pretty unusual attitude for someone who isn’t a huge Hoyas fan.”




Ray glanced at Alex and said, “My girlfriend is already accepted at Corcoran College, and I want to play basketball for a D.C. team. My favorite teams are here in California, but I don’t want to be stuck on the wrong coast for four years. Georgetown is exactly what I was hoping for.”




The younger coach asked, “And do you think you’re all set for the rigors of college classwork? We like to keep all our players eligible, and get them solid degrees they can use later on.”




Alex snorted, “Ray’s a great student! How many student-athletes do you have right now who are taking AP classes?”




The coaches glanced at each other, and the older one admitted, “That’s great, because over the years, we’ve run into a lot of athletes who have decent grades only because their schools are bending the scholastic rules into pretzels to keep them eligible so they can win games. Not only are they unprepared for college, but they’ve been taught that they can skip the schoolwork because someone else will cover for them. They end up being ineligible just about the time the season starts or the conference schedule starts, which is right when it hurts us the most, and it really hurts them, starting with making the NBA reconsider drafting them at all.”




Ray said, “I’m not the biggest brain in the world, like Alex and her family, but I was a good student way before I started being a starting basketball player.”




Ray’s dad said, “We’ve always stressed that school came first, and Ray’s done well in school. And he’s been in the school band and done concerts too. He’s a very well-rounded student, and we’re very proud of him.”




Alex said, “And he doesn’t get in trouble, either.”




Ray’s mom smiled, “Ray and Alex have known each other since… forever.”




“Nursery school,” Alex chipped in. “Ray’s been my very best friend for as long as I can remember.”




The older coach said, “Having a steady girlfriend is good, and having good study habits is great. Because a lot of people will put pressure on you to live up to the ‘gangsta’ image that a lot of star ballers have these days, and very few of them will have your best interests in mind. We try to help our guys even in the off-season, but some of them don’t want to be helped, and some of them have been told they don’t need to listen to anybody in authority. It’s always a real pleasure when we get someone with a good work ethic who isn’t trying to be another Fiddy.”




Ray grinned, “Alex will keep me on the straight and narrow. She’s the most level-headed person I know. And no one’s going to invite us to anything illegal as soon as word gets around who she is.” He waited until both coaches gave him ‘come on’ looks. “She’s A.L. Mack the photographer and videographer. She’s up for two Pulitzer prizes this spring. Nobody wants a news photographer capturing them doing illegal stuff.”




The younger coach smirked a little, “Well, nobody with two working brain cells. The NCAA had a case just a couple years ago where a couple Division II ballers let someone film them doing drugs and then committing some other felonies, and it was all up on YouTube before they even woke up the next morning.”




Ray’s dad put one arm around Alex’s shoulders. “We trust Ray, and we trust Alex. And we’re very proud of both of them.” Alex could feel her face getting really red with embarrassment.




And then Ray’s dad invited her to go out to dinner with them to celebrate, but Alex had to get home to do the thing with Lieutenant Lupo, so instead after dinner, Ray took her out to a movie and a late meal at his favorite place to eat. And the restaurant manager insisted it was on the house because Ray was so awesome the night before, even if they didn’t win the championship.




As they got back in the car, Ray said, “Man, I am totally getting that whole ‘thinking you’re entitled’ thing now. Imagine if you’d been getting that every day for years.”




She hugged him, “Honey, you’re a good person, and you know better, and I don’t think that’ll happen to you.”




He kissed her and said, “And if I do, you can give me a huge shock in the butt to get me back on track.” And then she giggled, and then they got really smoochy, and… Well, she ended up getting home half an hour after her curfew, and not telling her mom ahead of time she would be late, and also her blouse was totally untucked and buttoned wrong, so she was in mega-extra trouble.







Alex got Shar going Monday morning, and apologized to her mom about three times, but her mom was still totally upset.




Her mom waited to call until Alex was out of school and on her way over to pick up Shar at the Boys and Girls Club, even though talking on the phone in a moving car wasn’t a great idea. Fortunately, Alex could pull her earjack out of her backpack with tk.




The first thing her mom asked was, “And did you use protection last night?”




“Mom!” Alex squeaked. She was so glad she was in the car with no one else in there with her. And the windows were up. She was sure she was turning beet red, but she managed to say, “We didn’t! I promise, we really, really didn’t!”




“Alex, I did see your blouse last night. That was not a ‘we only went to first base’ blouse.”




She knew that, but she was still going to die from embarrassment right here in the car! “Okay mom, we… umm… we went past second base, but we didn’t go all the way to third base. I swear!” But her mom chewed her out for a couple more minutes, and Alex felt totally humiliated the entire time.




Her mom finally said, “All right. You are grounded for the next three nights. And I really didn’t want to have this discussion in the house, where little pitchers have big ears that might be telepathically assisted.”




Ugh. That would be even worse having this conversation face to face and knowing Shar was probably eavesdropping. And that would be followed up by all kinds of little questions she did not want to be dealing with. She was not going to be the one who had to give The Talk to Shar.




Oh crud, it suddenly hit her that she probably was going to end up being the one who had to give The Talk to Shar. And probably also The Other Talk. Unless she could talk Willow into doing it, and that would probably be worse, because Willow would get side-tracked and start telling Shar all about stuff Shar really didn’t need to know about for a few years. Oh she could see it now. “Alex, how come Auntie Willow knows all about lesbian sex but Uncle Jack is a guy? And another thing…” Eww, that would be mega-bad. It would be even worse with some telepathy involved. “Alex, how come Auntie Willow was thinking about Veronica Mars and a wading pool full of chocolate pudding?”




Crud, Alex was totally going to have to give her The Talk. And then The Other Talk. And then The Special Talk About Auntie Willow.




She pretty much cringed the whole way over to pick up Shar. After she picked up Shar, she tried to concentrate on math problems for the whole drive, so Shar wouldn’t pick up on what was really going on.







They were done with dinner and cleaning up, even if Shar was trying to get out of drying pots and pans, when the house phone rang. Her mom and dad turned to look at Alex, who said, “Not me! Anyone I know would call on my phone or the tPhone. Or my computer.”




Shar burst out excitedly, “It’s Annie!”




So Alex’s dad flipped the kitchen phone to its speaker setting, which they like never used. “Annie? Is that you?”




Annie’s voice came through the speaker. “Dad? Are you guys done with dinner? Do I need to call back later?” But Annie sounded excited.




Alex’s mom said, “Oh no, this is an excellent time, and Shar still has three whole pans to dry.”




Shar wrinkled her nose at Aunt Barbara, but got the dishtowel and went back to drying.




Alex asked, “Hi Annie! What’s new?” Okay, she had a pretty good why Annie was probably all excited and stuff, but she was going to try really hard not to ruin the surprise.




Annie burst out, “This is really great! My department got this internship and it’s going to me — if I pass all the security requirements and I’m sure I will — and I’m going to be doing biochem for a DHS agency this summer!”




Their mom said, “Well, I think they’ll find the whole family, probably including you, has already been cleared for Top Secret information, so that may make things go better.”




“Oh right, Alex. And Shar,” Annie replied.




Their dad asked, “And do you know what alphabet agency you’ll be working for?”




Annie happily explained, “No, but I do know they’re talking about serious biochem for amelioration and abatement of toxic wastes, and I know the plant has a whole division working on that, so I’m hoping maybe I’ll get to work with some people I already know!”




Shar looked up from the pan she was drying, and suddenly got it. Her eyes lit up, and she yipped, “Oh! Oh!”




Before she could say anything else, Alex gave her a mean glare and gave her a ‘shush’ gesture with a finger to the lips.




“What is it, Shar?” Annie asked.




Shar looked guiltily at Alex and fibbed, “I really gotta go to the bathroom, can you stay on the phone till I get back?”




“Of course, honey!”




Shar put the pan on the stove and ran out of the room. Alex followed her.




Shar whispered excitedly to her, “It’s Uncle Jack!”




Alex frowned, “But we’re not ruining Annie’s surprise tonight, okay? So go in the bathroom, count to thirty, flush the toidy, and wash your hands.”




“Fine. And you don’t haveta say ‘toidy.’ I’m not a baby.”




Alex hurried back into the kitchen in time to catch her dad saying, “Honey, if they got Top Secret clearance for me and your mother just to handle Alex’s… umm… extracurriculars, then you probably already have it.”




Annie worried, “Will that be good, or will it look really suspicious?”




Her dad insisted, “Your records show you’ve done really high-level research at the plant and in our garage for the plant since you were in high school, and I had to get you a Secret clearance for one of the first projects, so it should look completely normal.”




“Thanks, dad. You’re the best.”




Alex flew over and gave him a big hug, because he really was the best dad in the world, and a lot of the time she was really sorry she didn’t tell him that more often, and she was really mega-sorry she hadn’t trusted him enough to tell him about her powers way back in junior high. He had been so hurt when he finally found out.




“I’m back!” Shar piped up as she ran back into the kitchen with a huge clatter.




Alex’s mom asked, “Honey, are those Sophie’s tap shoes?”




“She said I could wear ’em yesterday and today! They’re fun, and they’re really cute. And now I can do a dance for Annie.”




Well, it was pretty loud, and there was a lot of tapping in it, and it was a dance. And it was better than Alex could have done with totally no tap lessons. Alex was giving her that.




“Ta da!”




Alex clapped, and everyone else did too. Alex sort of wondered a little about Sophie, because Sophie was the girliest girl in Shar’s class, and a good friend to Shar and a bunch of the other little girls, but Alex thought Sophie’s mom was sort of pushing Sophie into the really mega-girly stuff. Alex just hoped Sophie wasn’t getting the ‘girls can’t do boy things’ messages at home.




Alex had been really lucky on that. Her dad had wanted her and Annie to know how to do hiking and camping like him, and he had really encouraged Annie maybe way more than normal on the science stuff, and he had been completely not bothered that Alex dressed in her own tomboy style, and he had encouraged their mom to go back to college for her Masters degree. And both parents had encouraged her and Annie to get great grades in everything, even stuff girls got told they couldn’t do, like math.




There were a lot more boys than girls in her AP calc class and her AP chem class. Just like there were more girls than boys in her AP American Lit class and Spanish IV. She wondered if Terawatt needed to be thinking about things like that.




But after Annie ended the call and Alex’s dad hung up the kitchen phone, Shar bounced up and down, “It’s Uncle Jack! It’s Uncle Jack!”




Alex confessed, “Umm, yeah, it is. Willow and Jack are doing a little conspiring for us. Jack figures Annie’ll spend a couple weeks at the West Virginia base, and then the rest of the summer here at the plant, or else out at Roswell with Lieutenant Marshall’s group. And I can probably visit her when she’s down there.”




Her dad smiled, “I thought it might be, when Annie said the magic words amelioration and abatement.”




Her mom nodded, “Oh, right. The HWAAA. Do they even do any of that for real?”




Her dad insisted, “Sure they do! And they manage a host of government grants too! We already have a huge one here and we’re competing for three more including one for Tromaville, New Jersey, and we’re aiming for a big international one they’re putting out with some U.N. agencies about a contaminated lake in Russia.”




“Ugh.” Then she realized she’d said that out loud.




Her mom looked over and asked, “Alex? Do you know about that lake?”




She nodded reluctantly. “Umm, yeah. Some of Jack’s people have had to do a bunch of patrol work there. It’s a big radioactive lake with an earth dam on one side, and it’s got radioactive things in it, and now the radioactive things are trying to creep out and maybe eat people, so now the Russians finally care enough about a lake they should have been worrying about for fifty or sixty years, which is so frustrating it just makes me want to scream! And if they can’t deal with the radioactive monsters, they can’t rebuild the earth dam, which needs work, and if it fails, the radioactive lake with the radioactive monsters is gonna pour downstream into a couple Russian towns, and it’ll be mega-bad.”




“Can I firebend the monsters?” Shar checked.




Alex’s dad said, “Boy, it sounds like they really do need our expertise.”




Her mom frowned, “George, it sounds really dangerous. I don’t want you going out there.”




Alex insisted, “Don’t worry, because dad isn’t going there without me for backup.”




Her mom started, “Alex, I don’t see… Oh wait, I do see how. Jack will probably have Terawatt officially flying in to save the day.”




Shar added, “Like always!” She tap-danced across the room and hugged Alex.




Alex hugged her back and asked, “You really like tap dancing?”




Shar nodded, “Sophie’s got the cutest tap dancing outfits! But they’re not as pretty as her ballet outfits. She let me and Maria try on the one with the big white tutu because it’s not fitted. But I don’t wanna do ballet. You have to practice like a jillion hours a week every week, and Sophie says you have to do it for years and years! I just wanna go see Sophie do the ‘Nut Cranker Suet’ next Christmas. She said she was gonna try out for it, and I just know she’ll get whatever part it is.”




Alex’s mom smiled gently. “Honey, it’s the ‘Nutcracker Suite’; s-u-i-t-e like a suite of scenes, and there are probably older girls with more experience trying to get the same part, so Sophie might not get it. Don’t get your hopes up.”




“Well that’s not fair,” Shar pouted.




Alex insisted, “It’s totally fair. If you want it to be fair, it has to be fair for everyone, not just one person. That would be mega-unfair.”




Shar looked up at Alex, and in a pretty decent Willow impression, said, “Uberly of the unfair.” Alex and her mom both giggled.




Alex’s mom brushed a wisp of hair off Shar’s forehead and told her, “Honey, when people say ‘life isn’t fair’ what they really mean is ‘I didn’t get my way so I’m mad.’ Life is fair most of the time, but it’s fair for everyone. And lots of times, good luck for you means horrible luck for someone else, so everyone else would think things were unfair. So you can’t make everyone happy all the time, and you can’t have everything go your way all the time, without other people having things not go their way.”




Shar asked, “But what about Terawatt? She wins all the time!”




Alex’s mom softly said, “But in order for Terawatt to be who she is, a lot of bad things had to happen to Alex. A lot of really unfair things, like the unfair things that happened to you. And it wasn’t her fault, or your fault.”




Alex reminded Shar, “And Terawatt doesn’t win every time. I lost my first fight with Gojira. I lost that one bad. And I lost some of my fights against Danielle Atron back before I became Terawatt, like when her badguys sucked me up in a huge special vacuum cleaner thing when I tried to puddle away from them. And there were battles I lost that I didn’t even know I lost, like when Dave Watt figured out I was the Mystery Kid because I wasn’t being careful enough with my powers. If he hadn’t turned out to be a goodguy, that would’ve been mega-bad.”




Alex’s mom asked, “Honey, have you done anything nice for Officer Watt? Your father and I wrote him some nice recommendations when he wanted to join the police department, and we send him a Christmas gift every year, but maybe we should do more.”




Alex admitted, “Well, Terawatt has told his commanding officer a couple times that Officer Watt was really helpful, so that’s in his file. And I’ve slipped him some extra donuts when he got something to eat at Gloria’s. And there’s this on-line catalog of cool police officer gear, and he’s gotten a couple ‘mystery donor’ presents out of it.”




Shar asked, “Do I get any mystery donor presents?”




Alex’s dad asked, “If you got a present with no name on it, wouldn’t you know who it was from, so that would take away the ‘mystery donor’ part, wouldn’t it?”




“Oh. Yeah,” Shar shrugged. “Maybe.”




Alex sort of wondered if Shar’s telepathy would be a good thing in junior high and high school, or a really bad thing. She might be able to tell that the shy, cute guy in her class had a crush on her, so she could tell him she liked him too. But she might be able to tell that really horny creepos were thinking really icky stuff about her body, which would be too gross for words.







Alex got a phone call on her tPhone on Tuesday morning. It was just a couple minutes after she dropped off Shar at elementary school, and right before she got into the parking lot at the high school. And it was the ‘My Little Pony’ music.




She used her tk to pull her earjack out of her secret inside pocket of her backpack and then put it on her ear, instead of using her hand. Okay, ‘jam it in her ear’ was more like it, because she did it a little too hard. She still managed to tap the answer button with her tk before Jack gave up.




“Tera here. I’m in transit to the day’s funfest. As you already know.”




Jack said, “Yeah, having Acid Burn’s version of your sched is helpful. Maybe even mega-helpful.”




Alex smiled, “Or totally of the helpful!”




Jack laughed, then told her, “Okay, the next part’s not so fun. We have a meeting with Senator Kinsey. His office in the Dirksen Senate Office Building. Thursday morning, eight ack emma.”




“Oh crud.”




Jack complained, “We didn’t get to pick the time. Or the place. He’s enjoying throwing his weight around, but I think we can make that work for us. We’re going to do the touch-and-go with the Blackbird at Camp Atron at four ack emma your time Thursday morning, so we’ll have you divebombing his building before eight our time. Just grab the presents Miller leaves you in the Blackbird, hide ’em on you, and come in through the HVAC system on the roof. Miller will leave you a little map to get you to the right office on the right floor. Then meet us there. The rest of us will have already gone through metal detectors, x-ray scans, cavity searches, you know, the usual. Even Big Cheese. Just slip me the stuff and then follow Hammond’s lead when we meet Kinsey. And don’t let Kinsey piss you off, even if he’s a really annoying son of a gun when he’s not doing his glad-handing routine. We’re planning on bushwhacking him to keep you and A.G. safe.”




“Jack… are you going to be safe?”




Alex could practically hear the shrug. “Probably. The worst he can do is threaten to have me demoted, or to sick a hitman on me. No big. I’ve handled worse.”




Alex reluctantly pointed out, “He could threaten Charlie. Or Willow.”




There was suddenly a steely tone in Jack’s voice that Alex hoped was never pointed at her. “If he does, he’s a dead man. No one threatens my family. Especially not some power-hungry sleazebag.”




“Jack, please don’t get in trouble over this. I don’t know what I’d do if you did.”




Jack slid back into ‘casual Jack’ again. “Oh, you’d have Finn looking out for you. And Miller. And everyone else. And I think most of our noncoms would hack Kinsey into fun-sized pieces if you asked ’em to, after you’ve been so nice, especially about their families.”




“I don’t want anybody getting in trouble because of me.”




Jack insisted, “I know, but someone has to be unhappy at the end of this one, kid. There is no win-win position. If we let you or your galpal A.G. be his bodyguard for even one hour, we’d have to expect everyone will demand the same, and the President would be due a lot more. And where does it stop? Foreign dignitaries? Ambassadors? Rich campaign contributors? Bear in mind those guys would be more like Oswell Spencer and less like, say, Scrooge McDuck. We can’t let him borrow you, period.”




Alex wondered, “Haven’t you told Kinsey this already?”




Jack grumbled, “Top Banana did. At length. In person. It didn’t do any good, and Top Banana was pissed off enough to authorize Big Cheese to handle this in any way he chose.”




Ugh. This was going to be so mega-grim.







But still, on Thursday morning she was up early enough to eat a big breakfast and take off in her uniform at a quarter of four. She got to the Camp Atron airstrip with about two minutes to spare.




She spotted the Blackbird almost too late, since it was flying with no lights. She dove down and just barely made it to the cockpit, which was going maybe twenty miles an hour faster than her by then, but it wasn’t that bad leaping onto it and puddling through the port into her seat.




The pilot just said, “We’re already airborne, ma’am. If you could seal the port?”




She snapped it shut with her tk and just stayed in her seat. This time, there was only a teeny package that she looked at before she pulled it into her morph. It had a tiny building map and a ziplock baggie that was about two inches by two inches. The baggie had three weird little things in it. One looked like a black thumbtack with a thick head. One looked like a little clear plastic half-pipe with little black doodads painted on the inside. And the last thing looked like a sticky little gray ball of lint.




It took her a while to figure out just what all three of them were, but she had a ton of time in the Blackbird. When the jet dove down toward Andrews Air Force Base — her official least favorite air force base in the world — she waited until they were down in the atmosphere and the pilot gave her the signal. She popped the port, puddled out onto the side of the canopy, locked the port closed after her, and coasted off the fuselage to zoom down toward Washington D.C.




She gave it a couple seconds before she popped out the tPhone and got Willow’s app up. There was a GPS signal pointing right at the middle of the building. She headed there at high speed, not even trying to slow down until she was a lot closer.




She didn’t really hit the brakes until the last thirty seconds, and then she just barely kept from crashing into one of the big roof HVAC units. That would be bad. And embarrassing. She ducked into an intake, moved a couple filters out of her way, scooted past a couple fans she had to stop with her tk first, and dodged around some big cooling coils and heating systems. Then she followed the directions from the little map to the third floor, northwest corner. She found a nice vent that let her watch down the hallway through a tiny grill that had a metal mesh she couldn’t puddle through.




So while she waited, she used her tk to take out the screws holding the grill in place. That only took a couple seconds. When Jack came down the hall with General Hammond and Major Davis and Action Girl, Alex opened the vent, puddled down the wall, and stuck the vent back in place with her tk. She left the screws in the duct. Then she puddled up behind Jack, and when he put his right hand behind his back, she dropped the little baggie into it. The baggie went right into one of his pockets.




She went normal and floated down the hall behind Jack and in front of Action Girl. Hanna was in her full uniform, and she looked pretty cool. General Hammond looked like he wanted to yell at somebody.




Major Davis led them to a really nice office with four people working at nice desks. All four ignored them and kept working away at computers and stacks of papers. Naturally, Senator Kinsey wasn’t there. These people were…




“Ahh, peons, I’d recognize the type anywhere!” Jack said in a fake-hearty manner. “And it’s the ever-popular four-peon gridlock to keep you from the Door Of Importance.”




Okay, now Jack had their attention, even if all four were pretending he didn’t. He kept going, “But I’m sure Terawatt could just fly over those desks and open that door with her powers, even if it’s locked on the inside. Even if it’s bolted on the inside.”




The head paper-pusher jumped up and stood in front of the door with his arms outstretched. “No! We’ve got orders…” George Hammond cleared his throat menacingly. “…sirs.”




George growled, “That’s General Hammond to you, sonnyboy.”




Jack looked at Alex and mouthed, ‘do you feel lucky punk.’ Alex had to bite the inside of her mouth to keep from giggling.




Jack must have prepared Hanna, because Action Girl suddenly said in a distinct Boston accent, “This is bullshit. If he wants ta play stupid political games, I’m outta heah. I’ve got work ta do back home.” She turned to walk out the door.




Alex saw another of the ‘peons’ hastily reach under her desk and press something. The door into the inner office instantly opened, and two busty, gorgeous, overly-made-up female interns in minidresses walked out with files in their arms. One said, “We’ll get right on these, Senator!” If they had been between twenty-five and thirty-one, Alex would have thought ‘Orphan!’ Instead, she figured they were college age, and she thought ‘what a sleazebucket.’ Because there was no way the best-qualified women Kinsey could find were nineteen or twenty year olds who were also Playboy Playmates in their spare time. She was liking this guy less and less with every second.




The guy at the door just said, “You can go in now… general.”




George gave the guy a look that should have made the little jerkhead shrivel up like a slug on hot concrete. Major Davis stepped forward, opened the door the rest of the way, and stepped through like he was handling General Hammond’s security too. He held the door open for all of them and then closed it behind them. Alex made sure to float half a foot off the floor, and just behind someone else so it wouldn’t be instantly obvious she was that high off the carpet.




It was a big, fancy office with really expensive wall-to-wall carpeting. It was a corner office with a nice window behind Kinsey’s desk and a huge window off to Alex’s right. Both windows had really expensive draperies. Senator Kinsey was sitting smugly behind an enormous cherrywood desk that probably cost more than Alex’s car. Standing on Kinsey’s right was another jerkhead in a power suit. The guy had ‘slimy minion’ written all over him. And Alex knew slimy minions when she saw them, starting with Danielle’s minions. This guy was like a politico version of Lars, but with a bad hairpiece on top of everything. She wanted to zap him one, and he hadn’t even opened his mouth yet.




Senator Kinsey smiled at George and Jack, and said, “General Hammond. General O’Neill. You didn’t have to bring your associates here in person.”




Jack calmly said, “Oh, I think we did.”




George Hammond said, “Is this meeting being recorded?”




Senator Kinsey glanced over at his minion, who said, “I don’t think that would be in anyone’s best interests.”




Alex cut in, “It might be in my best interests.”




Major Davis pulled a box out of his valise and flipped it on. Then he did a bug sweep of the room. He finally stopped in front of the bookshelf that was off to the side opposite the bigger window. He moved the device back and forth, and then he reached for what looked like a block of sculpted jade. From behind it, he pulled out a tiny matte-black thing the size of a fat cigarette that was probably a videocamera too. He frowned, “It would appear that the Senator might not have adequate security after all, sir.”




Kinsey was trying really hard not to turn red in the face. His minion looked pretty worried.




Jack leaned forward on the front edge of the Senator’s huge desk. “Well Senator, maybe it’s a good thing we dropped by after all. I wonder how much dirt someone now has on you.”




George said, “At ease, O’Neill.” Jack stood up and stepped back. George went on, “Given the sophistication of that bug, and what it would take to get it planted in here, I’m guessing you have enemies well outside what your colleagues are dealing with. If you want to give us full disclosure, the DHS can step in and the right agency can assist you. If it turns out that it’s an SRI tasking, then General O’Neill would be handling it, and he might bring in Action Girl or Terawatt or Klar for individual ops. But under no circumstances are we turning over any of the superpowered federal deputies of the SRI to you or your people. I believe General Jackson already made that point clear.”




Kinsey leaned back at that point. For a second, Alex thought he was going to put his hands together in that ‘steepled fingers’ way that head bad guys did in movies while they were scheming or they were explaining their evil plan. But he just put his hands together on the edge of his desk. She wondered what Jack would have said if Kinsey really had done the ‘evil mastermind’ hand thing.




Kinsey gave General Hammond a smile that was about as fake as his minion’s toupee. “General, you seem to be forgetting who you are speaking to. I can cut your budgets down to nothing. I can have every one of your agencies investigated. I can—”




“You can go to hell, Senator,” George flared. “I don’t play that game. My agencies are squeaky clean, and if you target me through the DoD, I am fully prepared to take retirement as of this second. I’m already a couple years past when I’d planned on retiring, only the SRI turned into a bigger project than anyone expected.”




Kinsey’s smile didn’t change. But his eyes did. Alex realized that Kinsey wasn’t targeting George. He was targeting Jack.




Kinsey smirked, “I don’t think anyone will consider your projects all that clean when they find out that General Jack O’Neill is dating an Orphan.”




179. Kinsey Test



Jack calmly insisted, “I’m not dating her.”




Kinsey gave him a slightly raised eyebrow and prepared to hit Jack with all sorts of stuff. Probably creepy surveillance photos and maybe even worse. The creepy minion was standing there with a bunch of files that were probably chock full of creepiness.




Jack smoothly continued, “I’m engaged to her. That’s a bit more than ‘dating.’ And I’m planning on moving all the way up to ‘married’ as soon as I can talk her in to it.”




“Even though she might be a threat to the United States of America?” Kinsey asked bitingly.




Jack stared right into Kinsey’s eyes and told him, “I’ve got a pretty good idea of just who is a threat to my country… Senator.”




Wow. Alex was so going to tell Willow all about Jack standing up for her and insulting a powerful U.S. Senator to his face over her.




George growled, “Stand down, O’Neill.”




Jack turned aside and walked over to the big window at the side of the room. He put a hand on the edge of the fancy draperies and muttered, “Wow, great view. We need to talk to the Secret Service about some additional security measures, because a good sniper would be in effective range from at least four of those buildings.”




George added, “As you would know from years of Spec Ops.”




Kinsey kept a really good poker face, but his minion didn’t. Alex hadn’t thought General Hammond would help Jack threaten someone like a U.S. Senator.




But Kinsey wasn’t done. He touched a button on his deskphone and said, “Send them in. Now.”




Alex whirled to the side and flew backward too, so she had Kinsey and the door both watched. Hanna did the same thing, turning and backing up some, so that the big window was behind her and to the side. That was probably safer, since a sniper couldn’t hit Hanna now unless he fired an anti-tank missile through that wall.




The door opened, and two men walked in. Two men Alex had never seen before. Both were wearing dark suits with thin dark ties and white shirts. The first one was a handsome man, maybe six feet tall, with black wavy hair that was a distinguished gray at the temples. The other man was a couple inches taller, and a fair bit younger.




Kinsey was enjoying himself now. “General George Hammond and General Jack O’Neill? Meet Special Supervisory Agent Lewis Erskine and Special Supervisory Agent James Rhodes of the FBI’s Counter-Terrorism Unit. I believe they have something to tell you.”




Alex would have been really worried, except Jack and George weren’t. Okay, Jack was good at acting calm when he was upset, but General Hammond and Major Davis weren’t worried, either. At least, they didn’t look like it. And maybe Jack had planned this out, because this had to be the FBI guys from that conference call.




Kinsey turned his head slightly. “Agent Erskine, I believe you said you had something relevant for me?”




“Yes, Senator,” Inspector Erskine said carefully. “It all goes back to the attempt on your life. The two deceased terrorists took cyanide—”




Alex tried not to react. More guys taking cyanide? Were these more Shop agents? And if so, why would they be trying to kill a super-important Senator like Kinsey?




“—and at first we were having trouble identifying them. Their fingerprints had been chemically burned off, which suggested to us that they knew they would be in one or more of our databases. Fortunately, we were able to assemble a list of potential Shop agents to work from. We couldn’t match their fingerprints, but they neglected to burn the prints off the soles of their feet. We used the data to go to the hospitals at which each of these possibles had been born, and we checked the old archived files from the neonatal nurses. Babies are typically printed, not with their fingertips, but with the sole of the foot, and we were able to match those and ID the subjects. So we were able to establish that both of these assassins were former Shop agents who had gone rogue and had not turned themselves in when Terawatt brought down their organization. Still, we didn’t know the significance of the cyanide poison…”




Kinsey looked uncomfortable, but he gave Jack a ruthless smile right there.




Agent Erskine continued, “Although I noticed that you did.”




Kinsey’s smile just sort of froze.




Agent Erskine added, “I had no idea what that meant, and I was not going to make idle speculations about a U.S. Senator. But then General O’Neill called me and helpfully explained about Colonel McNamara and The Shop and the NID, and contributed some suppositions based on the illegal NID base in the Sonoran desert.”




The smile slid off Kinsey’s face like a slug sliding down a wet window. Kinsey’s minion clutched his files like he might have an accident in his pants at any second. Agent Erskine pretended he hadn’t seen any of it.




Senator Kinsey growled, “None of that is evidentiary, most of it is slanderous, and all of it is likely to get you shipped off to the coldest FBI office in Alaska.”




Agent Erskine didn’t flinch or anything. He just kept going, “As you say, none of this is evidentiary, and you know I’m a stickler for adhering to the letter of the law. However, according to the United States Patriot Act which you vigorously supported, as a member of a DHS or DOJ organization, I am also obliged to turn over this information to the appropriate committee within the House of Representatives for a decision on whether to impeach you, and to turn over any additionally-collected information to the Senate if the committee rules for impeachment and it then goes to trial in the Senate. Since one of the appropriate committees in this case is the House Committee on the Judiciary, and the chair of that committee considers you a threat to his chances at the next Presidential elections, this could be… unfortunate for you.”




Kinsey snapped, “And that’s attempted blackmail, which will put you in a federal prison for a long, long, time. That won’t go so well once they find out you’re a fed.”




Erskine calmly said, “It would only be blackmail if I were extorting money or favors from you in exchange for suppressing the information. I have already turned copies of our files over to the House Committee on the Judiciary and two other House committees because of the varied nature of the actions. So this is simply a statement of fact.”




Kinsey paled just a little, but his minion just about came unglued. Kinsey just glared at Jack, “You think you’ve won, but you’re wrong. I have a lot more pull and a lot more favors owed than you realize. Once I deal with your little power play, you’ll find that you have a very powerful enemy on your ass.”




Jack looked at him like he had threatened to throw spitballs. “Senator, if you give Terawatt or Action Girl or any of my other people any trouble, I will personally introduce you to Charlene Roberta McGee, and then I’ll let her know that you were one of the powers behind The Shop. You know what they did to her, don’t you? She saw her father murdered right in front of her, and with his dying breath he told her to take down everyone connected with The Shop. I think you’d last about three seconds once she found out. Three agonizingly long seconds. I hear being burned to death is about as painful as it gets.”




Kinsey stared right back at Jack. “Are you threatening me, general? Because I can take that shiny star away in a second.”




Jack leaned forward. “It’s not a threat. It’s a promise.”




Kinsey snapped, “I think you can forget about being an officer any longer, O’Neill.”




Alex floated forward with lightning crackling around her so she looked more threatening. “Senator, if you kick him out of the DHS, then you will have to explain to everyone on the planet why Terawatt and Action Girl and Klar and our military Orphans won’t work with the United States anymore. And then I will fly Charlene McGee in to meet you personally. She thinks of General O’Neill as a sort of adopted uncle, so she’ll be extremely mad at you. And I’ll tell you something else. The last thing she got mad at? Gojira. I think you know how that went.”




Kinsey’s minion actually looked like he might wet himself. Well good!




Alex yanked the top file out of the minion’s hands and tossed it toward Agent Erskine. Pictures and reports went flying all over the place. And…




Oh crud. She really didn’t want to see pictures of Jack and Willow stark naked and having sex in a motel room, but it looked like that was what Creepy Minion had on Jack. Alex used her tk to scoop everything up in one stack, and she asked Jack, “Do you mind if I incinerate this… extortion material?”




Jack casually said, “You know, I think I’d like to keep it and show it to Willow. Maybe they caught her good side. Or maybe she’ll lose her temper and crash every hard drive on every computer the Senator and his people have ever touched.”




Alex yanked the other files out of Creepy Minion’s hands, glanced at the tabs as she moved them past her face, and dumped them in Agent Erskine’s hands. If one of the tabs had said ‘Terawatt’ or ‘Mack’ or ‘Action Girl’ or something like that, she would totally have hung onto them or given them to Jack. But they had names she didn’t know personally, even if a couple names had the words ‘FBI Agent’ in front.




Agent Erskine glanced at the names on the tabs, and Alex was pretty sure he was really, really ticked off but not going to show it. He just said, “Now Senator, I’m going to have to ask you where you got these files. If these came from a government agency, that may constitute abuse of your public office. If not, then I’ll need to see evidence of the source and the payment process, so we can rule out misuse of campaign funds or official funding sources, although if you personally paid for private investigators to acquire data like these, then that may also be a felony under…”




Jack gave Alex a head-nod, and they slipped out of the office and closed the door behind them, along with the rest of their group. He then gave a fake-cheerful announcement to the peons in the outer office. “Hey there, guys and gals! Senator Kinky—”




“Kinsey!” one of the peons insisted.




“Like I said. He’s likely to be getting impeached in the next few weeks, and maybe indicted for some naughty stuff, so all of you might want to get your resumes in order and start applying for new jobs before you get dragged down with the rest of the sinking ship. Or you could play it really smart and voluntarily testify against him and get on everyone else’s good side. Oh, and since he was going to try and blackmail Willow Rosenberg, the best computer security expert on the planet, you might want to start backing up everything you care about, before she goes all Old Testament on your work computers. And your home computers. And your phones… and your iPads… and everything else you own that’s smarter than your toaster.”




He strolled out the door into the hallway, a big smile on his face and a folder of really naughty pictures clenched tightly in his hand. Alex figured Jack was going to do something awful to Senator Kinsey as payback, because he really didn’t like people being mean to Willow.




Jack pointed at the vent she had slipped out of only a few minutes earlier, and said, “You’d better get going. Burn will have a GPS heading for you to get you back to the Blackbird. And if Senator Kinky doesn’t get the hint this time, we’ll really lower the boom on him.”




George Hammond’s eyes flicked down toward that folder, and he didn’t say anything. He just looked angry. Alex was pretty sure he was totally cheesed off about the senator doing stuff like that to Willow, because General Hammond really liked her.




Alex darted up toward the vent, going silvery as she moved. She popped the vent out, puddled into the opening, and pulled the vent back into place with the screws outside the ductwork. Then she used her tk to drive all four screws in really fast, and she zoomed through the ducts until she was back out of the building. She popped her tPhone out of her morph and took off in the direction it was telling her to go. It still took her a few minutes to get to Andrews Air Force Base and dive right into the Blackbird. Then it only took an hour to get home, because when she bailed out over Paradise Valley, she didn’t try to slow down until she dove into the town’s creekbeds.




So she got to school on time, and everything was great. Including right after school, Ray giving her a dozen gorgeous red roses for Valentines Day. When she saw that Louis was giving Marsha a dozen really pretty yellow roses at the same moment, she buttonholed Ray. “Did you tell Louis to give Marsha the roses?”




Ray sort of blushed and admitted, “Well, we both got emails from someone telling us we should do it, and warning us not to tell who the email was from.”




Alex frowned, “Was it Willow?”




Ray looked really uncomfortable and confessed, “Jack. It was Jack, okay? Don’t tell him I ratted him out. I could really use the help, and he threatened not to tell me any other great ideas, like for your birthday and stuff.”




She stood on tiptoe and gave him a big kiss. “I won’t mention it. And they’re totally gorgeous. I love ’em. And I definitely won’t say no to chocolate, but don’t tell other guys to give their girlfriends chocolate, because there are plenty of girls like Donna who’d have a cow if their boyfriend gave them a hundred thousand calories for a present.” Ray winced, so she asked, “What?”




He whispered, “Donna’s BF bought her a big box of chocolates and really spent a ton on it.”




Alex managed not to wince. After all, Donna and her boyfriend were having big arguments about stuff pretty much all the time. They were a match made in… maybe Reality TV Land.




And then, when Alex’s dad got home, he had a dozen roses for her mom! She just stared at him for several seconds before she fussed, “What’s going on? You never get roses for mom.”




He smiled, “Your boyfriend sure knows how to score brownie points all the way around. He texted me that he was going to buy you a dozen roses, just in case I didn’t want to look bad in front of Barb.”




Alex suspected that Jack had also told Ray to give her dad that heads-up. Jack was sneaky like that.







Just after dinner, while Alex and Shar were cleaning up in the kitchen, her tPhone rang in the theme music from “Hackers”. Wow, that totally made it hard to guess who it was. She tapped her earjack with her tk and said, “Tera here.”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice bubbled, “Hi! I’ve got Pinkie Pie—”




“That’s Pinkamena Pie!” Jack insisted.




“—on the line too. We’ve got FYIs!”




Alex carefully said, “Fire away, but I’ve got a little pitcher here with big ears.”




“I do not have big ears!” Shar fussed.




Willow cooed, “Oh, you don’t have big ears honey, you have the cutest little ears ever!”




“Thanks, Auntie Willow! You have pretty ears too,” Shar answered, even though Willow had only said it over the earjack.




Alex wondered if there was any point at all in trying to keep Shar from learning about this stuff. Telepathic eavesdroppers were probably going to be a huge headache someday. She gave up and asked, “Shar, would you go watch ‘The Iron Giant’ for a while?”




“Sure! Anything’s better than drying pots!” And she sprinted out of the room. It was only a few seconds before Alex heard the sounds of the movie. Shar must have been watching it before dinner, when she was supposed to be doing her homework, and had left it queued up. And that meant that after clean-up, Alex was going to have to check that Shar got her homework done. Great. Alex hated having to play ‘bad cop’ when Shar wasn’t doing stuff she was supposed to, and Shar knew just how to make Alex feel worse about doing it.




Willow said, “I’m glad she’s gone, because I sure don’t wanna talk about naked pictures of Auntie Willow doing the reverse cowgirl with Shar listening in.”




Alex winced a little as she dried a pan. “You don’t have to talk about the pictures anyway.”




Jack agreed, “Definitely. Even if I am absolutely keeping those prints.”




Alex rolled her eyes. She had no idea whether Jack was telling the truth or just being a huge smarty-pants, but either way, he was being so naughty she was surprised Willow wasn’t doing something about it.




Willow went on, “Well, SSA Erskine was uber-helpful, even if I still think Jack needs to do some of the apologizing.”




Jack pretended to protest. “Hey, I have a rep to maintain!”




Willow continued, “Anyway, Senator Kinsey—”




“Kinky”




“—fine, Senator Kinky fibbed to the DIA to get them to do that totally illegal surveillance of us that weekend in D.C., so we’re going to nail him on that one too, and the DHS Secretary is chewing up some DIA tuckuses so some more of them may rat him out on other stuff. And the spy camera Major Davis planted is working great, and so are the bugs Jack planted, so—”




Alex interrupted, “Okay, I guessed the things I snuck to Jack were two bugs and a phone tap, but where did the spycam come from? I thought he found one and took it out.”




Jack cheerfully explained, “Oh, there weren’t any bugs in the room when we came in. Davis palmed two spycams he snuck around security, probably courtesy of someone he knows in the building, and he planted one and ‘found’ the other. And when I leaned on the front of Senator Kinky’s desk, I planted the thumbtack bug on the underside of the desk. It’s got Bat-Tech, and it’s a passive system, so it should evade any bugsweeps, but we have to put a special-wavelength laser on it to get a signal off it, and so we’ll lose it as soon as he closes those fancy curtains, which also have a bug planted on them.”




Alex guessed, “The ‘ball of lint’ thing.” So Jack hadn’t just been threatening the senator with snipers, he’d also been figuring out lines of sight so he could put a laser on that thumbtack bug.




“Right. And I planted the phone tap on a phone cable in the outer office, while all the minions were focusing on you.”




Oh yeah, and Jack was the one who got them focused on her for a couple seconds. Jack was a really sneaky guy. Every time she thought she’d worked out how sneaky he was, he raised the bar some more.




Willow smiled, “That one’s not really necessary, because I have his phone number and all the numbers for his minions and peons in the building, so we can monitor those through a little applied phreaking, and—”




Jack insisted, “But we don’t need to, so we can go through slightly less illegal channels, and General Jackson is even covering the bugs we planted under the Domestic Terrorism banner, because Kinsey’s intense smarminess convinced Jackson that he probably really was part of the oversight group for The Shop. Which is now smaller by two people, one of whom I figured was invulnerable.”




Willow asked, “Is that the Borden guy you pointed out? He seemed pretty… not at all memorable. He was just kind of gray and quiet at that thing.”




Jack complained, “Yeah, Arthur Borden. One of the deadliest counter-assassins this country ever cranked out in his heyday, and he wasn’t at that thing because he wears a lot of nice gray suits. He’s got a very small black ops group, but they’re pretty legendary in the biz. They do one thing, and they do it better than anyone else, including the Russians and the Chinese and the Bulgarians and the Iraqis. They kill people. You kill some American agents and their agency cries for a while and tries to handle it and fails drastically? Someone talks to someone else, who talks to someone else, and Borden sends someone in his group out to handle it. A short time later, there’s dead bodies and disappeared people. The end.”




Alex wanted to be horrified, but she’d already seen stuff like The Shop and the NID. And torturing eight year old girls and turning them into terrifying weapons of mass destruction, or trying to destroy the ISS and maybe start a planetary ablation cascade just to clean up after yourself, was so much worse than training guys to go shoot other countries’ assassins. She didn’t like the fact that she was no longer horrified to hear about this kind of stuff. It meant that Terawatt was getting tougher, but that meant that Alex Mack was losing a lot of the stuff that she had cherished.




Jack went on, “I’m pretty sure Borden’s people will track down every one of the remaining Shop guys and make sure they’re very publicly dead, just to send a message.”




Alex uncomfortably asked, “Is that… a good thing or a bad thing?”




Jack sighed, “It’s… a thing. It’s not good, except that they’ll probably do a better job of clean-up than we could. It’s not bad, in the sense that we really don’t want these loose cannons running around assassinating people and then doing Christ only knows what.”




Well, it sounded like a bad thing to Alex, except for the whole part about getting rid of more Shop sickos who were a threat to Shar.




Jack added, “With Borden gone, the DHS will probably be able to close up his personal ‘weapons shop of Isher,’ and with the way things are going between us and the former USSR boys, that should be a good thing.”




Alex asked, “So what’d you find out from all the bugs you placed?”




Jack sounded smirky, even over a phone line. “Well, Senator Kinky isn’t all that happy that Agent Erskine is so clean he makes Ivory soap look schmutzig.”




Willow giggled. Alex had to think for a second to remember even a little bit of German she’d picked up from somewhere, maybe the German classes she had in fourth grade from that nice Mrs. Koenig, but she thought maybe that meant ‘dirty’.




Jack kept going, “So the senator tried putting pressure on Erskine’s bosses, not for the first time apparently, but Erskine has been Mister Bureaucratic Efficiency on this one, and every Feeb higher-up that Kinsey called had already gotten a memo that their CTU was having to investigate an unnamed U.S. Senator. After that, pretty much the entire top two tiers of Feebs plus their Director know that’s Kinsey himself. And two of the three House committees that Erskine turned over his findings to happen to have chairmen who hate Kinsey, so Erskine’s getting protection on that side as well. Kinsey’s head minion, whose name turns out to be Harper Jameson Kensington the Fourth, called over a dozen weasely D.C. contacts to apply pressure on Erskine and us, but word is suddenly out on Kinsey, and no one wants to leap onto a sinking ship unless they get hazard pay and a personal lifeboat up front.”




Willow added, “I went ahead and monitored H.J.’s cellphone, and he’s been calling mommy and daddy back home, trying to get them to put some heavy pressure on people for him, but someone else has been calling daddy, and he wants H.J. to bail, and to take measures so no one thinks he’s an Orphan, or his future as a politician is toilet-bound.”




Alex asked, “Is Kinsey doing sicko things to those two interns from Playboy?”




“Jack, you didn’t tell me about any Playboy Playmates…”




“For Pete’s sake Will, I don’t tell you about a lot of useless crap. I was focusing on planting a couple bugs right in front of people. He’s got two twenty-year-old bimbo interns with bleached blonde hair and boob implants. It’s not like he’s the only one. And so far, according to our bugs, he hasn’t made a move on either one. Ol’ Kensington’s making a big play for at least one of ’em, but he isn’t getting any traction in the polls, if you know what I mean.”




And it dawned on Alex that someone like Kinsey wouldn’t bother himself on interviewing and hiring interns. Even really sexy interns. Mister Kensington was probably the sleazebag behind that bit of creepy hiring practice. Kinsey probably saved his sleaze up for extra-sleazy mega-big stuff.




Jack added, “No, the senator’s playing it close to the vest and telling H.J. to go make shit happen, and if it’s actionable not to tell him. It’s the old mobster deal.” He switched to a Godfather imitation that wasn’t all that great, but Alex had heard worse. “So… it would be a terrible shame if Fabrizzi had an accident tomorrow, and it proved to be fatal. Not that I would wish something like that on a fine, upstanding member of society…”




Willow teased, “Febreeze-y? Does this mean you and Charlie finally got around to doing laundry?”




Jack immediately leapt to the defense. “Hey! I’ll have you know Charlie’s a whole lot better about laundry and showers and deodorant and everything since he started dating Hanna.”




Oh yeah, Hanna had a really sensitive nose. She’d probably be able to tell every time Charlie wore a t-shirt for an extra day, or wore his jeans too many days in a row, or forgot to air out his sneakers, or any of that. And Hanna was really pretty direct a lot of the time. She wouldn’t hint around. She might not even know how to hint around yet, unless she’d watched Janet a bunch or Cindy showed her.




Alex felt like she was totally not a good friend, because she wasn’t making more time for Hanna. Even if a lot of the time, it felt like she had no time to do anything other than school and superheroing.




Okay, sometimes it felt like there wasn’t time to do even that much. And really, she had gotten a lot of time to chat with Hanna during the Davenport thing. And with Grover. And how weird was it that the ‘teen table’ thing with Hanna and Grover worked better with Jack there too? Sometimes Alex wondered how Jack got all the way through the Academy and those years as a junior officer without getting kicked out of the Air Force for being a snarky smart-aleck.




Willow admitted, “Yeah, he’s way better about keeping the kitchen clean, from what you said.”




Jack replied, “Hanna. Again. He knows he can’t bring her over to the house if the kitchen’s a cesspit, or any of that stuff, because she’ll notice. In about a microsecond. Any of his guy friends? You could have an erupting septic tank in the middle of the living room floor, and they’d be oblivious.”




“I told you not to build your living room over that old septic tank,” Willow teased.




Jack switched to a ‘crochety old guy’ voice, “Dagnabbit! It was good enuff fer my daddy, and his daddy, and his daddy, so it’s by gum good enuff fer me! We luv that there living room septic tank thang!”




Willow told Alex, “See? I knew there was a reason not to let him move to West Virginia.”




Alex hinted, “So with all this kidding around, I guess the Senator Kinsey problem is all dealt with?”




Jack answered, “Well, technically that would be a ‘no.’ We just have a handle on most of the problem right now, but if he can get some Appropriations Committee hearings going before he gets impeached and tried, he’ll stick it to us as hard as he can.”




Willow added, “But if Terawatt flies in and makes an appeal to protect the budgets of the agencies she works with, and points out why Senator Kinky hates her agencies so much, that ought to deal with that problem too. And Big Cheese and Top Banana are monitoring the committee meeting thing pretty hard right now, so if anything comes up, we’ll let you know ASAP.”




Alex complained, “I’d just like some normal-time, you know? Just plain old me doing me-stuff, instead of having to fly off and save the world every week.” Then she felt kind of whiny, because things had really been a lot calmer since the summer. Mostly. With a few exceptions.




A few really awful, horrible, massive exceptions that she’d nearly died from.




She didn’t know what Maggie Walsh and The Collective would get up to, and it really bothered her that she hadn’t been smart enough to get more information out of Wacky Maggie the one time she had a chance to talk to her. If only Alex had been smart enough to get just a hint out of Walsh about what The Collective was going to do next. Alex was sure that other-Sam or other-Hermione or other-Willow would have been able to pull it off.





180. Interlude XXIX



He snapped at his assistant, “Stop here.”




Kensington pulled over in his obnoxious little Jaguar. “Yes, Senator.”




“I’ll be back as soon as I can. If I’m not back within half an hour, you know what information to release.”




“Yes sir.”




“And the next time you drive me anywhere, drive something American. Got me?”




“Yes sir.”




He strolled into the park, making it look as casual as he could manage. Someone was sitting on the primary bench, so he went to the first alternate bench, sat down, and turned off his cellphone. Then he opened up a copy of the Wall Street Times, as agreed.




He didn’t actually read it. He counted off the seconds on his Rolex. If his contact didn’t arrive within two minutes, he’d have to try again tomorrow.




A minute and forty seconds later, the guy sat down on the other end of the bench. “Keep the newspaper up please, Senator.”




“I have done this before,” he muttered quietly.




“I trust your phone is powered off.”




He nodded quickly.




“Good, because you appear to have pissed off Willow Rosenberg, who has made her ire known among the white hat communities in telecom and computer security. So your cellphone is probably not your own anymore.”




He complained, “My personal website has gone down about ten times a day since then. My IT people can’t stop it, and they tell me I’m not going to be able to hire anyone good enough to deal with the attacks. And my personal pages on the Senate website keep getting defaced. My IT people have warned me not to turn on my personal computer while it’s connected to the internet, or it’ll get attacked and I’ll probably end up with everything on it exposed to the entire world.”




“Miss Rosenberg is extremely attractive, and quite popular in the community, and—”




He hissed, “She’s an Orphan!”




“I believe that most people in the community are not holding that against her. The people who are out to get her tend to be people like P$ychon4ut, who would be a lot more dangerous to deal with. Our people in the DHS have gleaned some intel from O’Neill’s classified reports, and we have reason to believe P$ychon4ut is hiding out in India and working for an Orphan who may or may not be plotting to take over India, or perhaps most of Asia.”




He complained, “Damn Orphans!” He took a calming breath and asked, “Are your people going to help me against O’Neill and his superheroes and his Orphan bedbunny hacker?”




“Our thinktank assessed a variety of options, and we have a counter-proposal for you. Make an effort to give O’Neill more autonomy and more authority. We think it’s highly likely that he could have a major failure before long. If he’s facing Walsh and whoever’s backing her, and also these Orphan terrorists, and also these madmen in India, along with the problems in Russia… and we give him the authority to face off against all of them without mandating that he stick to SRI taskings… we think he’ll eventually be in over his head and spread far too thin. As soon as he loses a few superheroes, or a couple of his teams, he’ll be vulnerable. And if he sticks his nose in personally and has it cut off, you won’t even have to issue a public reprimand. You can take care of his remaining people while he’s being planted six feet under at Arlington.”




Kinsey managed not to smile.







Samantha Carter looked up from her hospital bed. She was sick and tired of being in the isolation ward, and sick and tired of feeling like shit all the time. The promotion and the shiny new medals didn’t make up for all of it. One of the nurses had been all excited about it, and had even taken Sam’s uniform jacket and put all the crap on it, and then hung it up outside the isolation area where Sam could look at it when she wanted.




Her dad would have been ecstatic. Maybe if she’d felt like she wasn’t getting rewarded for being a political pawn, when Terawatt had done all the real work and actually deserved the medals, she might have been pleased about the promotion.




The doctors were telling her she was making excellent progress, and she should just be glad she wasn’t on a heart-lung machine or scrambling for a dozen different organ transplants. But she was fully aware that her recovery from being microwaved like a tv dinner was only part of the problem.




She didn’t have to be a biochemist to know that the doctors were still worried about the after-effects of those nucleic acids and their breakdown by-products. And she didn’t have to be psychic to know that General Peterson had come by, not because he was an old friend of her dad’s, but because he and his people were concerned about what effects that alien lifeform might have on her brain.




Granted, she was worried about that too. She had been scanned and studied enough that she was sure she had no spores left inside her, but she didn’t know if it was possible to transfer any sort of knowledge or urges or commands through those biochemicals that looked unpleasantly like RNA-analogues to her. And if peculiar biochemicals could cause weird effects on people, like what the North Korean supervillains had experienced, she wasn’t in a hurry to find out what might happen to her.




Still, all the RNA-analogues had been thoroughly denatured, so what had been left in her body wasn’t like a functional RNA molecule. Granted, she had been somewhat lucky. She had designed her Terawatt-maser so that she could try out a wide variety of microwave frequencies in a really short period of time while she set it up. And she had hit on one frequency or harmonic that really worked on the alien macromolecules. And Holy Hannah had that hurt! Still, how could they not recognize that she was clean and the alien biochemicals were no longer a threat?




It was utterly frustrating, and patience was not her strong point. She clenched her jaws and concentrated on writing another computer program. That was another sticking point. They wouldn’t let her have access to the internet or even a really powerful computer, in case she was suddenly seized with the urge to write an unstoppable computer virus, or something else utterly ridiculous. She didn’t think they had any real understanding of how computer viruses worked, or what their limitations were, or that there was no logical connection between RNA-analogues from the slime and functional computer viruses. So she was writing code on an out-of-date laptop with no connectivity, and then someone else would take her code and check through it and then run it elsewhere. That meant this was taking a hundred times longer than it should, because any typos she missed had to come back for correction, and anything they didn’t understand about the science or the algorithms had to be brought back here for review followed by arguments, which took a ridiculous amount of time.




It would really be helpful if they brought in someone who didn’t have delusions of competence. But this guy Wilson was an idiot, and was too stupid to realize that he needed to bring in bigger guns. Unfortunately, her preferences for ‘bigger guns’ were being ignored. McKay was Canadian, and Hawking was British, and Fillipenko was Russian, so the U.S. military wasn’t going to bring in any of them as her science liaison. She had suggested a dozen American scientists who were actually qualified and talented, as opposed to, say, Wilson, but the clearance process was taking forever.




And there was the pain in her ass, yet again. Wilson was standing outside the viewing window and just staring at her chest. What a creep. She was wearing scrubs! It wasn’t like she was in a string bikini! What was wrong with the big dolt?




She glared at him and just wished she could demonstrate her martial arts skills on him. For about ten solid minutes. If she could just punch him once right in the mouth… She lifted up her right hand in a fist to let him know what she was thinking.




The viewing window in front of him suddenly flexed alarmingly. Then it cracked most of the way across.







Hermione Granger looked up when Ron let himself into her flat.




He took one look at her with all her papers spread out all over her dining room table, and stopped. He checked, “Anything ‘eyes only’? You could’ve told me not to come over tonight.”




She got up from the table, her neck cracking from being bent over for so long. “Oh Ron! I’m so tired of this.”




He gave her a long hug and whispered in her ear, “Looks like someone needs a back massage.”




Mmmm. She could really go for one of his massages. She didn’t know where he’d learned how, but he was really good at it.




She was fairly sure that he’d gotten it from that book his brother Charlie bought him for his sixteenth birthday. The one he kept hidden away and wouldn’t let her look at. Ginny said that Ron had bought Harry the same book for Harry’s seventeenth birthday, and she appreciated that enough to forgive most of Ron’s crap from their childhood years.




She said, “I’ve got to get this finished first. And you can look. It’s Terawatt liaison material, but nothing classified. It’s just the details on the seating arrangements for the March conference. There are a hundred little requirements, and it’s a nightmare.”




He looked over her notes, which were in her tiny handwriting, and covered page after page. She had a scale mock-up of a conference room laid out on a two foot by three foot sheet of graph paper, with post-it notes cut to table and chair size arranged over the sheet. He wondered, “Why do you have to keep the Frogs and the Bellochs separated?”




She groaned, “Page seven, paragraph four. There’s an illicit affair going on between a French female officer and a Belgian intelligence agent, and the Belgian’s wife is now part of the liaison office, and she’s mad about it but she doesn’t want to divorce him because she’s seeing someone else too, and it’s like one of those bad French sex comedies, only without the comedy.”




Ron scowled. “And you have to arrange seating to make everyone happy, and they stuck you with all these loony side rules you have to follow too? Are they mad? It’d take a supercomputer to figure it all out!”




Hermione realized what she needed to do. She kissed Ron and murmured, “Ron, you’re a genius!”




Ron kissed her back and murmured, “You only say that when you’re being a genius and I’m still lost on page one.”




She smiled, “Tomorrow morning, I’ll write up a program to try every possible configuration and check all of them against the list of rules. Then I can move on to something meaningful.”




“Does that mean…” He wiggled his eyebrows lewdly.




“No, it most certainly does not mean what you’re hoping it means,” she insisted. “I have a great deal of really fiddly details to cover, since the meeting’s in London this time, and most of the liaison group is quite content to treat me like a secretary anytime they think they can get away with it.”




Ron glanced at some of the artistically trimmed and carefully labeled post-it notes as she carefully folded the graph paper and then put everything away in a sealed envelope in her briefcase. “You’re inviting the Yanks too? I thought…”




Hermione admitted, “I have been having some more chats with Tera. I mean, Terawatt. And she got in quite a spot of trouble with some of the American higher-ups because she didn’t clear things with them first when she saved the day here, and so they got yelled at by their bosses. So I’m inviting General Baylor of the U.S. European Command and his staff. And Jack O’Neill. And Tera, of course.”




“Of course. You and your mate Tera.”




“Oh stuff it, Ron. She’s really nice, and I think she doesn’t have many people she can just talk to when she’s being Terawatt.” She gave him a smirk, “And for some reason, she thinks you’re nice too.”




“Oi! I am nice!”




Hermione let him hug her, and she wondered if she could arrange things so ‘Annie Farrell’ could have some free time just to have dinner with her and Ron, and maybe also Harry and Ginny. And she wondered if she needed to take some special precautions to keep SIS agents from recording their little get-together. L might not like that. On the other hand, L might congratulate her on her initiative.




Although she would rather not have a meeting with L ever again. She shuddered at the thought of Ron’s family finding out that L wanted her to become the next Double Oh. That would not go over well, largely because Ron’s family knew too much about how things really worked, and some of them knew what a Double Oh officer really had to do on assignment.




Ron’s hand slid down her waist to caress her bottom. He whispered, “Come on, 009. Why don’t you show me your espionage agent wiles?”




She knew she shouldn’t have told him and Harry everything L said in that meeting. She gave him a look and said, “Fine. But the entire time, I’ll be staring at the ceiling and thinking of England.”




Ron laughed all the way into her bedroom, until she kissed him hard enough to shut him up.







“Bruce? What’s wrong?”




He turned from the window and faced Julie. “Are you done with your workout?”




“Yes.”




“And your katas and forms?”




“Yes.”




“And the new training?”




“Still yes, and you’re not re-directing me that easily. What’s bothering you?”




He admitted, “They’re being so cooperative. Maybe too cooperative. I don’t like it.”




Julie asked, “Would you rather they be uncooperative and sneaky?”




He scowled and admitted, “Maybe. At least then I might feel like I have a handle on things.”




She pointed out, “You’re dealing with a superheroine who’s really only a seventeen year old girl who comes from a pretty sheltered environment. She’s still in high school. And if she met that other Batman while she was still learning the ropes, she may see you as a mentor figure. She might even have a crush on you.”




He managed not to wince at the thought. But he had already considered that, along with a couple dozen other scenarios.




She asked, “So what’s really the problem?”




He frowned, “This is precisely the way I would go about luring my supposed partner into a sense of complacency before I took him down. And I’m not sure that any of my anti-Terawatt protocols will work in an emergency situation.”




“What about her teammates?”




He paused for a moment. “They’re comparatively easy. Tear gas for Klar. It will incapacitate him and make him visible as well as audible as he moves through the gas cloud. Action Girl is simply stronger and faster. Anything from tranq darts on up can handle her. No, Terawatt’s the key. And even if I never have to stop her, I’ll need the same protocols against Danielle Atron or any new supervillain with similar powers.”




She asked, “How many new supervillains are you expecting?”




He sighed inwardly. “I’ve been running projections, but fitting a reliable curve is impossible with the minimal data we have so far. But six years ago, there were no known supers, even if there were roughly 420 Orphans out there. Two years ago, there was one, and she was hiding. Thanks to Atron, as of one year ago we had a total of one superheroine and twenty-two supervillains, along with what may have been a supervillain in the Ukraine, maybe one in Chernobyl, and a probable one in Maryland. Now we have the monster of Tromaville, Action Girl, Klar and those invisible supervillains, Tsurara in Japan, the battalion of supers in North Korea… The list gets a lot longer if I include all the possibles I’m picking up, like Toronto, central Africa… I need to work with Ms. Rosenberg on this, only I don’t trust her.”




She pointed out, “Well, can you stop her from getting into your computers even if you don’t work with her?”




He gritted his teeth. “No.”




“Then what’s the harm?”




He looked at her and admitted, “I really hate it when I’m wrong.”




“And someone else is right,” she added with a smile.







Maggie Walsh listened impatiently while Josef tried to cover his ass yet again.




Her father finally interrupted, “Yes, we already know that your first team was wiped out. But why don’t you know exactly where they were at the time?”




Josef finally admitted, “My team did not perform regular GPS checks, even though it had been suggested. I did not force them to do so, because I did not want them to mutiny. We have the area down to a manageable size now, and Karen expects to find the site in the next several weeks. She may have to remove some witnesses.”




Maggie glanced over at her father. They both knew she was the one who had recommended the routine GPS signals, along with more frequent sat phone call-ins. But she also knew that Josef’s first team had been undermining him from day one. She thought it was remarkable that her father’s research had allowed him to emphasize aggressive behaviors as an expression in the correct segments of the genome. She thought it was excellent that it allowed his children to rise to the top of any field they chose. She also thought it was unfortunate that it led to these types of problems. The India bloc was a clear example of that particular flaw.




Her father waited until Josef sat, and then he asked, “Pierre, what happened to the two teams from the India bloc?”




Pierre smiled ruthlessly. “One of their teams thought it was infiltrating our Paris op. We merely let them meet our newest project. The second team didn’t follow up. They made for Dr. Walsh’s private project in England, instead.”




Her father glanced her way, so she supplied, “You would be surprised how ineffectual infiltration ops go when you have psychics on-site. The Winshire County project is still on track, just as it has been ever since I started designing it after we started having problems with Marissa Weigler.”





181. March Comes in Like a Lion



Alex slowly started to relax. She found out she just couldn’t be all tense and prepared for every second of every day. And after a whole week of nothing, she found she couldn’t be all tense and prepared, except when her tPhone rang. She figured it was like guard duty: no matter how alert you were at the start, after a while you were all bored and tired and yawn-y.




There was nothing happening, except normal stuff. Senator Kinsey was pretending to be all pleased with the SRI and all of General Jackson’s agencies, even if Jack totally didn’t believe it. Okay, neither did anyone else. There was no sign of Maggie Walsh or Danielle Atron or any new monsters. There wasn’t even a new story out of Toronto about their maybe-superhero or superheroine or superheroes.




About the only thing that happened in the second half of February was Willow Rosenberg, CEO of Red Tree Software, drove down to Paradise Valley to visit her new bestie, photographer A.L. Mack, and they went bicycling just outside of town with A.L. Mack’s boyfriend the basketball star. There were pictures of them up on Instagram and Facebook and Twitter before they even got back to Alex’s house. And boy, was Shar happy to see Auntie Willow, and it didn’t have anything to do with the new Barbie stuff Willow brought for Shar.




And who knew there were now ‘disguise’ outfits for Terawatt Barbie and Sidekick Skipper? There was ‘Girl Scout Troop Leader and Girl Scout’ with official certification from the Girl Scouts, and ‘business executive with new intern’ and ‘sexy trick-or-treaters.’ And that was just what Willow had bought for Shar. There were also like ten other disguise outfits and a ‘Terawatt’s secret hideout’ set for sale, so Alex figured Shar would be making out like a bandit come birthday time.




Alex let Willow shower in her folks’ bathroom, while she showered in her bathroom and Ray dashed home to shower at his house. Then Willow stayed for dinner and watched ‘The Iron Giant’ with Shar even though everyone pretty much knew the entire movie by heart by then. Even Ray. They could have acted it out themselves, except that nobody would want to play the part of that jerkhead Kent.




Okay, there was also the little thing where Willow called Alex on the tPhone one afternoon to tell her there were several heavily-armed felons driving a stolen Humvee up I-5 at crazy speeds and shooting stolen M16’s and AK-47’s at the police following them. So Terawatt flew over to I-5 and south until she spotted the Hummer. She just hit the Hummer’s electrical system with a lightning bolt and fried it. Then as it ground to an abrupt halt, she yanked the weapons out of the badguys’ hands with her tk and let the police arrest the guys. She was back home before it was even time to go pick up Shar.







March came in like a lion, with a couple big storms off the Pacific. And a phone call from Jack and Willow. “Hey Tera, how’d you feel about Annie Farrell making another appearance?”




“What kind of appearance?” she asked suspiciously.




Willow bubbled, “It’s a trip to London! The E.U. Terawatt Liaison office is having their quarterly meeting, and it’s in London this time, and Hermione Granger’s in charge of it, so she’s hoping Annie Farrell can come along with Jack. And maybe Terawatt will show up for a meet-and-greet thing.”




Alex checked uncomfortably, “And is this going to make that general mad at me again?”




Jack answered, “Not this time. Seems you’ve been chatty with Hermione, and so she knows how much trouble you got into for your last two visits, so General Baylor and a couple of his staff are invited too, just to make those damn Yanks happy. And Hermione phrased it as ‘Terawatt requested we invite you’ so you should get some big brownie points out of this one.”




Willow added, “And Hermione wanted to make sure we scheduled things so Annie Farrell could have one night out, probably having dinner with Hermione and her duke.”




Alex insisted, “Ron’s not a duke, and he’s the last son in the family, so he’s never going to be the duke.”




Willow tried, “Did you know his mom’s a real princess?”




Alex admitted, “Umm, yeah. She’s…” She had to stop and think hard to recall what Harry and Hermione had said, even if she had looked it all up when she got home because it was pretty amazing meeting the son of a real princess. “Oh yeah. She’s the younger daughter of Prince Frederick of Prussia. Ron’s kind of embarrassed about it. He kind of said people act all weird around him once they find out.”




Jack airily said, “What’s the big deal? I heard Shar was a real Disney princess. That has to be better.”




Alex pretended to ignore him and asked, “So when’s the big meeting?”




Willow said, “Second week of March, Wednesday through Friday. So we’ll be leaving on Tuesday.”




“Oh crud!” Alex complained. “My spring break’s the week after that. Why couldn’t it be then?”




Jack smirked, “Well, all you have to do is call Hermione up and tell her you have high school classes to attend, and that won’t wreck your secret ID at all, and I’m sure a bunch of stuffy European liaison types won’t mind having their schedules all mucked up for a snotty American superheroine…”




Alex stuck her tongue out at the phone and just pretended Jack could see her.







The next thing was on Thursday, when Jack’s office was having their first official web conference with soon-to-be-new-intern Annie Mack, along with some of the other SRI people and a cooperator. Only Jack scheduled it for three o’clock his time, so it was at lunchtime on the West Coast. That meant Alex could be on the call!




Jack having a copy of her complete schedule really made her life a lot easier. She was totally glad he wasn’t one of those jerk bosses you heard about who deliberately scheduled stuff at times that would be mega-cruddy for you.




So, after calculus class, Alex walked out to the tennis courts with Ray for a private lunch over by the big school boulders DRAke and DRApe, which now had some mean anti-Libby stuff scrawled on their sides and nobody had painted over the graffiti yet. Then she puddled into the water runoff pipes and came up half a mile away before she flew over to her favorite runoff pipe and puddled home. She flew into her room, dove into her gymbag under the bed to change into Terawatt, and flew down to the home office, where she had her computer all set up for Skyping. She’d had an idea after looking at Terawatt Barbie’s secret lair, so she had a fake background that was really just a blue bedsheet held taut with her tk, so anyone looking at the image on her webcam would think she was in a room with a blue wall behind her.




Maybe she should design a ‘fake wall’ she could paint on the bedsheet, so Terawatt’s secret lair would have fancy computers and fancy cabinets and fancy science gear. She was thinking about those walls in the module up at the space station with all the cool physics and biochem gear. Maybe she could take a picture of a wall like that, and get it blown up bigger than poster size, and hold that as the background behind her so it would look like she was in her secret lair full of scientific gear that she probably did amazing scientific stuff with.




Back to business. She already had the computer up and running with the conferencing software set to call Willow’s system, so as soon as she flew into the room and went normal, she clicked on the start button and she was into the web conference in a matter of seconds.




“Terawatt here. Sorry I’m late, but an emergency arose.”




“Tera! Glad you could join in.” Jack was sitting there in West Virginia with Riley and Walter. Dr. Lee was at Base Two, sitting with Lieutenant Marshall and Dr. Ledbetter. Alex’s dad was sitting at his desk in his office, with Scooter at his side. Annie was sitting in a cluttered office with a fifty-ish female professor who looked kind of frumpy. Okay, Annie didn’t exact look like she was off the cover of Seventeen magazine either. Maybe it was a thing. Or maybe that was how Annie-types dressed when they were busy concentrating on biochemistry and they didn’t have little sisters to bug them to wear something better. And to fix their hair, because both of them needed to get a haircut, and Annie’s professor really needed a hairdo that didn’t make her ears look like that.




Jack went on, “I think you know everyone except our new summer intern Annie Mack and Professor Mona Camden.”




Alex remembered who else she wasn’t supposed to know. “Pleased to meet you, Ms. Mack and Dr. Camden. I remember rescuing Dr. Mack, but I don’t know his associate.”




Alex was totally not expecting Annie’s teacher to go all fangirl. “Oh! Terawatt! It’s a real honor! I mean… I always wanted to meet you… I had no idea this work was connected with you! I… umm… Can I have your autograph?” Then she turned bright red like she thought she’d just been the most socially awkward person ever.




While Alex’s dad introduced Scooter, who was way cooler about meeting Terawatt on a web conference, probably because he knew about Terawatt being all over Paradise Valley for a couple years, Annie tried to cover for her teacher, “Ooh, Terawatt, this is so neat. I know you said you don’t give out autographs for security reasons, but are we going to get to meet you for real this summer?”




Dr. Camden was still red in the face, but she managed, “Umm, yes, it would be really… nice if I… umm, we could meet you. As part of Annie’s work, I mean. Not that I wouldn’t want to meet you otherwise! I mean…”




Alex interrupted to save the poor woman. “I will likely be at General O’Neill’s base several times this summer, as well as Team Two’s base, and I will probably be in California on a regular basis this summer. They do seem to have more crises than anyone else.”




“Except Iowa. Maybe Tokyo,” added Jack just to be a pain. Alex made an effort not to wince. Jack went on, “We were discussing research topics with Dr. Mack. It’s extremely convenient Miss Mack already had clearance due to work she’s done in Paradise Valley. But I’m expecting we’ll need a week or two of training and orientation out here first, then at least a month working with Dr. Lee and Lieutenant Marshall and their people, probably followed by some work with our cooperators in Paradise Valley, and then we should see where Miss Mack can achieve her potential the best at that point, either our auxiliary base or Paradise Valley. And once we have a Top Secret clearance for you too, Dr. Camden, we’ll see about arranging some meetings you can participate in.”




Alex stiffly said, “I would be interested in working with Ms. Mack as well, since I have some biochemistry research areas I would like to explore.”




Dr. Camden looked like she might faint at the idea of getting to work with Terawatt. She looked at Annie, then at the webcam, then back. She looked really embarrassed that she couldn’t be as calm about things as her student.




And Dr. Camden was still being all flustered thirty minutes later, when Alex had to end her part of the call to fly back to school and wolf down three energy bars instead of getting a decent lunch. But she wasn’t running late, so she had time to eat a sandwich and a banana too as she and Ray walked back to the school for fourth period.







That night, Annie called on the house phone right after dinner. Alex was expecting her to ask how long the fix had been in to get her the internship. Instead, Annie blurted out, “Oh my gosh, are all the soldiers as hot as the general and the colonel? Because… whew! Not that the lieutenant isn’t pretty cute, but… wow.”




Alex admitted, “Well, the colonel is one of these Orphans, and so is his wife, who’s with Doctors Without Borders in Africa. And at the Roswell base you’ll probably meet Captain Miller and Lieutenant Lupo and Sergeant Carlson, and they’re all pretty hot, although Captain Miller’s the only one who’s not an Orphan. And Lieutenant Marshall’s really smart. He graduated first in his class from the Naval Academy, and he has a Ph.D. in biophysics, and he figured out the deal with those giant monster clams in like five minutes after he got a little evidence.”




Annie purred, “Well, I can sure see why Willow’s all hot for the general.”




Shar butted in, “Yeah, because he’s really funny, and he’s really nice to Auntie Willow, and if anybody’s mean to her, I bet he goes all general-y on ’em!”




Alex tried not to smile. “Yeah, that’s exactly right.”




And in the same happy tone of voice, Shar added, “And Auntie Willow thinks Uncle Jack is really good at sex stuff too!”




Alex couldn’t keep from cringing.




Her mom instantly said, “Shar, we need to go have a little private talk about where you learned that, and why eavesdropping is bad and gets you in lots and lots of trouble, and why Auntie Willow would not want you to tell people things like that, and what your punishment is going to be.”




“Oh crud!” Shar complained, in a tone that was really an awful lot like Alex.




So Alex and her dad talked with Annie about getting to do intern work for the SRI, while Alex’s mom had a long talk with Shar and then had her stay in her room for the rest of the night.




When her mom came back to the kitchen, Alex couldn’t help asking, “Eavesdropping?”




Her mom groaned, “Telepathy, this time anyway. Willow was in our back yard having a very personal phone chat with Jack that apparently included several things I never thought to include in The Talk or even The Other Talk, and Shar picked far too much of it up even though she was taking a bath at the time.”




Alex winced, “I guess I need to call Willow and warn her not to… get all chatty with Jack when she’s over here, because little pitchers have great big telepathically-assisted ears.”




Her mom shook her head, even as she started blushing some. “No, I think I need to call Willow, because she’s old enough to show more discretion, and I really don’t want to tell you what she was talking about.”




But Alex could guess, because Willow had talked about phone sex before, maybe a few too many times.




Her mom sighed, “And maybe, after this call, you and George could do all the kitchen clean-up, because now I need to give Shar… I suppose… The Talk, and depending on what she asks me about Willow, I may have to give her The Other Talk, even though she’s only eight.”




A high-pitched voice yelled from way up in Alex’s bedroom, “I’m nearly nine!”




Alex’s mom clapped her hand to her forehead and winced.







The rest of the week was pretty quiet, although Alex made Shar spend half an hour every evening practicing on not reading people’s minds. Shar complained a lot, because she said it was really hard not to. On the other hand, she didn’t want to telepathically learn icky stuff, and some of what Auntie Willow had been talking about was definitely getting into the ickiness category, and when Alex explained what a couple of the things were, Shar was like ‘YICK!’ and actually worked at it. For a while, until she got bored.




Alex got her American Lit paper on the significance of the Mississippi River in Huck Finn all done and edited, even though it wasn’t due until right after spring break. And she told her teachers she had to leave Tuesday to go back to Corcoran College, but she had all ‘A’s so nobody complained a whole lot. She got all her homework assignments for while she was gone, and Mister Hooper said she could make up the lab and the Friday quiz when she got back after spring break, even though she was willing to do the lab and take the quiz right then, and write the lab up while she was traveling and email it back to him. Okay, maybe it wouldn’t look as good emailed as it would on regular graph paper.







And then Alex had to get up way before three Tuesday morning so she could shower and dry her hair and eat a big breakfast and fly north to Travis Air Force Base. It was way faster flying up to Willow’s turf than driving, especially at the non-interstate parts of the drive. Still, she was a few minutes late, and Willow had already cleared the entrance gate and was putting her suitcases in the cargo hold when Alex flew over. But it was dark, and Alex was a fast-moving blob flying low to the ground, so no one noticed her.




Alex ducked through the open hatch into the Cessna and checked her stuff before going normal. A Terawatt gymbag was in the overhead compartment. The Annie Farrell clothing and stuff were hanging up by the little bathroom in Annie Farrell’s hanging bag. She pulled one uniform and the underthings and the disguise stuff into her puddle, dropped her Alex stuff in the bottom of the hanging bag, and ducked into the bathroom.




This time, they had some Captain Fisher disguise magic. There was a thing shaped like a body briefer or maybe a one-piece swimsuit, but it didn’t make her look slimmer. It made her look about twenty or thirty pounds heavier. It gave her another cup size up top, plus a wider waist, plus padding at her hips and buns. Okay, it looked kind of like her sister Annie’s body in a really good body briefer. But there was no way this Annie Farrell could fit into a Terawatt uniform. And the uniform was cut to fit over it, so she totally looked heftier. This was definitely not Terawatt’s body.




The makeup from Captain Fisher was way better than what she had used before. There was even this stuff to paint below her cheekbones, and when it dried and she put too much foundation on top, it looked like she had bad acne scars she was covering up with too much makeup. Ick. There was even a little drawing showing just where she should paint the stuff, and someone had Photoshopped her Annie Farrell ID so it had the almost-hidden acne scars on it too.




Captain Fisher had to be a master of disguise, because he sure knew a lot about women’s makeup. The wig looked even more realistic, and was cut too short so it made Alex’s jaw look sort of protruding. Wow, even supermodels would look cruddy with this haircut. And Hanna. And the glasses were even worse too. They were mega-hipster, and they didn’t look good on Annie Farrell. But Annie Farrell was supposed to be a hacker, so some eccentricity was probably expected, even with the ‘adjutant to a general’ deal.




Oh, and the shoes were really ugly. They looked awful, but they were really comfy. She was going to have to think of something nice to get Captain Fisher.




She checked in Annie Farrell’s hanging bag, and there were two more uniforms, two more pairs of shoes, another body briefer just like the one she was wearing, some more underwear, and one casual outfit. There was also an expandable rack to drape her wig on, and you could hang lingerie on it too if you needed to wash some undies while you were on travel. And the hanging bag was a little smaller and a little lighter than what she’d had the last time she went to Europe, because it had all these secret pockets inside, like in the space that usually got wasted up above the shoulders of your dresses, there was a pocket on each side, and one pocket had a collapsible hair dryer, and the other had a travel iron and spray bottle.




She folded up her hanging bag and walked out to slip it into the cargo hold with Willow’s stuff. Willow had two good-sized suitcases, one of which was a folding dressbag. And Willow looked great, in a really pretty jersey dress with long sleeves and a long skirt so she’d stay warm on the long flight.




They took their seats in the Cessna, and it took off for the East Coast. It was going to land at Andrews Air Force Base to pick up General Baylor and his people, and Jack’s group would be there too.




Willow was really excited to get to see Jack. “Oh this is so great!” she bubbled. “I really hope he doesn’t have any evening meetings, because I brought some really pretty dresses for dinners out, and some really sexy lingerie, and I’ve got a collapsible cloth-sided suitcase in my hard-sided suitcase in case I get a chance to buy lots of souvenirs and things!”




Alex practiced on her Annie Farrell voice. “That’s very interesting, ma’am, but I have not yet been given the general’s schedule. You might be accompanying him to dinners too.”




Willow giggled, “Oh, that’s awesome! Nobody would look at you and think you were Terawatt. The only thing that would be better would be some colored contact lenses. Give Annie some boring brown eyes instead of yours.”




Alex admitted, “There was a pair of contacts in the kit, but I never wear ’em so I’d need like a week or more to get used to having ’em in my eyes.”




Willow jumped topics. “Ooh, we ought to be able to get access to the meeting schedule and all that!”




So then they spent most of the trip to the East Coast working on Alex’s — Annie Farrell’s — tablet computer. Willow showed her how to use the new software and Jack’s official passwords for the conference to go into the E.U. Terawatt Liaison website the legal way and get all the files Jack was supposed to have. There was a Wednesday night formal dinner for the higher-ups, and they could all bring a plus-one, so Willow would be going to that. And the Thursday night things were all small workshops that Jack could skip out on. And the conference ended Friday in the middle of the afternoon so people could get back home at a reasonable hour, but Willow was hoping Jack would stay for the weekend and the two of them could play tourist.




Then Willow showed Alex how she could hack into the same website illegally, now that they knew its real IP address and a lot of details on the web architecture that Willow had gleaned while looking through the webpages.




Willow told her, “If you use an off-the-shelf program like, say, WordPress as your publishing platform, and it has a known flaw in it, then at the bottom of the page where you give credit to the codebase you’re using, you’re accidentally telling crackers how they can launch attacks at you. Now they’re using a homebrew system, but when we look at the source for each of the pages, it’s obvious what it’s based on, so…”




Crud, if Willow ever decided to destroy the world’s computer and telecom infrastructure, they were all so in trouble. It took her about ten minutes to crack the website and then work from there to get into the SIS data analysis section, and it took less than twenty more minutes to get into the secure webserver and leave messages for Hermione and Jimmy that supposedly came from each other instead of directly from Annie Farrell.




Willow gave her a big grin. “We have to keep up your rep, you know.”




Alex worried, “Well yeah, I was thinking about that, and without you at your computers, how am I supposed to look like the world’s coolest hacker?”




Willow smirked with a totally Jack facial expression. “I’ve got enough hardware along. I’ll be watching your back all day. And Jack says if we need to give a telecom presentation, he’s going to bring me in as the special guest star.”




Alex told her, “You know what? Maybe you’re a good influence on Jack, but he’s a bad influence on you.”




Willow giggled, “That’s what I said about you and Jack!”




Alex thought that over. She could sure see where Jack had been a bad influence on her, like making her more snarky, but she could also see a whole bunch of ways Jack had been a good influence on her. And she couldn’t really see where she’d had an influence on Jack, unless maybe he was saying ‘crud’ some of the time now. The biggest influence she’d had on Jack had been telling him to be nice to Willow, and he’d already been doing that.




Maybe it was just that compared to Jack, everyone was a good influence.




So then Willow gave Alex some hints on how to be a good adjutant to Jack. Where ‘good’ was kind of a subjective word. Alex even giggled a couple times. Then they spent the rest of the time talking about important stuff, like helping Lieutenant Lupo find a guy who wouldn’t freak that she could benchpress him and his sofa. And how Charlie O’Neill was like a teenaged Jack, and Hanna really liked him a ton. And how cute Riley and his wife were together. And how much better Sergeant Carlson and his wife were doing since the trip to Toronto, and how Graham’s girlfriend was taking Corinne under her wing. And how Azure Crush was helping the construction guys rebuild the Flynt mansion, because she could carry stuff and lift stuff that would normally take a tractor or a crane and maybe an hour.




Wow. It was hard to imagine the old Jo Baker helping people build a house.




Andrews Air Force Base was still Alex’s least favorite base ever, but they only had to land and fuel up and take on some more passengers. They didn’t have to go fight supervillains or go meet really crabby generals who acted like jerkheads. Willow did make sure that Alex moved up to one of the front seats, because bigshots were going to be getting onboard and Alex was supposed to be a lowly Air Force lieutenant.




They were using the Team One Cessna Citation X, which had eight seats. There were four seats on either side of the aisle, but the row one and row three seats faced backward. Basically that turned the plane into two four-person ‘conversation pits.’ But that meant the important generals would be sitting at the back and pretty much choosing who got to sit with them.




When the plane taxied over to the fuel truck, Alex grabbed Jack’s valise off the floor and opened the cabin door so she could lower the stairs and everyone else could come in. Then she stepped down the stairs and stood at attention while she waited for Jack.




Jack was walking with General Baylor and Riley and Action Girl and two people Alex didn’t know, but she figured they were General Baylor’s staff people. One was a blocky-looking brunette woman in a major’s uniform, and the other was a tall, thin guy in a first lieutenant’s uniform. Plus there were two airmen wheeling a small cart that had half a dozen suitcases on it, plus something that looked like a plastic case for an oversized golf bag. Was the general planning on playing golf on this trip?




When Riley took the ‘golf bag’ off the cart and put it in the hold, Alex figured out what it was.




Jack strolled over while the airmen loaded the hold. “Ahh, lieutenant. Do you have my valise and my files?”




“Yes sir.”




“And my fiancée?”




“Yes sir.”




“And did you two conspire against me on the flight in?”




“Yes sir! Also, General Hammond sent a dozen files for you to read and initial and comment on.”




General Baylor walked over and said, “Well O’Neill, it looks like you’ve trained this one a little too well.”




Jack smiled, “That’s the problem with adjutants and fiancées who can do anything with a computer or telecommunications. You’re completely at their mercy, and if you cause problems, then someone changes your ringtones to the Barbie theme song, puts your ring volume on high, and calls you while you’re in an important meeting.”




General Baylor snorted with amusement. “Could be worse. You could have an adjutant who takes orders from your wife. Speaking of which…” He waved his people over. “Major Kuhlman, Lieutenant Martin, you met Colonel Finn. This is General O’Neill’s adjutant and computer guru.”




Alex gave it her best ‘Annie Farrell.’ “Lieutenant Annie Farrell, sir! And I’m only the general’s second best computer hacker. The best computer security expert on the planet is already on board.”




Lieutenant Martin grinned down at her, “What, he has Willow Rosenberg on board?”




She just looked at him. “As a matter of fact…”




Lieutenant Martin suddenly looked like he might wet himself with excitement. “You’re kidding. You have to be kidding! Red Tree Software herself? On our jet?” Alex was pretty sure he would have done a happy dance and totally spazzed out if he hadn’t been standing in front of two generals and a colonel and a major.




Major Kuhlman gave him a tolerant smile, like she was pretty much used to that kind of stuff from him. Alex figured Lieutenant Martin was really good at his job, so a few little things like this got overlooked. Pretty much like Jack. And really, Riley being an Orphan wouldn’t have been ‘overlooked’ if he wasn’t an awesome soldier who willingly put his life on the line regularly.




Then Jack said to General Baylor, “Okay, let’s break protocol so we can get the good seats at the back.” Then he walked into the jet, even though it was supposed to be lower ranks in first and out last. Major Kuhlman looked sympathetically at Alex like ‘you poor kid’.




Alex ended up with the ‘worst’ seat on the plane, in the front row facing backward, right behind the cabin door, looking at Action Girl. Even if that was where she had been planning on sitting. Lieutenant Martin was sitting across the aisle from her, trying hard not to stare at Action Girl or the back of Willow’s head. Major Kuhlman was across the aisle from Hanna. Willow and Riley were sitting in the third row, facing Jack and General Baylor. It sounded like General Baylor was getting into a heated discussion with Riley about Big Twelve and Big Ten sports, while Jack and Willow were just smiling at each other and probably playing footsie when no one was looking. They really were a cute couple.




Hanna said in her normal voice but with a little extra Scandinavian accent, “General O’Neill just revealed that I am not American, and I am the reason the SRI and Terawatt had to intervene originally, when the CIA had a rogue officer.”




Alex replied, “Right. The Marissa Weigler op. The CIA was not cooperative on that one.”




Hanna added, “Apparently, the liaison office has been concerned about a European girl being swept off to America and not allowed to return.”




Alex guessed, “Which would be why you’re in uniform, so they don’t get to find out your other identity.”




Hanna fibbed, “It would be very handy to be Terawatt and just fly over to Europe when you want.”




Lieutenant Martin whispered, “Terawatt can fly that far? And that fast?”




Alex just looked at him and said, “Classified, lieutenant.”




“Oh. Right. Sorry.”




Major Kuhlman smiled, “You’ll have to cut Martin a little slack. He’s our technology and superpowers expert, and he’s… enthusiastic.”




Lieutenant Martin admitted, “What she means is I’m a fanboy. General O’Neill told me I can’t pester Action Girl, or Terawatt if she shows up later in the week, or any Orphans.”




Alex pointed out, “Which means — this time, anyway — Colonel Finn and Ms. Rosenberg. Even though they’re both very nice people.”




Major Kuhlman said, “And it’s not every day you get to meet a real, live Medal of Honor winner.” Then leaned forward and whispered, “And…” Alex could tell from the major’s expression that she thought Riley was really hot.




Alex whispered back, “And ma’am, his wife is like a supermodel. If supermodels became doctors who cared for poor people in Africa.”




Major Kuhlman glanced over at Hanna and murmured, “I could do without meeting Terawatt. My self-esteem about my looks is low enough already.”




Alex wanted to defend herself, but she just said, “She’s nice, ma’am. A lot nicer than I expected. And she doesn’t mind that the general calls her Tera.”




Hanna volunteered, “She lets everyone call her Tera, if they want to. You would like her.”




Major Kuhlman focused on Alex. “And you’re sure Terawatt’s not an Orphan?”




Alex lied, “Definitely not. The general already had enough data on her to cross her off the list as soon as we came up with our profile.”




Lieutenant Martin wondered, “How did you come up with an Orphan profile?”




Alex told him, “We already had most of the Orphans in the country who really wanted to serve their country, thanks to the general. And we’d run into some suspicious characters who had exactly the same profile, and we found enough records on the Breslynn Orphanage and the other five orphanages to figure it all out. Our biggest problem is there are some people out there who have the right profile but may not be Orphans, or may be Orphans but not being evil. Like Khan Noonien Singh in India. When we catch ’em red-handed, like the Umbrella Corporation felons, that makes it all a lot easier.”




Major Kuhlman nodded. “We should talk about some inter-agency cooperation initiatives while we’re in London. We could provide all kinds of logistic and technical support the next time you and your superheroes need to run over to Europe, and that’s on top of what the EUTLO will want to offer.”




Alex nodded, but it still took her a moment to figure out that the EUTLO had to be the E.U. Terawatt Liaison Office. She said, “That sounds good to me, ma’am, but in the long run it’ll be up to the general, and Terawatt herself. As I understand it, General Baylor and Terawatt didn’t exactly hit it off, and he virtually accused her of being a supervillain, so you may have to meet with her and make nice.”




Major Kuhlman tried not to wince. “I… didn’t exactly get a transcript of that meeting, and Lieutenant Colonel Neale was the adjutant in attendance. But I didn’t realize it went that badly.”




Alex suggested, “Talk to Colonel Finn about it. He has an amazing memory, and he can probably quote exactly who said what. I wasn’t there either, but she was probably in a pretty nasty mood too, since she got attacked by a supervillain in the hall on the way to the meeting even though it was smack in the middle of the base, so you know the badguys had help.” She wasn’t going to mention that the SRI thought it was probably a Collective plot with help from NID agents who didn’t know how badly they were being used.




Major Kuhlman grimaced. “Colonel Neale said something about that, but he also said she looked like she’d just been to the beauty parlor, not in a fight to the death.”




Alex gave her a girl-to-girl look and murmured, “I can imagine what else he said about her.”




Lieutenant Martin leaned over and whispered, “He couldn’t stop talking about her body. Especially the T and the A. And the abs. And the legs. And the lips. But you didn’t hear that from me.”




Eww. Alex sort-of-lied, “It would be great to be prettier, but I don’t think I’d want guys staring at me like that all the time.”




But Alex could tell Major Kuhlman was one of those ‘I would love to be oh so hot and I would dress so every guy would drool on himself when I walked down the street’ types. Or at least she thought she was, since she hadn’t actually experienced guys ogling her like that. Azure Crush was sure like that. Az was probably helping with construction while wearing the tiniest bikini in L.A. And skyscraper heels.




At least Alex was hoping Az was wearing at least a bikini. She could only imagine what Didi would be wearing if Didi had super-strength and invulnerability. Probably just a fig leaf. Maybe only a Band-Aid.




Once the jet leveled off and the co-pilot said they could move around the cabin, Alex ended up first going around and getting people drinks. At least it wasn’t like being a flight attendant and doing all that stuff. It was just getting cans out of the onboard fridge. Soda, carbonated water, fruit juice, and that kind of stuff. She had to bite the inside of her cheek when General Baylor wanted a Pepsi and Major Kuhlman reminded him about his wife’s orders for his diet and made him take a can of fruit juice instead.




Then Alex played Lieutenant Farrell and handed Jack his tablet computer and pulled up a couple files Willow had showed her. “Sir, you need to read these two first, and send comments to General Hammond for review and distribution.”




Jack pretended to complain, “Ugh, paperwork. It haunts me even up here now. It’s no wonder Hammond loves you.”




“Whatever you say, sir.”




Willow said, “Behave yourself, Jack. Or I’ll tell George you’d like to read a lot more reports, just in case there’s something important in one.”




General Baylor asked, “We have internet access up here?”




Alex told him, “Yes sir. We have Wifi with a hub on the sat phone, which Ms. Rosenberg set up so we have secure comms with a server inside the DHS. But you can get outside to the internet, if you want. I can show you, or Ms. Rosenberg can if she’d rather do it herself.”




General Baylor smiled at her, “I’ll talk with Ms. Rosenberg, and you can show my staffers.”




“Yes sir.”




Alex sat back down, and Major Kuhlman whispered, “Just get me connected to the Wifi hub, and I can take it from there. And thanks for the diet coke.”




Lieutenant Martin murmured, “Yeah, ditto. And thanks for the Dew. Nobody ever brings Dew for us geeks. It’s why I’ve got a six-pack hidden in my bag.”




Alex explained, “We stocked it for Willow, so we’ve got stuff like that in the fridge. And there’s a stack of sandwiches we’ll break out at your lunchtime.”




Then Alex sat down and did some serious work for a while. Okay, it was reading the next Spanish assignment and then “The Red Badge of Courage” by Stephen Crane. It was totally unlike the stuff she’d read from earlier writers, and it was real. She’d been in real battles, and been shot at, and been hurt, and it just felt like Crane knew what he was talking about. He really understood what it was like to be afraid, and what it was like to go into a fight you didn’t think you could win but you had to go anyway. She needed to read some journal articles about the imagery and the symbolism, and then read that story again.




But it looked like she was working like everyone else. And it was really handy having just a tablet for Jack in the valise, instead of stacks of papers and tons of file folders. She was going to thank Willow a ton for that when they got to the hotel in London.




At lunchtime, she and Lieutenant Martin got the last choices on the sandwiches, so she had two egg salad sandwiches, which weren’t her favorite, but little lieutenants had to let the generals have the roast beef sandwiches and the other good stuff. After she gathered up the lunch trash, she went to the little bathroom and quickly wolfed down the last chicken sandwich and an energy bar.




Jack was asleep before she even got out of the bathroom. Willow rolled her eyes and handed her Jack’s tablet.







Jack was dreaming. He knew he was dreaming. He recognized the dream. It was Siberia. That first op, back before anyone knew what was out there. The Russians had already lost all their patrols, and a British team had gone in, along with a NATO team. Both went silent. A couple Chinese teams had infiltrated on the south side of the region, and hadn’t been heard from since. Jack’s team went in the next morning, in a Russian truck, but with their Venom on standby at a secure base. They made better than fifty miles into the ‘dead zone’ where nobody came back from. They didn’t find any sign of the teams that had already gone in, so Jack made sure the Venom and some Russian backup was continuously getting their GPS signal. Finn was good with telecom gear, so Jack wasn’t worried about that part. He also had Gates and Miller and Merriman and Taylor along, so he was prepared. At least, he thought so.




They made camp. Jack wasn’t hearing the normal wildlife noises, and he wasn’t seeing the normal wildlife signs on the ground, so he set up a mod of a ‘Viet Cong protocols’ camp. Around the campfire and the two tents, they laid out a big circle of flammable material. Outside of that went the firelines to trigger all the spare weapons, and then outside of that went the tripwires and boobytraps. They had two Starlight scopes, but both were going wonky because of the cold. That couldn’t be good. And he made everyone hotbunk it. Not a popular decision, but he was edgy.




Merriman and Miller had the watch when Jack heard Merriman’s scream and he woke up. He was out of his sleeping bag and grabbing his weapon before the boobytraps went off and the weapons hanging on the firelines went off. He was out of the tent in time to see Miller shoot a flare into the fire circle and then dive over the flames to get inside it.




The… things outside the ring of fire took his breath away. They weren’t wolves. They looked like someone had taken a huge pack of wolves and sent them off to Dr. Moreau’s wackier brother for a vacation. Some of them were running on all fours. Some of them were on six legs. Some of them were loping forward on front legs like an orangutan’s. Some of them looked worse. Finn was already on the radio calling in the chopper before Jack started putting rounds into the things.




Bullets didn’t do nearly enough damage to the things. Fortunately, they really didn’t like the fire, or Jack’s camp would have been overrun already. Riley notified him that the Venom would be on-site in thirteen minutes. Jack wasn’t sure they had that long. And it wasn’t like they could get to the truck which was just outside the fire circle and was surrounded by more of the things. Jack had to shoot a couple of the things off the hood and roof of the truck, so they couldn’t leap over the fire and rip Jack’s team to pieces.




The fire started to die out in places just as the Venom dove down and dropped a couple rope ladders. Finn stopped to defend their half of the fire circle, as the other half died away and things started encroaching. Then, once everyone else was in the chopper, Riley emptied his rifle and sprinted at the truck. One steeplechase-worthy leap put his foot on a fender, and he just kept going, in the best mountain goat imitation Jack had ever seen. Finn’s next foot landed on the hood, and then he was on the roof and leaping for the top half of the ladder. He scrambled up just ahead of something with apelike arms and a head more like a tiger than a wolf. Jack let Miller and Gates drag Finn in, while he hit the release and dropped that ladder. They wheeled about and got the hell out of there, to come back the next day with some serious firepower now that they finally knew what they were facing…







Riley looked up from his work when General O’Neill gasped and woke up with a start.




The general took a couple breaths and then mouthed, “That dream.”




Riley clenched his jaws and thought several extremely bad words. He knew from painful experience which dream it was, and what it meant. He was really glad he’d packed all the gear Harriman suggested he leave behind this time.




182. March Hare



Alex looked over when Jack suddenly woke up. From Willow’s reaction, Alex thought maybe Jack had just had a nightmare. She sure knew how that worked. And she knew Jack had nightmare material even she didn’t have. She wondered if Jack had ever read “The Red Badge of Courage” and what he thought about it. She made a mental note to talk to him and Riley about it.







They got to London just after nine at night London time. Alex manually adjusted Annie Farrell’s wristwatch and trusted that all the computer and telecom stuff would adjust itself like it was supposed to.




They took two cars from the British airfield to the hotel where the meetings would be. General Baylor and his staff took the second car and went off to have a nice dinner before checking in. But Alex’s group drove straight to the hotel in downtown London. Apparently, important Terawatt liaisons needed much nicer, more expensive accommodations than the stuff on military bases. Alex figured that would make her Annie Farrell impersonation go a lot more smoothly, especially at shower time and stuff like that.




There was a British soldier driving their car, so whatever secret stuff Jack wanted to say was going to have to wait. Still, the drive wasn’t that long since it was nighttime and the traffic was light. And Willow had started making phonecalls to the hotel about their rooms and room service before they were even out of the jet.




Annie Farrell already had emails. There was one from Hermione telling her to make sure she was free for dinner at Hermione’s flat tomorrow night, and also Jimmy had spent over an hour going through all the system logs tracking down how Miss Farrell had gotten into the system and sent him that message from Hermione’s account, and was going crazy trying to patch everything in sight. So Alex sent her a message back telling her how ‘she’ had done it using what ‘she’ had figured out from going into the webserver the proper way.




Boy, this would be a lot simpler if Annie Farrell wasn’t supposed to be a hacker, and she could just let Willow be Willow.




When they got to the hotel, Alex was pretty surprised. She had been assuming it would be like a Holiday Inn or maybe something surrounded by armed guards and big concrete walls, but it was this big, fancy place that made her feel like a hick. And a ton of people were looking their way, probably because she and her group were walking in with a masked superheroine and Willow Rosenberg.




Jack strolled over to a special desk where a couple British soldiers were standing stiffly on either side of a British officer who looked like a movie studio had just finished making sure his uniform was too perfect to believe. His clothes didn’t even have a wrinkle that Alex could see, and he had to have been sitting there for hours. Plus his hat was like perfectly set on his head.




Jack showed his ID and his papers, and the officer gave Jack a set of electronic keys. They went up to the fourth floor with a bellman who had all their bags and stuff on a big luggage cart. Alex noticed that Jack and Riley both kept an eye on the bellman and their stuff too.




It turned out they had three side-by-side rooms, with two soldiers standing guard in front of the middle door. Alex and Hanna grabbed their bags and stuck them into their room, Riley grabbed one small hanging suitcase, the oversized ‘golf bag case,’ and a big military-green duffel bag. The rest went into the middle room for Jack and Willow.




Alex spotted Jack’s insistent head-tilt, so as soon as her gymbag was hidden away inside the plinth base under her bed and Annie Farrell’s bag was open and hanging in the closet, she and Hanna went next door. Alex didn’t even stop to check out the huge gift basket on the table.




Jack had a nice suite, with a sitting room and a separate bedroom and a kitchenette and a big bathroom. Riley showed up a couple seconds after Alex and Hanna. Willow was putting clothes and things away in the bedroom, while Jack was inspecting the suite with a couple gadgets. Room service had already set out a couple large trays of cold sandwich fixings and a basin full of ice and soft drinks.




Jack finished checking his rooms, and then he scowled, “As of two hours ago, we’re on full alert. Lieutenant Farrell, I want you to have fast access to your emergency gear at all times. Colonel, ditto for the happy fun gear you brought even though Walter said not to.”




Willow stopped hanging up dresses and Jack’s uniforms, and she stepped out of the bedroom. She asked, “Jack? What’s wrong?”




He took a deep breath. “I had that dream again.” No one but Riley knew what Jack was talking about, so he explained, “Our first SRI op in Siberia, which is still classified so I’m not talking about it, even if certain people went and dug up electronic copies of the after-action reports when they weren’t supposed to.” Willow blushed a little. “Ever since then, when I’ve had that dream it’s meant my intuition is about five steps ahead of the rest of my brain, and we’re going to hit trouble.”




Willow fussed, “Jack we did those tests, and you’re not of the psychic!”




He nodded tersely. “Right. No superpowers here. Just… I think I’ve seen clues that my brain hasn’t recognized, or hasn’t pieced together in a deductive or inductive manner. So one part of my brain is giving the rest of my brain a wake-up call.”




Riley said, “He had the dream before we had our Chernobyl op, and he just thought it was stress. Then he had it again before we went into Myrhorod.”




Jack added, “And I had it before Arizona, and before Gojira, and before North Korea, and before Ogden’s Marsh. In every case, when I looked back on it, there were clues. Hints. Stuff that I should have put together. Sometimes it was stuff I’d read in some of those documents I hate going through, so that’s why I read ’em anyway. But I’d had the dream, so I knew I’d missed something and I needed to be paying more attention.” He paused for a second. “I had the dream on the plane over here. I don’t know what I missed, but there may be a problem.”




He walked over to the window with the closed curtains. “Curtains closed if there’s a chance someone in a neighboring building could see into the room and take a shot at you. I’m canceling maid service: you can make your own bed and hang up your own towel for three days. We need to be on alert for anything, so tonight I want Action Girl to go out on her balcony and use those bat-grapples I know she snuck into her suitcase when Janet told her not to, and check out the roof and all the buildings within a two block radius. Tera, take the ductwork, make sure it’s clear and doesn’t have any surprises in place, then go up top and downstairs, and check likewise but stay blobby and avoid being detected. Let Action Girl attract all the attention. I’d rather have it look like you’re not arriving until Thursday. Finn? Alert General Baylor that there may or may not be a problem, but we have no solid intel yet. And Willow? Check out all the computer security for the conference and the area around us. Hotel mechatronics, CCTV in and around the hotel, anything you can think of.”




Willow worried, “Can we eat the room service I ordered?”




Alex was really hungry, so she said, “I’ll volunteer, and if I don’t keel over, everyone else can eat.”




Riley pointed out, “Bad idea. You’re mission-critical. I’ll be the taste tester.”




Jack pointed at the food and said, “Make it so, number one. And remember, the chemical sensor didn’t pick up anything suspicious from the food, so it’s probably clean.”




Hanna asked, “What about gift baskets?”




“What?” Jack asked sharply.




Alex said, “We have a nice, big gift basket in our room.”




Jack twitched like someone had just stuck him in the butt with a hatpin. “Lieutenant Farrell, you and I are going to make a quick scan of your room with our equipment.”




“Yes sir.” Well, she didn’t know what else to say, and Jack was upset, even if he wasn’t showing it except by how he was standing.




Jack had three gadgets. One was a one foot by one foot by four inch metal box with a thin vacuum cleaner hose coming out of one side. That had to be the ‘chemical sensor.’ One was Willow’s electronic bug detector box. And one was a viewscreen with a long fiber optic cable. Alex noticed that there was also an infrared viewer in Jack’s suitcase. That would be pretty handy for looking at all the windows that were facing these rooms.




She and Jack walked into her room. She went over everything with the bug detector, while Jack went over the room and the gift basket with the chemical sensor. Then Jack took a peek into the air ducts with the fiber optic cable.




The gift basket had a card on it from Hermione. ‘Lieutenant Farrell, welcome to the conference. This is so you won’t get hungry.’




Jack glanced at it and said, “She remembered how much Terawatt eats, too. Smart woman.”




Alex pawed through the basket with her tk, lifting up layers to peek further down. There were fruits and cookies and crackers and chocolates and cheeses and a bunch of other yummy things. She pulled out a box of chocolates and ate a bunch. It wasn’t her fault she was hungry and she didn’t get to eat enough on the Cessna when there were outsiders watching her.




By the time they got back to the coldcuts, Riley was eating a sandwich and Hanna was fixing herself a plate of yummy stuff.




Hanna looked at Jack and said, “Everything is okay except the beef. It smells… contaminated.”




Riley swallowed and added, “Sir, they could have gone with a simple biological to beat ordinary chemical sensors. Or it might just be a problem in the kitchen.”




Jack nodded, “Or it could be a biological that someone could claim is just a sanitation problem in the hotel kitchen.”




Willow looked up from her computer. “Annie Farrell just sent Hermione and Jimmy a message that there may be an agent in the kitchen, and to find out who could have gotten near our food in the past hour.”




Jack muttered, “This sounds like it’s turning into a giant clusterf… A big fiasco.”




Willow giggled into her hand. She added, “I’ve been checking the mechatronics, and I put some telltales in a few chunks of their computer software. The only thing I’ve found so far is someone set the main ballroom temperature to be too cold now and too high tomorrow morning, but that could’ve been an accident.”




Jack looked over at the coldcuts. “Once is happenstance. Twice is coincidence. Three times is enemy action. Tera, I need you to check that ballroom tonight. Look and see if there’s anything suspicious in the vents or under a table or maybe under a little raised dais.”




Willow frowned, “What’s going through that sneaky brain of yours?”




Jack said, “There are gel systems that are pretty much like paintballs. In fact, they use a paintball-making machine to crank ’em out. The CIA developed them for certain… anti-insurgent tasks. You put something nasty like mustard gas in the gel bubbles and plant ’em in the target area, usually at night while it’s cold. When it gets hot in the daytime, the gel melts, releases the toxins, and wackiness ensues. This could be something exactly like that, or something slightly like that. And the toxin could be something like the t-virus or the hate plague, instead of just sarin gas.”




“Just sarin gas?” Alex winced.




“Right, just sarin gas. That would only kill the people in the room. You know what the t-virus or the hate plague would do.”




Eww. Either one would turn everyone in the room into a homicidal monster in somewhere between a few hours and two days. That would be mega-bad in a lot of ways, and could be anywhere from ‘threat to all of London’ to ‘wiping out most of Europe.’ She asked, “If I find something, do we have a bioweapon containment system?”




Riley said, “I brought four, just in case we ran into another NBC problem.”




Oh. Of course he did. Was there anything Jack and Riley didn’t think of?




He went on, “It’s essentially a multi-layer plastic bag, but the zipper has a sealant that gets spread as you move it, so when you zip it closed with the threat inside, it can’t leak out. Unless the bag gets shot to pieces or run over. You just can’t unzip it or change the volume of air inside afterward, because the sealant dries really fast once the bag is zipped.”




Jack pointed out, “And don’t pull it into your morph once you’ve loaded it, because we still don’t know if you’d be safe from the contents while you’re silvery.”




“Right.” She’d worried about that too. She needed to ask Willow how to test something like that, so she’d know the answer. Someday it might really matter.




Alex wolfed down four sandwiches, a couple pickles, and two cans of diet coke. She really wanted a roast beef sandwich, but that was the one thing Hanna said smelled suspicious. By then, Willow had notified conference security and Hermione that Action Girl was going to be making a fast sweep of the area before long. As usual, it went out under the name ‘Annie Farrell.’ Alex was getting kind of tired of the whole fake ‘genius hacker’ deal.







Hanna dove off the railing of the balcony for her room. She soared through the air as she aimed a grapple at one of the top-floor balconies. She snagged her target with no trouble, activated the reel in the grapple, and went flying upward in a smooth curve.




She didn’t really understand why Alex had looked worried when Hanna started. It wasn’t as if Alex did not know how easy this was. She knew that Janet worried about her, as mothers were supposed to do. She knew that her father had worried about her and had given his life to protect her, even though she was much more physically capable than he was. Perhaps it was because Alex was a good friend, or because Alex felt responsible for her in some way, or perhaps it was just because Alex worried a great deal about everyone.




She would ask Alex at bedtime.




She pulled hard and as she rose, she fired her other grapple at the top of a large HVAC unit on the roof. She was careful, because now-General Jack had pointed out that lots of grappling points on these units were less sturdy than they looked. It was embarrassing when she targeted something with a grappling hook and it didn’t hold up to a solid tug.




She knew it was supposed to be scary when that happened. It wasn’t. But sometimes it was… inconvenient.




She landed on the roof and retracted both her grapples. Then she smiled at the somewhat alarmed soldiers who were standing guard up here. She went with a slightly thicker Finnish accent than she actually had now. “Hello! Did you get the notification that I was going to make a short patrol?”




A tough-looking sergeant strode over. “Yes we did. We just weren’t prepared for… you popping in like that.”




She gave him a smile too. It was interesting how a smile from a pretty girl could make even trained soldiers let their guard down a tiny bit. Granted, it didn’t work on General Jack or Colonel Riley because they knew her, and it was never going to work on Lieutenant Jo. Still, she was standing there wielding a pair of grapples that almost let her fly in an environment like this one. She had a .45 under one armpit and a combat knife on one calf. They should be treating her like a serious threat, even if they had been briefed that she was on their side.




On the other hand, the rest of the eight-man team was not letting themselves be distracted by what was going on over here. They were focusing on potential threats that might be coming toward their sides of the hotel. That was a very good sign.




She told them, “I will be checking out the surrounding buildings. Your men should see me moving about. But it won’t take long, unless something comes up.”




And just for fun, she did a backflip off the roof. She easily snagged a balcony railing with one grapple and did two quick loops around the hotel at different heights. There wasn’t anything obvious, like packages secured to the wall under a balcony where they wouldn’t be seen. So she moved outward.




She swung across the street in front of the hotel. Traffic was being re-directed, so no one could drive a truck full of explosives up to the hotel building. Or a truck full of Orphans. Or a truck full of giant man-eating clams. Or a truck full of indestructible, pain-immune Neumanns.




She missed out on so much fun stuff.




She swung around the buildings surrounding the hotel. London was really pretty. Charlie was right. She should start doing more sight-seeing and less tactical analysis. Just not right now.




The four buildings facing the hotel all had squads of soldiers patrolling on their roofs too. She checked out the windows facing Jack’s room and found two possibly suspicious rooms she called in to General Jack for quick investigation by the conference security. So she checked out the other three buildings and called in four other possibles.




After that, she swung her way outward a block and made another sweep. It looked like someone very well trained had dealt with the surface traffic. So it was time to use the very fun codenames again.




“Spike to Pinkie Pie. No other problems. Still vulnerable to Victor Cready or a paratrooper battalion, though. Any news from Rainbow Dash?”




“Pinkie Pie here. Twilight Sparkle’s passed your findings on to Fluttershy and security. Nothing new from Rainbow Dash. Applejack is taking a little stroll too.”




“Spike coming in for a landing. Over and out.”







Alex puddled through yet another boring vent. There hadn’t been anything in any of the ductwork except dust and a couple spiderwebs. There wasn’t even a lot of dust. Somebody must clean the whole duct system regularly. She had no idea who, but it had to be more often than the air conditioning ducts got cleaned at her house, which was pretty much never.




After the thing with the coldcuts, she’d expected to find a bomb, or a tank of poison gas with a timer and boobytraps, or something. But there was nothing.




It took a little bit to check things out on the roof while staying in the ductwork, because Jack wanted Terawatt to not be in London yet. She had a feeling ‘Terawatt’ was going to stop a bank robbery or something in America, just to establish that Annie Farrell couldn’t possibly be Terawatt. But the roof was secure, and the British soldiers looked like they knew what they were doing, and the roof exit doors were boobytrapped so no one could sneak up on the soldiers. That was smart.




There was also a fancy parabolic dish pointing up at the sky and hooked up to a computer and transmitter, so Alex was assuming they could detect incoming parachutists and stuff. That was even smarter.




She flew through the ductwork down to the conference area. They had a ballroom set aside for the main meeting room, then the conference room next to it set up for meals, and then the conference room on the other side of that set up as a ‘breakout room’ to hold up to six small, private meeting groups at a time. So she needed to check all three rooms, plus the hallways around them and just to be safe, the adjacent rooms. And she needed to stay in the ducts when anyone was around. She really would have preferred to be flying around the outsides of the buildings.




She moved to a vent and popped the phone out of her morph again. “Rainbow Dash to Pinkie Pie.”




“Pinkamena Pie here. Updates?”




“Nothing new. Ducts clear. Rooms ID’ed. About to begin searches.”




“Be careful, and watch for boobytraps. Pinkie Pie out.”




Alex did have to smile some. She really hadn’t thought Jack would ever go for the ‘My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic’ theme for codenames, especially after she and Willow named him Pinkie Pie. But he’d gone along with it as soon as Willow agreed that General Hammond could be Princess Celestia.




It pretty much went without saying that Wacky Maggie and her Collective were going to be Discord. Jack had also insisted that General Flagg and the NID would be Nightmare Moon, and Hermione would be Fluttershy. Riley was Applejack, which meant that if Grover or Sergeant Scott had come along, Jack probably would have made them be Rarity.




“Applejack to Pinkie Pie. There’s a four-person DSS detail here. One is meeting with General Baylor and one is down with the guards around the meeting rooms. The other two will be on duty during conference hours.”




Alex was glad Jack had told her about the DSS, so she knew they were the Diplomatic Security Service and they were like an overseas Secret Service agency.




“Pinkie Pie. Get their names and let Twilight Sparkle verify.”




“Applejack. Already done, sir.”




Alex smiled to herself and flew out of the vent into the breakout room. The lights were down really low but the room wasn’t pitch black. And her eyes had adjusted a lot after being in the stupid ductwork so much already. So she had no trouble flying all around and checking everything out.




There was nothing under the tables. There was nothing in the light fixtures on the ceiling. There was nothing out in the service hallway hidden in the pieces of dais or in the folded-up tables or in the stacks of chairs.




She moved into the room set up for meals. There were more tables to check, and a raised dais to fly under and inspect, and more stuff off to the side to look around, so it took twice as long, but she still didn’t find anything.




The official meeting room was set up like a hollow square made of rectangular tables, with extra chairs behind the tables for the less-important people. There was an eight-foot-by-eight-foot dais in the middle of the square, and it was only raised about six inches off the floor. It had a nice little lectern on it, and there were wireless controls sitting on the lectern, probably to run presentations and control projectors.




Alex started at the floor and worked her way up. Nothing. Not even under the little dais that was totally unnecessary if you asked her. She even went and checked around the chandeliers and in the boxes up near the ceiling where the special projectors were, and still nada.




She was just about to pop her tPhone out of her morph and give Jack the news, when there was a rattling at the service door into the room. That was supposed to be locked and bolted on both sides. She hadn’t checked. Oops. She darted into the open box around the fancy projector.




Two guys dressed like they were supposed to be working in a restaurant kitchen slipped into the room. One made military hand signals at the other and got a nod in return.




The second guy took out a stethoscope and held it to the door so they’d know if anyone was coming. The first guy silently moved over to the dais in the middle of the room and laid down on his back. Then he reached into his white chef’s blouse and pulled out what looked like several strips of the kind of bubble wrap that had the really large bubbles so they were extra fun to pop.




Uh-oh. It looked like Jack was being way too intuitive again.




Alex thought about zooming in and zapping the guy, or trying to rip all the strips out of his hands before he could do anything. But she figured if anything went wrong, things would instantly get mega-bad. She waited patiently for him to finish his stuff.




Okay, she was really impatient, but she pretended she wasn’t.




Each strip had paper the guy peeled off so he could stick it on the underside of the dais. He carefully stuck all the strips in there and then hurried back toward Stethoscope Guy.




He didn’t make it. As soon as he was moving, Alex darted across the ceiling. As soon as he was forty feet from the dais, she divebombed him and zapped him unconscious, then hit Stethoscope Guy with another lightning bolt.




Both of them struggled to get back to their feet, and Stethoscope Guy reached into his chef’s blouse for probably a weapon.




Crud. And now that she was a lot closer, she could see they were both really, really handsome. Extra crud.




She pinned Stethoscope Guy’s arm down with her spare tk while she hit both of them harder with her electricity. Then she pinched their carotid arteries closed for half a dozen seconds just to be sure.




“Rainbow Dash to Mane Six, come in please.”




“Pinkie Pie to Rainbow Dash. Situation?”




“Rainbow Dash. Two Orphans, probably from the kitchen, just planted something way too much like what you were talking about, and stuck strips of ’em under the dais in the middle of the ballroom. Both are unconscious. I need Applejack and Spike here ASAP with a taser to fake what I did. I’ll peel the strips off and put ’em in the bag Applejack gave me.”




“Pinkie Pie. I’ve got Twilight Sparkle ready to send messages to Fluttershy and on-site security as soon as Spike and Applejack signal they’re ready.”




“Rainbow Dash. Good. I’ll wait here until they arrive. I’m staying on the line while I handle the bio-stuff.”




“Pinkie Pie here. Do not — repeat, not — force it. If you even think any of it might rupture, stop and wait for Applejack.”




“Rainbow Dash. Roger that.”




She used her tk to slide the lectern over to one side of the dais and flip over the one section of dais that had the stuff stuck under it. It looked like four strips of the big bubble wrap, only the bubbles were full of stuff and the strips were sticking to the dais.




She pulled the bioweapon bag out of her morph and set it down right next to the strips. She told herself to just take it easy, because if the strips didn’t come loose really easily, she could just leave them on the chunk of dais and they could haul the things away like that. She held her breath, even though she was a slivery blob.




One smooth, easy pull with her tk…




It didn’t want to budge. Crud.




She didn’t dare pull any harder, because she could bust one of those bubbles.




“Applejack to Rainbow Dash. Incoming in four.”




“Roger that. Clear inside.” Alex darted up to the ceiling and hid behind one of the chandeliers.




Riley and Hanna ducked inside, Riley moving forward really fast with his automatic out, and Hanna making sure the door closed silently.




Alex dove back down. She pointed at the two downed badguys and the strips of bioweapon or whatever it was. She whispered, “I couldn’t get it loose.”




Riley nodded quickly and hissed, “We only have a couple seconds. Go now. We got it.”




She pulled her tPhone back into her morph and darted into the closest vent. Behind her, Hanna threw a couple chairs through the air as she ran over to the two downed badguys, and Riley tipped the section of dais back over.




The noise as the chairs crashed had two soldiers diving in through the door and coming up with weapons at the ready. Alex was glad she was already in the ductwork and out of sight, because the soldiers were looking everywhere.




Riley called out, “Colonel Riley Finn, U.S. SRI! Today’s password is ‘culmination’.” He pointed at Hanna and said, “And this is Action Girl.” He explained, “Our hacker found signs that someone was messing with the computer controls for the temperature in here, and we got here just in time to catch these guys planting something under the dais and making a break for it. A.G. dropped them, but they’re too fast to be normal. We need your NBC people in here in case it’s another Code Walsh.”




Alex zoomed off to her room, satisfied that Riley had it all under control. And she didn’t want to be there if they started checking the vents and things. Plus she was hungry again.




She dove into her gymbag, changed back into Annie Farrell, and walked out of her room to Jack and Willow’s room like a completely normal adjutant. She even knocked and waited until Willow let her in.




She hurried in and grabbed a diet coke from the room service stuff that was still set out. Jack was pacing back and forth, while Willow rushed over to one of the couches and started typing again.




Jack said, “Pinkie Pie to Applejack. The Pegasus has landed. Status?”




Riley said, “We have two Orphans who look like they could be from the Indian subcontinent, and Action Girl has briefed everyone here on proper restraint and control techniques for Orphans. We have an NBC team on the way, and they’re going to just take the dais section out of here and handle it elsewhere. That should be safer, since there’s no other triggering mechanism and they know to keep it cold.”







Alex had eaten several more sandwiches and polished off the pickles and the diet cokes before Hanna and Riley got back. And she’d read two short journal articles on “The Red Badge of Courage” so she was almost ready to read the story again.




Willow was working on her computer while sitting in Jack’s lap. The computer was over on an end table, but Willow had two Wifi toys. One was a pair of glasses that had a tiny battery pack behind the right ear and a tiny weird triangle glued near the middle of the right lens on the inside. The other toy was in her right hand. It was a gray plastic thing about the size and shape of a squared-off corncob, but it had several rows of buttons down one side under her fingertips. She was apparently typing away one-handed using the cob, even if typing meant pressing a couple buttons at a time, like it was a really complicated flute.




Jack was looking through reports on his tablet, trying to figure out if there were clues to these attacks in any of the reports he’d read recently, and if not, what his intuition was really trying to tell him.




Hanna and Riley walked in, with Hanna still in her Action Girl uniform and mask. It looked like Jack had also given Riley a keycard to Jack’s room. Jack just looked up at Riley and asked, “Anything new?”




Riley stood stiffly and reported, “Both Orphans looked like they could be from the Indian subcontinent. One of the soldiers called them ‘Pakis’ so the guards recognized it too. That could mean that Khan Noonien Singh is behind this, or it could mean Walsh’s group is still trying to direct our attention his way. We made sure security understood what was needed to restrain Orphans. And their NBC people seemed highly competent.”




Hanna grinned, “The guards on the roof told the guards in the ballroom that the terrorists were probably lucky I only knocked them out. One of the guards had his earpiece turned up high enough for me to eavesdrop.”




Jack nodded. “Okay. Everyone get as much sleep as possible. We’re on local time for the next couple days. But we’re still on alert. Hanna, I want you in your standard uniform for the whole day. Lieutenant Farrell, can you get from the ballroom up here through the ducts in under thirty seconds?”




Alex nodded, “In under ten, if I can get to a vent without being seen.”




He replied, “Good. I’m hoping nothing goes wrong tomorrow, but I’m expecting more headaches. And I still don’t know if General Baylor’s gonna take the hint I dropped. We need to be on better terms with the E.U. in case there’s another Code Walsh in the works and we need a combined element.”




Alex admitted, “The thing in Rome could’ve gone a lot better.”




Jack just said, “Well, some children will never learn to play nice with others. That’s what timeouts in the corner are for.”





183. Marching Orders



Alex woke up the next morning when her alarm clock on her tPhone went off. She didn’t feel rested, since she’d had trouble getting to sleep at a reasonable hour last night, and Hanna had wanted to chat about a lot of stuff, and it was way too early back home and her body hadn’t adjusted to the new time yet. She took a quick shower and kept it colder than usual to help her wake up. And she ate a dozen crackers with Gouda cheese and thick slices of yummy sausage on them. She figured that would hold her until the conference breakfast. Then she did the special makeup on her face, and put on her wig, and made sure her lieutenant’s uniform looked really nice.




Hanna was wide awake and in her uniform already, and eating an apple out of the gift basket. Just one apple. Sometimes Alex thought it might be nice to have a normal appetite again, but then she’d have to worry about gaining weight, or getting anorexic, or all the other things she used to fret about.




Alex called Jack on Annie Farrell’s official cellphone. “Good morning, general. Are you ready for the conference breakfast?”




“And all that it entails? Nope. Come on over. I’m just fixing my tie.” Before he hung up but after he moved the phone away from his mouth, he hissed, “Will! Stop it! And put—”




Alex figured it might be better if she didn’t rush over to Jack’s room.




She got her valise, tucked her cap under her arm so it looked right in the mirror, and walked out of the room with Action Girl alongside.




She strode up to Jack’s door and knocked briskly. She made a mental note of the guards. She glanced at their name badges and tried to memorize their faces, just in case it mattered later on. She didn’t know how it would matter, but after last night, she figured she had better be more careful.




Jack opened his door looking really general-ish, in his good uniform, with all the medals on the front so he looked really pretty awesome. Alex had a brief thought that at the rate Jack was going, someone was eventually going to have to let him start putting medals on the back of his uniform jacket. He handed Alex his computer tablet and said, “I dread to think how much work for me you’re going to put on it, but I don’t have a big enough pocket.”




She gave him a lieutenant’s smile. “Yes sir. Anyway, I can download files to your tablet remotely.”




“And my fiancée can dump even more work onto that thing, so I’m trapped. A helpless pawn.”




She just said, “Yes sir. Whatever you say, sir.”




“In that case, I say ‘let’s eat.’ We might as well enjoy it while we can, because once Terawatt gets here, she’ll clean ’em out of house and home, and we’ll be left hunting for crumbs on the floor.”




Alex kept to her Annie Farrell voice and tried not to defend Terawatt too much. “She’s not that bad, sir. And I briefed Ms. Granger on that, so there should be extra food at meals starting tomorrow.”




Jack played dumb. “Do you have her schedule yet?”




Alex fibbed, “No sir. We did get a heads-up that she’s dealing with an ongoing problem, so she might not be here tomorrow. I’m keeping Ms. Granger informed.”




“Very good. Now then, after you eat, would you be good enough to bring up a big plate of breakfast for my little hacker? You know what she likes. Bacon, sausage, eggs… Go ahead and load up two plates, so she can pick and choose.”




“Yes sir.” Alex knew that Willow wouldn’t want bacon and sausage, so it was pretty obvious to Alex that Jack wanted her to make a plate for Willow and one for her to eat with Willow. That actually made matters simpler. The pre-breakfast snack she’d eaten would help too.




She went down to the conference meal area with Jack and Hanna. Riley was already there, eating breakfast with a group of officers who were probably the ‘early to bed, early to rise’ types. A guy she didn’t know was talking away, telling a story with lots of gestures, and making most of the table chuckle.




Alex let Jack go through the line first, like a good little adjutant. She asked Hanna about swinging around the area with her grapples, like Alex hadn’t known all about it already. And she just loaded her plate up a bit more than Jack did, but not too much. With her padded undergarment, she did look like she maybe ate a little too much.




Jack headed over to where Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson was sitting with a stiff-looking captain and several other people, including Hermione.




The stiff captain was insisting, “Yes sir, but you need to take your morning pills with your food, and you can’t have the grapefruit juice with the pills.”




The brigadier scowled unhappily, and then looked up at Jack. “General O’Neill! Have a seat. Maybe you can talk my adjutant into allowing me to at least have something with a little flavor for my meals.”




The captain started to stand up and salute, but Jack waved him back into his seat. “We can’t get too carried away with the formalities, because we’ve got a truckload of generals, and a colonel with a Medal of Honor, and all this saluting is going to give my little lieutenant here a bad case of tennis elbow or something.”




Alex just pretended like she had to put up with Jack’s snarkiness all the time. Okay, she really did, but while she was Annie Farrell she couldn’t say anything back, or stick her tongue out at him. She just sat down next to Hermione and started eating.




“It’s good to see you again, Ms. Granger.”




“Call me Hermione, please.”




Jack asked Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson, “Your adjutant ruthlessly running your life, like mine does?”




The brigadier admitted, “It’s an unpleasant necessity, Jack. Pills at every meal, watching what I eat… And I am fully aware that Captain McGinnis informs my wife whenever I touch anything with cholesterol or animal fat. Or salt. The old ticker’s not what it used to be.”




Jack nodded, “General Baylor’s got a similar problem. You should exchange horror stories. All I have is a fiancée who wants me to become a vegetarian, and an adjutant who likes my fiancée better than she likes me.”




Alex pretended she was being patient instead of just playing along. “Sir, if that was true, I would have ratted you out last week when you got Sergeant Scott to drive you to the Wendy’s drive-through, and you bought two bacon cheeseburgers, presumably one for each of you, since you also bought two medium sodas.”




“And you would know that because…” Jack pretended to wonder aloud.




“Because you used your personal credit card, sir,” Alex played along. “You authorized me to monitor all your cards in case of theft, identity theft, or suspicious behaviors that might be due to fraud-based attacks on your reputation, not that I would mention any particular agencies by name.”




Jack casually blabbed to Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson, “She means the NID.”




She insisted, “Sir, that is not who I meant… necessarily.”




Hermione whispered to her, “Glad to hear we’re not the only country with rogue elements in our agencies.”




Alex didn’t say anything back, but she sure thought it. After all, the NID was a bunch of jerkheads, but they weren’t running around following a guy who was calling himself something stupid like ‘Lord Deathstrike’ or calling themselves Death Chewers or whatever stupid name that was.




But Jack heard Hermione, and said, “Yeah, there are some really annoying similarities, starting with rich guys who think they’re in charge of anything they want, deciding they ought to control the spy guys too, so they can do whatever the hell they feel like in terms of espionage capabilities. And then they both turned out to be linked to our little Orphan problem, and it turned out they were both just being used, at least over the last several years, and not smart enough to figure that one out. So the same problem’s probably happening in other countries. Like India and China and North Korea.”




Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson stared at Jack for several seconds before he said, “That’s a remarkably cogent point, Jack. And a very worrying one as well.” He turned to his adjutant and asked, “You got that?” The guy nodded. “You know who to give it to.” The guy nodded again.




Alex noticed that Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson and his adjutant also looked around the room at a couple guys from other European countries, even though Jack hadn’t mentioned any country in Europe.




Jack managed not to smirk much, but Alex was pretty sure Jack had done that on purpose. She wondered if there were other countries — countries with people in the room with them right this second — who were having the same Orphan and Collective problem that showed up in America and England. And she also wondered if Hermione had already found most of them using the Orphan profile Terawatt had given her.




Maybe she ought to ask Willow if Acid Burn had been checking out other countries besides India. She was pretty sure the answer was ‘well duh’.




But just then, Hermione made a slight gasping noise. Alex looked over at her, and Hermione hissed, “Don’t turn around!”




Alex fished out her Annie Farrell compact and pretended she was checking her lipstick. But really she was looking behind her. Some of the British diplomatic guys had walked in and wandered over to the breakfast food. Alex recognized the oldest guy from the Berlin meeting.




Hermione pulled out her phone and started texting, so Alex pulled out her tablet to read the message.




gray suit round wire rim glasses. lord rupert giles. he is L. watch out.




Alex just sent back a quick ‘k’ but she didn’t know who ‘L’ was, or what that meant. It looked like that was going to be a pretty dangerous oversight, if Hermione was freaking just from having the guy walk into the room. She quickly sent a message to Willow. In seconds, the reply came back. ask jack




Alex finished eating and stood up. “Excuse me, General O’Neill. I just got an FYI you need to see.”




Jack acted all put upon. “Oh all right. Just please don’t tell me it’s another Wacky Maggie Special.”




Alex acted all stiff. “No sir. It’s from the Joint Chiefs.”




“Oh fine, let’s go out in the hall.”




Alex said, “We can go into the next room and use one of the small conference areas so you can have some privacy.”




He smiled, “And I suppose you’ve already scoped out the entire conference floor plan and everything.”




“That is part of my job, sir.”




She walked out with him and led him into the subdivided conference room. As soon as she was sure the whole place was empty, she turned around and asked, “Who or what is ‘L’ and why is Hermione so freaked that he just walked in?’




Jack frowned in thought. “L? One capital letter?” She nodded. He scowled, “You already know way too much about the Double Oh series, right?” She nodded again. “The ruthless SOB who sends them out on assignments is always called M. The M-in-training is called L. And his replacement is called K. In case it ever comes up, the head gadget and weapons guys for their little funhouse are usually called Q or R, and the logistics boss is traditionally E. W is the documentation and human resources boss — their in-joke is the W stands for wastepaper.” He paused a second. “So… who’s L?”




Alex spilled, “Lord Rupert Giles. Expensive gray suit and round wire-rimmed glasses, with the British diplomatic guys who just walked in.”




Jack nodded carefully. “Keep your guard up. The SIS has to know Hermione has an unusually close connection with Terawatt. They may be looking to see who at the conference Hermione hangs out with too much. Which would be you. A smart agent might think Hermione’s buddy could be Terawatt herself, or at least Terawatt’s contact. Fortunately, Terawatt is going to save the day again back in the States, so that should confuse matters here.”




“Operation Tera-twin II?”




“Yep.” He even popped the ‘p’ at the end of the word, so Alex knew he was feeling smug about it.




They walked back into the room, and Jack bossed her around, directing her to take food up to his room. So she loaded up a plate for herself and one for Willow, and carried stuff back upstairs. Fortunately, her valise had a shoulder strap too.




When Willow let Alex into the room, Alex was surprised Willow was still in her jammies. Well, Willow was in a light gray satin lounge set with a matching peignoir.




As they ate, Willow said, “I figured I’d better put something on to answer the door, and Jack told me I was absolutely not to answer the door in like what I was wearing last night, even if it’s him, because of the guard on the door.”




Alex swallowed a big mouthful of really good sausages and asked, “You were wearing something really naughty last night?” Then she wondered why she’d asked, because of course Willow was wearing something really naughty last night at bedtime, since she hadn’t seen Jack in maybe weeks.




Willow hopped up and went into the bedroom. She came back holding up a sheer black babydoll with matching panties. “It’s a lot more comfy, but it’s totally not of the door answering material. I mean, a lot of the nightie stuff is not as fun to wear as it is to look at, but this is really nice. I could even sleep in it all night if I wanted to. Maybe I’ll get you something like this for when you and Ray get married. Bridal showers are the perfect time to embarrass the bride-to-be in front of everybody.”




Alex blushed like crazy, but the babydoll really was pretty. She was thinking about maybe wearing something like that, but in white and not so sheer, on her wedding night. Even if she would probably die of embarrassment while trying to be Miss Sexytime for Ray.




Willow didn’t know about L and M, but she had gotten a text from Jack, so she had some stuff on Rupert Giles, who was a real English lord. And he’d been a very naughty guy when he was in his late teens and early twenties, with a rep for flying wherever there was a jet-set party and then living it up way too much, especially with girls and booze. Alex wondered how much of that could have been real, and if any of it was a cover for Double Oh activities.




And his nickname when he was twenty? Ripper. Alex felt a shiver run down her spine. He had looked harmless and stuffy when she saw him downstairs, but guys with nicknames like Ripper? Probably not harmless. Actually, the name Ripper made her think of a scary guy with a really big knife, stalking down dark alleys.




And Alex had to go down to the meetings and act like she didn’t know how dangerous Ripper Giles might really be.




Willow gave her a hug and murmured, “Be careful, okay?”




Alex grabbed the plates and hurried back downstairs.




It turned out she had time to return the plates to the meals room and get to the table for the Americans in the fancy ballroom, well before most of the important people had bothered to sit down.




The room was still laid out in that big hollow square, but the dais in the middle was no longer missing a section at one corner. This time, the Americans were sitting in between the Finns and the French. General Baylor was sitting down, but his two officers were standing in front of the table talking to him about stuff.




Jack was over talking to Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson again. Riley was talking with some German and Danish officers at the far side of the room. Action Girl was chatting happily with the people at the Finnish table.




Alex sat down in one of the chairs well behind the American table, and she pulled out her tablet. She sent Hermione a text. the general wants me to stay away from you to keep L from figuring things out.




Within seconds she got a reply. Good. L is very smart and very dangerous.




She texted back. Is dinner off?




Can T come instead? My flat. @ 7. 3 other guests.




Alex figured Willow could get Hermione’s address pretty easily and give Alex GPS coordinates to get there. She replied. Yes. Surveillance?




Probably. Assume so. Inside my flat will be safe.




Two guys in black suits who were doing a Men In Black imitation walked over to her. She spotted them early enough to slide her phone out and snap a photo and send it off to Willow.




“Lieutenant Farrell?”




“Hi. That’s me. And you two are…?”




The taller one said, “We’re DSS. I’m Garrett and this is Mulligan.” They even pulled out their badges without being asked.




Oh, right. The Diplomatic Secret Service deal. She said, “I’m General O’Neill’s adjutant Lieutenant Farrell.” And she already had a message on her tablet from Willow that the guys had already been checked out, and Willow just forgot to tell her at breakfast.




Alex pretended to type into a little window on her tablet, and she glanced up. “Okay. You check out. What can I do for you?”




Garrett told her, “We just wanted to give you a heads-up that we’re here but understaffed. We can’t cover General Baylor’s team and also your team at the same time, and we have to give General Baylor a higher priority. Orders. So if General O’Neill or his fiancée or you, or even Colonel Finn, is going to leave the hotel, please let us know so we can try to arrange some security from the Brits.”




Alex said, “No one’s going to whisk me away to a romantic dinner. And the general may have Action Girl shadow him or Ms. Rosenberg if either goes out. As for Colonel Finn, I pity anyone dumb enough to try and take him down. But I’ll give the general a heads-up and see if I can get him to cooperate.”




They looked at each other. Mulligan said, “Good luck on that one, lieutenant.”




She managed not to smile. It looked like Jack’s reputation preceded him wherever he went. Once the guys walked off, she called Willow and filled her in on the DSS request and what Mulligan said. Willow giggled for about ten seconds.




Major Kuhlman and Lieutenant Martin came over and sat down in front of her. Then Riley came over and sat down beside her. Garrett took up position next to Major Kuhlman, while Mulligan moved out to check for trouble anywhere else.




The meeting got started, although it was mostly really boring guys saying really boring stuff about really boring topics. Did people really care how many ‘official’ Terawatt liaison officers were to be allowed from each country? Okay, they obviously cared way, way too much. And they cared what the official seal of the office would be. And they cared about every tedious thing you could think of. Alex could hardly wait until Friday, when they were going to argue about which country got to host the next meeting in three months. Not.




General Baylor got invited to say something once they had argued for three hours about ‘old business’ and tabled most of it for ‘breakout groups’ later. He stood up and smiled and said, “I know that as an American I’m supposed to be rude and pushy, but I would just like to say we really appreciate this invite and the opportunity to learn how your liaison office works, and I’ll stay out of your hair as much as I can, and if there’s anything we can do to help, just ask me.”




Wow, that was a lot nicer than Alex was expecting from him. And a lot shorter.




As the morning wore on, Alex mainly concentrated on her computer tablet, instead of the extreme boringosity of the meeting. She got a message from Hermione that the conference security had checked out every one of the rooms Action Girl had spotted as potential sniper nests or attack points. Two of them really were sniper nests: the SAS had set up in the buildings across from the front and back of the hotel to proactively control any threats. The other rooms checked out okay.




She also got a message from Hermione’s boss to Jack that the biowarfare stuff in the ‘bubbles’ from the night before wasn’t a bioweapon, it was a chemical compound. Nickel tetracarbonyl, mixed with an aerosolizing compound that would help disseminate it all over the room. She had to copy Willow with the news, because she had no idea what that was. Even after she looked it up on Wikipedia.




Okay, after she looked it up and looked up a couple more things, she knew enough that she thought she could tell Jack about it.




When the meeting stopped for lunch at ten to twelve, Alex stepped forward and said to Jack, “Sir, there’s news on last night’s little problem. We should discuss it in private.”




Then Jack said to General Baylor, “I think you’re going to want to hear this.”




Oh crud. Now she was going to have to talk about this stuff in front of people who thought she was supposed to be Genius Science Girl, and Lieutenant Martin would catch her first stupid statement, and it would be a disaster.




Action Girl trotted over from the Finland group, where she had been sitting all morning. “What is up?”




Jack glanced at her and said, “Quick conference.” And he walked over to the end of the ballroom away from the exit door that everyone else was going through. Then he started by pointing at Riley. “Synopsis of last night, colonel.”




Riley stood at attention. “Yes sir. Last night, Lieutenant Farrell was checking out everything computerized around here, and she found someone was messing with the mechatronic temperature controls for this room, making it too cold last night and then too warm this morning. Action Girl and I investigated, and were fortunate enough to catch two Orphans dressed as kitchen staff, fleeing toward the service door. They left a present under the dais. A British NBC team removed it.”




Alex took over. “We were suspecting more hate plague or zombie virus. It’s not even a biological. It’s nickel tetracarbonyl in an aerosolizing compound that would help disseminate it throughout the room. Nickel tetracarbonyl is one of the most toxic substances encountered in industrial processes. The concentration at which half the victims would die after thirty minutes of exposure is only three parts per million. Thirty parts per million is supposed to be immediately fatal. It looks chemically like a nickel atom with four carbon monoxide molecules stuck on it to form a tetrahedron. So first you get hit with a big dose of carbon monoxide. If you survive that, the nickel in your lungs gives you fulminating pneumonia which kills you in a different way.”




Lieutenant Martin scratched his head, “Hmm, sounds like if we all got sick from it, the hospital might misdiagnose it as Legionnaire’s disease.”




Riley insisted, “I don’t think so. It would require every attending physician to miss the diagnosis, and they’d all have to skip a tox screen and a standard confirming test for Legionella.”




Jack added, “But we know some people who are pretty damn smug and act like everyone else is incompetent.”




Action Girl cheerfully guessed, “All the Orphans who aren’t working with you, or maybe Maggie Walsh?”




Riley chipped in, “The perps looked like they were Pakistani or Indian, and none of the American Orphans look like that.”




Jack muttered darkly, “Oh great, now we might get the India Orphans too.”




General Baylor asked, “And this couldn’t be a Margaret Walsh project?”




Jack shook his head no. “No genetically engineered anything. Not her style at all.”




Riley pointed out, “Unless she’s trying to direct the entire E.U. at India right now.”




Jack frowned, “If she’s doing that, then she probably has something simmering away and about ready to boil all over Europe.”




Alex added, “Or she’s tired of us not taking her hints, sir.”




“Or both,” Riley pointed out.




They got to the meals room in plenty of time for lunch. Alex was careful not to put more on her plate than Riley did, even if some of the desserts looked pretty scrumptious. She figured Jack would send her up with ‘food for Willow’ even if Willow was actually out shopping and sight-seeing. Alex had already gotten three texts from Willow talking about awesome stuff she was looking at. 




And a text telling her not to over-react at the 12:30 news.




How was she supposed to hold still worrying about that? Even if she was sure it had to be the Tera-twin deal.




So, sure enough, at 12:30, while she was eating a really yummy slice of tart or torte or something, she got a blip on her tablet. She said to Jack, “Excuse me sir, but you need to see this.”




And at a neighboring table, Hermione got the same blip. As did someone at the Spain table and the France table. And then at three other tables. And then everyone who got a blip was telling everyone at the other tables, and people were scrambling to get the wall-mounted televisions turned on and tuned to the right channels.




The news was on CNN and MSNBC and FOX News and everywhere. A group of men who identified themselves as agents of The Shop had taken a group of DHS employees hostage in a DHS building and were demanding to speak to Senator Robert Kinsey in person and to have Terawatt locked up, or they would blow up the building. And the news channels were broadcasting the images off the security cameras, so everyone could see the tied-up people and the bombs and the boobytrap on the door and everything.




By then, word was going around to every table in the room. And Hermione was trying not to look at Alex. Lord Giles was calmly looking at Hermione and at the whole American table. Alex figured that could not be good.




Alex had to check the news and a world time chart, because her first thought was it had to be 7:30 or maybe 6:30 on the East Coast. But the U.S. was already on Daylight Standard Time and Europe wouldn’t be on it until the end of the month, so for this brief little window, Washington, D.C. was only four hours behind London. It was 8:30 in D.C. and office workers would be in their offices by now.




Alex also had two different internet-carried news channels in windows on her tablet, although she had to mute the sound on them. But the internet news channels were carrying the security cam footage too. It looked like Jack had about four windows open on his tablet, and he had muted every one of them.




At about a quarter of one, while the head badguy was yelling instructions into the main security cam in the room where they had the hostages, another badguy suddenly grabbed his throat and keeled over. Then a second badguy keeled over, just as a lightning bolt sizzled across the room to knock out the head badguy and the last badguy was suddenly slammed against a wall by an invisible force. The booby trap on the door unraveled, and the bombs disassembled themselves.




And Terawatt flew into the room. She held her finger to her ear and said, “Mission accomplished, general.” Then she flew over and looked at the hostages, whose ropes all just untied themselves. She went silvery and jetted out of view of the camera. Within seconds, armed forces came charging in and cuffed the badguys before searching them.




Alex got up and got herself another slice of that yummy tart. Hermione strolled over and got a couple little cookies. Out of the corner of her mouth, she whispered, “Very well staged.”




Alex didn’t say anything. After all, it really was well staged. She figured this time it was lots of special effects, and the ‘live’ security cam feeds had been filmed months ago and then post-processed within an inch of their lives before being made black-and-white and grainy for this little performance.




And then Jack was right there by her side. “Lieutenant, if you would be so good as to load up a plate with food Willow might like, and take it up to her? And if she’s been out shopping again, please don’t stay for a fashion show, even if the afternoon meetings are likely to be even duller than the morning ones.” He even gave her a keycard, since Willow wouldn’t be there to open the door for her.




“Yes sir. I’ll get right on that, sir. If you could make sure that the colonel hangs onto my valise, so your tablet doesn’t go walkabout?”




He gave her a smile. “Will do, lieutenant. Now hop to it.”




She loaded up a plate with a bunch of the really good stuff, including three of the desserts, and she hurried it up to Jack’s room. Then she wolfed it all down, checked her lipstick, and hurried back to the meetings.




Everyone was chatting about Terawatt saving the day again, only on a different continent, and whether that meant that she wouldn’t be able to put in an appearance. Apparently, some of the big, important people were also huge Terawatt fans. That made Alex feel sort of uncomfortable. Uncomfortable and smug and weirded out and pleased, all at the same time.




Alex focused on her tablet instead. There was a huge flood of news and maybe-news and crazy-guessing-news. She tried to filter out all the stuff that wasn’t backed up by some sort of verifiable source, even if that was really hard to tell a lot of the time without waiting ten minutes or half an hour until someone else had supporting (or conflicting) news.




But the rogue Shop agents had cyanide pills on them, and didn’t get a chance to take them because of Terawatt. And they wanted to kill Senator Kinsey because he and Arthur Borden and a couple other important insiders were the authority behind The Shop and they thought the insiders had put out a hit on their leader Colonel McNamara. And Senator Kinsey’s office instantly issued a denial, followed shortly by a statement that the hostage crisis had nothing to do with the impeachment hearings going on in the House. 




She wondered if Kinsey would try to save himself by ratting out everyone else connected to The Shop.




At the mid-afternoon break, which was an English tea full of actual tea and really yummy treats, Lord Giles finally strolled over. Alex got a warning text from Hermione before he was halfway across the room. Jack didn’t need a warning.




Lord Giles smiled vaguely, “Ahh, General O’Neill. A pleasure to see you without that black and green all over your face. You clean up rather nicely.”




Jack grinned, “I could say the same about you, Lord Giles. Although you were just in a less-than-perfect suit, if I recall.”




“You may call me Rupert. People who nearly put a bullet in me get special privileges.”




“Then you can call me Jack. Guys who help me get out of countries ending in ‘stan’ get special perks.”




Lord Giles smiled knowingly. “I have seen General Baylor and Colonel Finn on the news, but perhaps you could introduce me to the rest of your enclave.” Riley smiled and shook hands vigorously with him.




Jack said, “This is Major Kuhlman, who is General Baylor’s adjutant…” Lord Giles gave her a warm handshake and an even warmer smile. “…and Lieutenant Martin, who’s the general’s tech analyst, and this is my adjutant and world-class hacker and science expert and babysitter, Lieutenant Farrell.”




Lord Giles took her hand and gave her a smile that had her thinking about how sexy his eyes were when he smiled like that.




Oh right. He was L. He was maybe a former Double Oh super-spy who had probably boinked hundreds of women in the line of duty, not to mention all the women he had partied with back in his Ripper days. She told herself to stop being stupid.




But Lord Giles was already on to the next subject. “And I was quite hoping to meet Miss Rosenberg.”




Jack casually replied, “My lovely fiancée? I’ll be bringing her to the fancy thing later.”




“Excellent. Oh, and thanks for the timely effort last night. And the security teams would like to know if Action Girl is dating anyone. I haven’t had the heart to tell them she’s only sixteen or seventeen.”




Jack didn’t react even a little bit. He just smiled, “Oh, I imagine she’s fully capable of turning down your security people. And she’s fully capable of handling anyone who doesn’t want to take ‘no’ for an answer. By ripping his arms off and bludgeoning him to death with them.”




Lord Giles just smiled wickedly. “And you still have quite the turn of phrase. We really must chat more often.”




Alex glanced over. Lieutenant Martin was looking at Jack like ‘oh holy cow you’re so awesome.’ Major Kuhlman was looking at Lord Giles’ retreating backside like she might melt into a gooey puddle at any moment.




L was a real jerkhead to treat Major Kuhlman like that. He probably sized her up in one second and knew she wasn’t used to that kind of attention from guys, and that was just kind of mean.




After the meetings, Alex went upstairs with Jack and Riley. Action Girl was going out to dinner with some of the Scandinavian people from the meeting.




Riley waited until they got into Jack’s sitting room, and he announced to Jack, “Lord Giles still has martial arts calluses and gun calluses on his hands. He’s keeping up on his skills.”




Oh! That was why Riley had done the shaking thing. Riley was probably taking private sneakiness lessons from Jack.




Jack frowned, “And he was hitting on my adjutant.” He glared at Alex, “Don’t let him get you in a private room. He has lethal levels of suave.”




Willow came out of the bedroom in a robe. “Who’s all with the suave?”




Alex explained, “Lord Rupert Giles. L. Maybe a former Double Oh.”




Willow nodded excitedly. “He’s got some seriously blacked-out files. Even worse than Jack’s.” Jack frowned at her, and she hastily added, “Which I would never go poking into without permission or trying to look up the missions that his files were blacked out for, or—”




Jack snarked, “Honey, I think you’ve rammed your foot far enough into your mouth. Stop while you still have an ankle.”




Willow stuck her tongue out at him. “Anyway, we know who he really is, so we can keep an eye out for him at tonight’s gala. And it’s not like he’s going to assassinate you or anything. Even if we’ll need to check each other for bugs when we come back here, because I bet he’s seriously with the sneakiness.”




Jack glanced at Willow and said, “Here’s an FYI. We’re not releasing this, but the ‘rogue Shop agents’ weren’t.”




Riley looked at Alex. He’d figured it out too. Alex said, “I figured they couldn’t be, if you had to film all this stuff and add in special effects and then make it look like security camera stuff, and I’m pretty sure that was Jo as Terawatt.”




Jack nodded, “Yep. We had a bunch of Shop agents who turned themselves in, and some of them were pretty appalled at what their agency had been doing when they signed up to protect their country and be the good guys. We took four of the ones who were the guiltiest about it, and let them play ‘badguy.’ And we got to finger Kinsey at the same time, so it’s a two-for-one sale.”




Willow cut in, “Anyway, Mister Borden’s people took care of the real rogue Shop agents. At least, we’re pretty sure it was them. The Shop guys all met their deaths mysteriously in the last couple weeks while staking out assorted D.C. power brokers: botulism, a heart attack, a hit and run, a mugging gone wrong… What’s left of the Shop and NID people may never put it all together.”




Alex worried, “A heart attack?”




Willow nodded. “Yeah, it’s caused by a drug you have to inject into a vein, so it’s pretty hard to do without tipping off your victim that you’re up to no good. But the CIA invented the stuff years ago, after the KGB came up with the ‘stab you with ricin in an umbrella tip’ deal.”




Alex felt sick to her stomach that there were people out there who could just make you die whenever they wanted to, even if the people who had died were really bad people.




Riley changed the topic. “I’ve been invited to have dinner with some NATO officers I know. I’ll keep an ear to the ground.”




Alex said, “Well, poor unwanted Annie Farrell is just going to sit in her room and eat gift basket stuff. Meanwhile, Hermione’s going to have company over for dinner. A superheroine and three other guests.”




Jack said, “Fine. Tera’s perfectly capable of getting across the Atlantic in the time since she saved the day in D.C. today. But while Terawatt is at the meeting tomorrow, we’re going to have an Annie Farrell impersonator covering for you.”




Alex thought for a second and smiled, “Cool. I’m guessing I’m going to need to sneak her in and out of the hotel, right?”




Jack nodded. “We’ll handle the details when we have an ETA.”




184. Stealing a March



Alex checked her tPhone again. Willow had directions to Hermione’s flat and GPS info too, and even a little map showing which apartment it was in the building. So things looked pretty simple. She just had to get in and out of a highly-monitored hotel without being noticed, in order to do it.




She changed into Terawatt and went silvery. Then she took the hotel ducts to the roof. Then she puddled out of the big HVAC unit and stretched out flat on its top. She figured the radar-or-whatever-it-was sensor on the roof couldn’t be too sensitive, because there were plenty of pigeons and stuff flying overhead.




When none of the soldiers were looking her way, she made her shape as much like a thin pole as she could, and she jetted straight up. It only took a few seconds to get a thousand feet up, and she kept moving. When she got to about thirty thousand feet, she checked her GPS and made a beeline for Hermione’s place.




When she got to the right area, she dove down to about two thousand feet and fished her tiny collapsible telescope out of her belt. Then she started looking for anyone or anything suspicious, like utility trucks conveniently parked next to Hermione’s building. When she didn’t see anyone, she flew lower and checked out the buildings around Hermione’s apartment building. Or ‘block of flats’ as they apparently said over here.




Uh-oh. There were two guys in a room opposite Hermione’s windows. They looked like they had a rifle or something. Hermione had her curtains drawn, so the guy with the rifle couldn’t shoot at her, but as soon as Hermione opened the curtains in the morning, this would be bad.




Alex flew to the roof of the badguys’ room, slipped under the door to the roof, puddled down to the badguys’ floor, and slipped over to the room she was pretty sure the guys were in. She puddled under the door and got a good look.




It wasn’t a rifle. It was some sort of rifle mike with a laser pointing at Hermione’s window and a gadget that looked like it caught the laser reflections off the window. Crud, she knew this bit.




She puddled back out, flew around to the other side of Hermione’s building, and puddled in where she wouldn’t be seen. Then she flew down Hermione’s hall and puddled under her door to go normal just inside the front door. She flew over to Hermione’s kitchen, where Hermione was stirring something yummy on her stove.




As soon as Hermione caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye, she reacted. She grabbed a big carving knife out of her knifeblock and whirled to defend herself. Then she froze in embarrassment when she saw who she had been about to attack.




Alex felt bad that Hermione had led the kind of life where she needed to have reflexes like that, and she felt worse that she’d startled Hermione so bad, so she didn’t complain or anything. She just held one finger up to her lips in a ‘shush’ gesture. She used her tk to pull a pen and notepad from beside the phone. She quickly wrote ‘laser eavesdroppers outside your window’.




Hermione smiled grimly. She put the knife back and scowled, “I am utterly unsurprised. He’s an unprincipled bastard, and he hates to lose. And I already caught the bug he had someone plant under the dining room table.”




Alex made sure she was in her Terawatt voice as she checked, “Aren’t you worried?”




Hermione explained, “I’ve got a noise cancellation device on my window. It’s mainly there to cut out traffic noises, but it damps noises from the inside as well. Anything that would make the window vibrate, it picks it up and transmits a pulse to cancel the sound waves.”




“Neat! Is it from Q?”




Hermione’s eyebrows rose. “I should have known you’d have that kind of knowledge. What did you think of L?”




Alex admitted, “Very suave. Very sexy, in that older man of the world way. Probably a former Double Oh, and probably pretty darn ruthless too.”




Hermione nodded, “And most of the time, it’s all covered up under that ‘meek British scholar’ image. He is quite the scholar, so don’t try getting one past him by speaking in a foreign language. I think he knows more languages than I do.”




Alex looked at the pots and asked, “Is there anything I can do to help?”




Hermione gaped for a second and finally managed, “Sorry, I just… I don’t think of you as cooking in a kitchen. I know you have a secret identity, but still…”




Alex shrugged, “I cook and clean and do laundry, and normal stuff. Granted, now I do the cleaning using tk. I can pick up junk and put stuff away and dust shelves and vacuum floors in the time it takes skilled people to do just the dusting.”




Hermione thought it over. “Maybe you could stir the sauce while I put the salad and bread on the table?”




“Sure.” Only she stayed where she was, and she stirred the sauce with her tk. And she poured it into the bowl with her tk. And she poured the spaghetti into the colander in the sink with her tk.




Hermione tossed the spaghetti with a little olive oil after she put it in its own bowl. Alex pulled the stuff out of the oven and floated the casserole dishes over to the table. One was lasagna, and the other was a vegetable casserole. It all looked and smelled great.




The front door unlocked, and Ron strode in. “Hey, I found these two strays outside, and they looked like they needed a good meal, so I brought ’em up…” He stopped teasing as soon as he saw who else was in the dining area.




A voice Alex recognized from another universe complained, “Oh Ron, why don’t you shut it? If I…” Ginny walked in and saw who Ron was staring at. “Bloody hell. Is that…”




Harry walked in behind her and grinned, “Terawatt! Long time no see.”




“Did you know?” Ginny rounded on Harry. “I could’ve put on something nice!”




Harry smiled a little. “You look great. And I didn’t really know, but Hermione had to hint a bit to make sure we really did come over tonight.”




Alex smiled, “Ginny, it’s nice to see this version of you.”




Ginny stared at Alex, then at Harry, then at Hermione. “You put Terawatt up to some kind of joke?”




Hermione told her, “Let’s sit down, and then she can tell you how she knows me, and why that means she knows a lot about you.”




Harry said, “And the stuff she knows about the four of us is scary.”




Alex said, “You see, last year a woman came from another universe to ask for my help…”







“…and so when I came back here, I went looking for this world’s Hermione. And then Ron and Harry.”




Ginny took another swallow of wine. “You stayed at Hermione and Ron’s magical house. And I’m a pro athlete in a magical sport. And Harry and Ron are magical agents. It sounds mad. Except a superheroine who can hurl lightning bolts is telling me the story. And it sounds so much like what really happened to us. I thought my first year was as horrible as it could get, but that absolutely tops it.”




Alex took another bite of the lasagna, which was pretty good. She’d talked for a long time, because she wanted Ginny to get that Terawatt really knew a different Ginny. But she’d managed to eat a couple plates full of food too. The lasagna was mostly gone. The veggie casserole was mostly gone. The salad and bread were mostly gone. The spaghetti was totally gone, but a lot of that was Ron. He loved Hermione’s ‘spag bol,’ which his mum never fixed.




Alex used her tk to clear the table and put stuff to soak in the sink, while Hermione wrapped up leftovers and put them in the fridge. Ron watched and said, “That’s bloody marvelous. I don’t suppose you could come eat dinner with us every night, and then clean up after…”




“Ron! Honestly!” Hermione fussed.




Ron instantly countered, “At least I wasn’t using the NID’s database to try and ID my superhero bestie.”




Hermione blushed a bright red. “I wasn’t… Not really… I just…”




Ginny laughed, “Oh, I bet this must be good, or she wouldn’t be blushing like a Wellesley.”




Hermione was so red that her blush was creeping down her neck and into her blouse. “I… just thought someone needed to be looking out for her, in case she really was one of their top twenty possibles.”




Harry said, “Well, we knew she wasn’t that actress wannabe, Marylebone Whoever.”




“Marilaine Dennis,” Ginny corrected. She saw everyone looking at her, and she confessed, “All right, so I watch some entertainment ‘news’ sometimes. The woman’s a nightmare. If she’s ever had a thought other than ‘I’m pretty’ and ‘I should be famous and popular’ I’d be astonished. Someone’s going to grab her for a reality show, just because she’s a trainwreck waiting to happen.”




Hermione added, “And anyway, all the NID top twenty were at home or work today, not over here.”




Ron rolled his eyes. “And if she flies a couple thousand miles an hour, she could be at home some of the day, and in Washington D.C. some of the day, and over here for dinner. I don’t see how that rules anyone out.”




Hermione rolled her eyes. “Ron, she doesn’t fly that fast. She needed an SR-71 to get around when we fought the silicates. Remember?”




Harry just looked over at Terawatt expectantly.




Alex looked back at him and said, “Classified.”




Ginny smirked, “Which means mind your own business. Don’t you know never to ask a lady her age or her airspeed?”




Alex had to laugh at that. She also laughed when Ron took off from there with the ‘Monty Python and the Holy Grail’ jokes. And after that, they all got extremely silly.







It was after eleven before Harry and Ginny left. They both had to get up early in the morning. Harry hugged Alex goodbye, “Thanks for everything. Saving Ron, and me, and getting the Double Ohs off my neck…”




Ron chipped in, “Oh yes, and thanks for saving the planet umpteen times too.”




Ginny glared at him, “Hush you.” She gave Alex a hug and said, “And thanks to you, mum and dad aren’t as worried about me dating Harry, or maybe marrying him someday when he gets around to it, now that they aren’t expecting him to get killed in a matter of months on Double Oh duty.”




Ron pointed out, “At least I could sneak off and marry Hermione without telling anyone till after. You’re the precious, perfect daughter—”




“Stuff it, Ron,” Ginny glared.




“—and mum is going to insist on the biggest wedding possible.”




Ginny complained, “And I am so looking forward to fighting with mum and gran about every little detail, because if I don’t, I’ll end up wearing a thousand yards of taffeta and getting married at gran’s church in front of a thousand guests and four television cameras. Ugh.”




After Harry and Ginny hurried off hand-in-hand, Alex said, “I really should be going too. I still have to do some late-night work, and it’s going to be a long day tomorrow.”




Hermione smiled, “It was fun. Maybe we can do this again.”




Ron added, “And we could do it at the family digs, so you could have a little privacy, and maybe let your hair down a bit more. Granddad would flip if he got the chance to meet you.”




Hermione gave Ron a one-armed hug and said, “Your granddad’s really been a lot easier on you since he found out about Terawatt, right?”




Ron shrugged. “Really, he’s been a lot easier on all of us ever since Harry told him the truth about the headmaster. Granddad knew old Appledore for half a century and considered him one of his closest friends. And then he found out Apples was using his grandkids to control Harry, and we were just collateral damage. He lost one grandson, had two others horribly scarred, had another estranged from the family for most of my years at that place, and the rest of us nearly got killed. I have no idea how many times I nearly got killed while I was still a schoolboy.”




Hermione looked distinctly uncomfortable as she murmured, “Twenty-five. Almost four times a year on average. When I finally told your mum, she was so mad I think she would have dug up the old schemer just to throttle his corpse for a while.”




Ron grinned, “Granddad would’ve been happy to help. We could’ve made it into a family excursion!”




When Alex left Hermione’s apartment building, she flew up to about a thousand feet and made a phonecall. “Tera here. Has my package arrived?”




Willow answered, “Rarity incoming. ETA twenty-two minutes.”




Rarity. Alex should have guessed. Pinkie Pie was just not letting the theme drop.




So Alex got vectored to RAF Northolt, which was really, really close to Heathrow so Alex had some idea where it was. She floated above the control tower until she saw a Blackbird tearing in for a landing. It looked to her inexpert eyes like the Northolt runways were only just big enough to handle a Blackbird.




The SR-71 stopped before it got to the end of the runway, but then it had to be towed to a hangar. She watched as two people clambered out of the jet. Both in heavy flightsuits. Both with special helmets and oxygen masks. Both with the special boots needed for people crazy enough to fly a jet up to seventeen or eighteen miles in the air, so high that you might as well be in space. Both had a small bag in one hand. Still, you could tell that one of them was male and one was female.




Alex flew down and ducked into the small area for women. There were far more men on the base, so they needed a lot more space for guys. She went normal as Jo Lupo took off her oxygen mask and helmet.




“Hi, Jo! I… what the hey?”




Jo turned and smirked at her. “Hi, Tera. Surprise.”




Wow, it was quite the surprise. Somebody like Captain Fisher had spray-painted Jo’s face and neck so she looked like she had Alex’s skintones. She naturally had a jawline and mouth that were a lot like Alex’s, but someone had expertly sprayed contouring colors on Jo’s face so her jaw and mouth and cheekbones and eyes looked a lot more like Alex’s than usual. Jo took off her gloves and flightsuit and boots, leaving her in a skintight compression suit to protect her at super-low atmospheric pressure. Alex could see that Jo’s hair was pulled up in a little bun, and her hands were also sprayed so they looked like Alex’s skintones.




Alex checked, “That’s not that latex stuff they sprayed on Az, is it?”




Jo smiled, “No, it’s some kind of semi-permanent makeup crap. It’ll hold up till I get back to base, and then I’ll need hours of clean-up to get it all off. I guess that’s why the general codenamed me Rarity for this one.”




Alex managed not to wince as she explained, “No, it’s way worse than that. You know Willow and I nicknamed him Pinkie Pie?”




Jo nodded, “I had to look it up on the web.” Her mouth dropped open. “Oh no.”




Alex nodded reluctantly. “Yep. I’m Rainbow Dash, the flyer with the powers. Riley’s Applejack, the tough one. Willow’s Twilight Sparkle, who’s the super-brainy one. Hanna’s Spike, who’s a dragon. And he tagged Hermione Granger as Fluttershy.”




Jo just shook her head. “At least it’s not the Herculoids. Or Rainbow Brite. I’d barf if he went with Rainbow Brite.”




Alex just promised, “I’ll never ever tell him you said that.”




Jo made a face like she’d bitten into a lemon. “Thanks, because we both know he’d take it as a mandate that it had to be done.” She looked around and asked, “How do I get to the site, and how do you get me inside?”




Alex asked, “How much stuff do you have?”




Jo shrugged. “Besides the flight gear, which I can find someone to store for me, just what the colonel said I could bring.” She held up the tiny, purse-sized bag. “Two pair undies, one bra, one sleepshirt, a toothbrush, a pair of contacts, and my combat knife. I’ll be wearing your spare fatsuit and uniform and your shoes tomorrow. Finn said he’d supply me with a decent automatic and ammo when I get to the hotel. Why do you need to know?”




Alex said, “I think I can lift you in that suit if that’s all you’re carrying.”




Jo frowned, “I thought you could only lift you plus about eighty pounds.” She thought out loud, “No, that Japanese researcher you saved had to weigh more than that. And you’ve hauled Shar around… So you’ve gotten stronger.”




Alex nodded, “I’ve been working out, and I’ve been working on my tk at the same time.”




“Smart! Okay, let’s see what you got, Ms. Marvel.”




Alex grinned and floated a foot into the air. Then she grabbed Jo with her tk and heaved.




Jo drifted up into the air. And it didn’t feel like someone had hit Alex on the top of the head with a rock, either.




“Damn! How much stronger do you think you can get?”




Alex shrugged without lowering either of them. “No idea. One time my mom made a curry with leftovers and whatever she could find, and it accidentally gave me superstrength on and off for part of a day. I could lift a couple tons. I’m hoping that’s my upper limit and that I can get there if I keep working at it for years.”




Jo asked, “And you’ve got a way in and out of the impregnable security set-up?”




Alex smiled, “Yeah, only you have to come with me in my silvery morph.”




Jo just smiled. “I don’t really remember what it’s like, but Hanna said it was extremely cool.”




Alex frowned, “Hanna thinks everything dangerous is extremely cool. She had fun fighting that North Korean catgirl who clawed her to shreds and just about killed her.”




Jo just grinned in anticipation.




So Alex let Jo find a female airman who could secure Jo’s flight gear until the next evening, then Alex went silvery and pulled Jo in with her, and they took off into the night sky.




Since it was really dark, Alex flew down toward the hotel roof at about a forty-five degree angle. She figured that was steep enough that none of the guards would see her, but shallow enough not to get picked up by the radar-whatever sensor in the middle of the roof. Then she flew into the HVAC intake, puddled through the ducts, and flew out of the main vent for her room.




Alex let Jo out of her morph and went normal. Jo took a deep breath while Alex dove under the bed and changed out of her Terawatt uniform.




Jo muttered, “Shit, that was the weirdest thing ever…”




Hanna looked over from where she was sitting on her bed in a sleepshirt. “Hi, Jo. You look… different. You look almost like Alex’s twin.”




Alex used her tk to pull her hair up like Jo’s, and she teased, “What do you mean ‘almost’?”




Hanna grinned, and then said, “With the wig and the glasses and the padding and the uniform, it should work. You will need to wear the uniform pants tomorrow, because your calves are different. And you can conceal the small differences in your lower faces if you chew gum all day tomorrow.”




Boy, Hanna knew a totally freaksome amount of stuff about cover identities and disguises and things like this.




Jo said, “The plan is Alex pretends she’s getting emergency computer issues starting well before lunch. Then she keeps dashing out of the meeting, and then coming back to show the general or the colonel details on her tablet. Then she dashes out and I take her place, and after about half an hour more, Terawatt makes her appearance around two, stays for the break, and then gets called away. ‘Annie Farrell’ keeps doing the same stuff for the rest of the afternoon, and we switch back. Then I lie around watching British tv and eating Alex’s chocolates out of that huge gift basket no one ever gets for me, and Alex has to go to breakout meetings.”




Hanna said, “That could even work. You do look quite a lot like Alex, except your hair color and eye color and skin tones. Normally, your nose is not the same, but you are wearing something now.”




Jo nodded, “Yeah. Captain Fisher made a cast off a 3-D model of Alex’s nose that Acid Burn provided, and so I’ve got a thing glued on my nose for twenty-four hours so I have Alex’s nose now. And he painted this crud on my cheeks so I have Annie Farrell’s skin problem. With the wig and glasses, it should work unless someone who has studied Annie Farrell makes an effort to talk to me.”




Alex said, “That would be Major Kuhlman or Lord Rupert Giles. I’m pretty sure Lieutenant Martin hasn’t really paid any attention to me, because he’s had a hard time not staring constantly at Action Girl and our Orphans.”




Jo’s eyebrow went up. “Lord Rupert Giles? Really? Annie Farrell’s movin’ on up… to the East side…”




“…to a de-luxe apartment in the sky,” Alex finished with a grin. “Yeah, he’s really L of the Double Oh series.” She pulled her tPhone over and showed Jo a picture of Lord Giles that Willow had sent her.




“Holy fuck,” Jo cursed. “As in soon-to-be-M guy? That’s not good.”




Alex said, “I bet he used to be a Double Oh, too. And I’m pretty sure he infiltrated the British diplomatic team so he could size up who is Hermione’s bestie, because he’s trying to figure out if one of us Yanks is really Terawatt, or Terawatt’s secret contact. Oh, and when he was younger, he was Mister Party Animal, and his nickname was ‘Ripper’.”




Jo scowled. “No one nice gets a nickname like that.”




Hanna added, “Alex had dinner with Hermione and her friends.”




Alex corrected that, “Well, Terawatt had a nice dinner with Hermione and Ron and Harry and Ginny. Annie Farrell sat all alone in her room with the phone switched off and ate too much junk food, while her team went off and had exciting times.”




Hanna said, “Oh, and you might want to leave the tv on tonight so you do not have to listen to Willow and the general.”




Jo actually winced. “Uhh, yeah, I could do without hearing that.”




Hanna smiled, “Janet said my first time might be a little painful, and sex could be pretty unsatisfying without an attentive partner, but General Jack must be extremely attentive.”




Alex asked, “Can we not talk about people having sex?”




Jo groused, “Yeah, as long as I’m not getting any, I really don’t want to hear about how someone else is getting her brains screwed out and enjoying it way too loud.”




Hanna just said, “I would like to get married some day and have lots of sex and have babies, but Janet said my DNA is probably not compatible with…” For the first time Alex could remember, Hanna looked really uncomfortable. “…with humans.”




“Oh Hanna!” Alex flew over and gave Hanna a big hug, because that was so not fair, and Hanna deserved some nice stuff in her life after having such a horrible first sixteen years.




Jo changed out of her compression suit into her sleepshirt, and Alex saw that Jo had the spray-paint makeup sprayed all over her arms and legs too, and on her neck, and as far down as her armpits on her front and back. And the stuff was sprayed on Jo’s feet and legs too. It seemed like Jo was just going to put up with all of it until she got back to the base.




Jo looked at herself in the mirror and complained, “I feel like the chick in ‘Goldfinger’ when she’s covered in gold. Captain Fisher said it’ll take hours to clean all this off.”




Hanna said, “Before you go to sleep, Colonel Riley gave me some gear for you.” She lifted a small paper bag and handed it over.




Jo looked through it. She pulled out a .45 automatic, plus ammo, plus a derringer in an ankle holster, plus a butterfly knife, plus a garrotte and a heavy wiresaw. Jo’s eyes gleamed, and she muttered, “Finn, I am definitely buying you a Christmas present this year.”




Alex showered and then went to bed, but Jo wasn’t sleepy yet. Since Jo didn’t have to get up early in the morning, she just sat on Hanna’s bed and watched tv with Hanna. Alex figured Jo would go to sleep at whatever was rational for someone on New Mexico time who didn’t have to get up before noon London time.







When Alex woke up in the morning, Jo was sound asleep on the far side of Hanna’s bed, and Hanna was drying off after showering. So Alex had a hearty snack out of the gift basket until Hanna came out of the bathroom and started getting dressed in her Action Girl uniform.




It took about ten or fifteen minutes in front of the bathroom mirror to apply the ‘fake acne’ plastic on her cheeks and then slather on the special ‘foundation’ makeup. She was so glad she didn’t have to wear that stuff every day. It also made her feel really bad about a couple of her schoolmates who had horrible acne problems and wore a ton of makeup to try to hide it. Or at least to try to hide some of it. Like Tori Jensen, who got teased a ton about her awful acne back in middle school, and now Alex was really sorry she hadn’t stood up for Tori sooner.




On went the wigcap and the ugly wig. On went the ugly glasses. And Annie Farrell was ready to go. Alex pulled on the fatsuit and wore the lieutenant’s uniform with the pants. She grabbed her valise and walked next door to check on ‘her general’.




Jack let her in, and she closed the door behind her. Jack called out, “Will! We have company. Are you decent?”




“Nope!” Willow replied cheerfully from the bedroom. She even popped her ‘p’ like someone Alex knew.




Jack looked at Alex and said, “You’re a bad influence on her.”




What? Boy, he had a lot of nerve… Oh. He was teasing. She went with her Annie Farrell voice. “If you say so, sir.”




Willow came out all bundled up in a long bathrobe, with a towel over her hair and fuzzy slippers. She smiled, “Hi, lieutenant. You won’t need to bring me breakfast this morning, because I’m heading out to help the local economy.” She turned to Jack. “Oh, one thing…” She waited as he turned to face her, and then she kissed him like she hadn’t seen him for a month.




Willow smiled wickedly and sashayed back into the bedroom. Jack blinked a couple times before he came back to his senses, and then he whispered, “Did she do the lipstick thing again?”




“Yes sir.” Because Willow had planted coral lipstick all over Jack’s mouth.




“That woman…” But he was really smiling a ton.




Jack cleaned up his face and they walked down to breakfast. “Any news?”




Alex said, “My package arrived, and it’s already gift-wrapped.”




Jack handed her a couple packs of spearmint gum and said, “When you get nervous, you chew gum to control your OCD.”




“Yes sir. Thank you, sir. I believe I’m prepared for today’s meetings.”




She popped a piece of gum into her mouth and started chewing. As she chomped the gum into juiciness, she thought about how, with her jaw in constant motion, it really would be a lot harder for someone to notice the exact shape of her jawline and mouth enough to tell that there were two different Annie Farrells today. Maybe this really would work better than she’d thought when Hanna had talked about it.




Jack stepped over to talk to one of the Scandinavian officers in the hall by the ballroom, and he gestured for her to go on to the meals room. She got to the door of the room, and Major Kuhlman pulled her aside.




The major looked miserable, and not nearly as put-together as she usually did. She hissed, “Farrell! I need to talk to you pronto!”




“Yes ma’am.”




Kuhlman pulled Alex away from the door and further down the hall. She whimpered, “I went with the general last night, and he warned me about Rupert—”




Oh crud. If the major was calling Lord Giles by his first name this morning, Alex could guess what happened last night.




“—and he was so suave, and nobody ever pays attention to me like that, and… and I went with him to his room. All night. But when I got back to my room a few minutes ago, I realized I must’ve talked about stuff. Nothing classified, I’m pretty sure, but stuff about us. Like how you’re a computer and science genius who knew all about that nickel whatever compound. And O’Neill’s pretty snotty for a general. And General Baylor being a pain in the ass to keep on his diet. And Martin being a complete geek some of the time. Stuff like that.”




Alex said, “It’ll be okay. We’ll figure out how to make it okay. Look, did he feed you breakfast?”




The look in Kuhlman’s eyes said that L fed her something this morning, and maybe breakfast was a small part of it.




Alex whispered, “Go back to your room and get your hair done and check your uniform and do whatever else you need to do. I’ll help you with General Baylor. Okay? We adjutants have to stick together.”




Major Kuhlman just about wept, “But… I’m a traitor! I spilled intel to… well, not the enemy, but I spilled!”




That L sure was a major jerkhead to do this to someone vulnerable like the major. Alex wondered if this was the kind of stuff Double Ohs really were supposed to do. She wondered if Ginny knew about that, because Alex would not want to be married to a Double Oh who went out on assignments and boinked anything that moved.




Alex watched until the major hurried back to her room, and then she rushed into the meals room. She went right over to General Baylor, who was eating grapefruit and a bowl of oatmeal. She stood at attention and said, “Excuse me, sir. Major Kuhlman had a small problem, and she requested that I assist you until she can get down here. It should only be ten or twenty minutes.”




General Baylor scowled a great big mean scowl. Alex was thinking he was being a big jerk, but then he said, “Is she… all right? I warned her about that man.”




Alex carefully cleared her throat. “I believe she is just… embarrassed. And concerned about what you’ll think of her. And worried that she might have talked out of turn about the SRI. Me, General O’Neill, Colonel Finn… Not anything classified, but still things she wouldn’t have said without some persuasion. I think that you may have to talk her out of resigning her commission.”




“Well, that’s damn well not going to happen,” General Baylor insisted. Then he had another thought, and he winced. “Christ, my wife is going to kill me. She really likes the major.”




Alex just said, “Sir, what can I do to assist you until the major returns?”




He sighed, “I’d really love a cup of coffee, but it’s off my diet. I don’t want to get you in trouble with the major, so let’s just say I’m good.”




Alex offered, “I could get you some brown sugar and some raisins for your oatmeal, sir. Maybe honey, which might be on your diet even if white sugar isn’t.”




He smiled, “Just the raisins, lieutenant. And maybe you could persuade General O’Neill to sit next to me and eat some bacon, just so I could enjoy the aroma.”




“Yes sir.”




She’d thought General Baylor would be a real jerkhead about stuff, but apparently he liked Major Kuhlman. So she just did what he said, and got him raisins and also a little honey, and got Jack to sit next to him with bacon, and ate a big plate of food in the hallway while waiting for the major to get back down. And then she started chewing a new piece of gum.




The major came back about ten minutes before the meetings were supposed to start, and she looked better. More put-together and official, even if her eyes looked puffy like she’d been crying while she was up in her room.




Alex hurried over to her and asked, “Are you holding up a little better? I’m pretty sure the general’s going to be really nice about this. I can tell he really likes you. And his wife does too.”




She whispered, “I really hope so… And why are you chewing so much gum?”




Alex lied, “I’m pretty obsessive-compulsive. And when bad stuff’s happening to my computers, I get kind of wound up. I chew gum so I can keep all my tics under control.”




“What’s happening?”




Alex fibbed, “I’ve got a massive multi-source attack on my firewalls, and I think it could be P$ychon4ut. And what could be worse than that? And I’m way over here, so I’m having to try to shore them up remotely, which is like trying to use sandbags to protect your lands while standing up to your neck in the flood.”




“We’ve got resources, so if you need anything, just ask.”




Alex told her, “Thanks. But if I can get hold of Ms. Rosenberg, I can get all the support I need. It’s just that she’s out shopping right now.”




“Well good luck, Farrell.” Major Kuhlman straightened her shoulders and marched into the meals room.




Alex really hoped that the general was going to be kind to the major, because it was totally not fair that someone like her got that one special evening that she’d dreamed of for years, and it turned out to be this nightmare.




Jerkiness was probably a job requirement for guys like K and L and M.




So Alex did just what they’d talked about. She sat at the very back of the American group and worked away on her tablet, then got up and left the room for twenty minutes, then came back after a bit and showed Jack some nonsense on the tablet, then left again, then came back twenty minutes later and sat in the back again. She kept that up all morning, and into the lunch hour, and then back in the ballroom until twenty to two.




She hurried back up to her room and took off her shoes and pants and uniform jacket. Jo was already in the spare padded fatsuit and a spare shirt and a spare tie, plus Jo had contacts in, so she apparently had eyes like Alex.




Alex took off the glasses and wig, and peeled the icky bumpy stuff off her cheeks. She went silvery to take off her shirt and tie and padding without unbuttoning or untying the stuff. She scrubbed off her Annie Farrell makeup, dried her face, and dove into her gymbag to become Terawatt.




She called out from the bathroom sink, “Stay away from Kuhlman. She may want to be friendly after I helped her out this morning.”




“Gotcha.”




She added, “Oh! And go with the flow if it’s Hermione Granger. She’s already figured out the Annie Farrell thing, even if she doesn’t know my real identity.”




“No problemo,” Jo said, in one of the worst Arnold imitations ever.




Jo was in the pants and uniform jacket and shoes, and she was already checking the wig and glasses in the mirror. Wow, she really looked like Annie Farrell. And that really was an awful hairstyle.




Alex just said, “Gum’s in the outside pocket of the valise, and if you tote any weapons around in it, take ’em out when you’re done.”




“Roger that. Have fun.”





185. Interlude XXX



Harry Potter didn’t like working this way. Ginny was not a distraction or camouflage. But with L snooping all over the place along with the usual problems, he was reluctantly taking her along, as if this were merely a lunch date at a very expensive restaurant.




Ginny was perfectly happy with it. Granted, she had never had as much trouble with Drake as Harry had endured.




On the other hand, it was Drake’s father’s fault that Ginny had nearly died or gone insane when she was a little firstie. And Ginny’s family still didn’t get along with Drake’s family. From what Ginny’s granddad had said, that little feud had been going on since the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, when Drake’s French ancestors had been playing for the other side.




And people said Harry held a grudge for a long time. Even if he still didn’t like or trust Drake.




He stepped into the entryway, and stopped to kiss Ginny. He could tell that she knew this was a bit of tradecraft instead of a public display of affection. He whispered in her ear, “Sorry.” But that was definitely a tail a block up the street.




He took Ginny’s arm and walked her to the maitre d’. “Potter. Reservation for two. The indigo room.”




The maitre d’ escorted them upstairs to the privacy of one of the restaurant’s special areas. There was some gratuitous French, which wasn’t quite good enough to conceal from Harry that the speaker was English. Probably the East End if Harry had to guess. He didn’t have the ear for fake accents that Ron had.




The important part was that this room had a false wall. The wall and the connection had been set up by Riddle’s people, and as such wasn’t supposed to be known to Appledore’s side. That was one very good reason why Drake had agreed to come here when Harry sent him a meeting request.




Harry waited patiently. First there were the appetizers that had to be served. Then the main course. Then dessert afterward. Then finally, privacy for a while.




He pointed at Ginny’s purse, and she pulled out his toy from Q. It was a plastic box the size of a thick sandwich, and it was the best electronic bug detector he could get. Harry knew perfectly well that access to Q was simply a tool that M was using to persuade Harry to join the Double Oh ranks. Harry also knew his life was quite dangerous enough as it was.




Once the detector indicated the room was clean, he tapped a coded signal on the false wall. In a few seconds, it slid aside to reveal Drake and a young woman. They were in one of the private rooms of a club on the back side of the block.




Drake glanced at the bug detector, gave Harry a raised eyebrow, and drawled, “Well if it isn’t Double Oh Potter.”




The young woman slapped Drake on the arm and said, “You promised you’d behave.”




Drake glanced at the woman and said, “Yes dear.” Then he turned back. “Have I introduced my fiancée yet?”




Ginny grinned, “Congratulations, Stori.”




It took Harry a second or two to make the connection. Right. “Yes. Congratulations.”




Stori showed Ginny a diamond engagement ring roughly the size of a goiter. Either Drake’s family wasn’t anywhere near as hard hit by the Umbrella mess as Harry thought, or this was one of the heirloom pieces. He guessed it was option number two, and he said, “I take it your mum is pleased with the arrangement.”




Drake gave a small, smug smirk. “Not only is Stori terrific, but her family wasn’t involved in the Deathstrike war. Mum’s very pleased about that.”




Ginny asked maliciously, “And how is Parkinson these days?”




Stori beamed, “Mad as a wet hen, and not speaking to me or my sister or even my cousins. In her own mind, she’s had Drake all gift-wrapped since they were firsties.”




Drake groaned, “Longer than that. She told Millie that she was going to marry me, back when we were all about seven. I suppose I’m lucky father didn’t arrange a marriage years before I became a prefect.”




Harry didn’t really remember Stori. He just recalled that she was two years behind him in school. From what little he remembered of her, she had dramatically improved since she was twelve or thirteen. But didn’t everyone? Just look at Hermione now and Hermione at age twelve. Or Ginny. He remembered Ginny when she was ten and he first met the Wellesleys. She had been a mop. A stick that had at one end a mass of stringy red hair no longer held in place, thanks to the machinations of the twins.




Drake resorted to his traditional drawl that usually meant he was uncomfortable with the conversation and wanted to put on his metaphorical armor. “So you asked to meet me so you could inspect my fiancée’s engagement ring with your loupe?”




Harry decided this was as good a time as any to get to the important issues. “I wanted to warn you that Terawatt’s in England, and if Riddle’s people or Ashford’s people have anything going on, you might want to steer clear for the next several days. And I couldn’t warn you the usual way, because L has the SIS on my tail in case I might lead them to Terawatt’s secret identity.”




“Because of Granger. Naturally,” Drake complained. “One of these days, she’s going to be running the entire SIS, or possibly the entire country, and the rest of us will be standing out in the street looking bewildered and asking each other ‘how did that happen?’ I hear she’s already the star of Parker’s data analysis section, and she’s one of only three Brits in the entire E.U. Terawatt liaison office.”




Harry said, “I can neither confirm nor deny…” But he knew Ginny was nodding her head yes.




Stori laughed delightedly. “Drake, you didn’t tell me this was going to be so much fun! You make it all sound so tedious and nerve-wracking and horrid.”




Harry said, “That’s because it really is.”




Drake said to her, “You know the scars I have? Potter picked up about twice that many before he graduated. It sounds like a thrilling adventure. It wasn’t.”




Harry nodded unhappily. He wasn’t going to say so, but it had often been more like the Geneva Convention definition of torture. He said, “That was really all I needed to tell you.”




Drake replied, “Thank you. I don’t know what else is going on, frankly. I make a point of not asking, so no one can single me out when you and your playmates take another operation down. But people talk, even when they ought to know better. There’s some sort of long-term project going on in the Midlands that’s utterly hush-hush but it’s run into some sort of massive snag of late, and Ashford’s surviving peons have apparently fled the country to join up with some of these so-called Orphans in central France, although Flint was complaining about them ‘associating with drug lords’ for what that’s worth. So there may be something brewing there.”




Stori firmly said, “I’m glad the Ashfords are… cleaned up. For a brother and sister, they were creepily into each other. I really don’t care that they were both adopted, it was disturbing.”




Ginny patted her on the hand sympathetically. “Now then, tell me all about what Pug-nose Parkinson has been doing. I haven’t heard a thing since someone pushed her into the pool at Nott’s house party…”




186. On the March



Alex went silvery and slid into the ductwork, then she zoomed up to the roof. As soon as all the guards were definitely looking out and down, she went straight up in as thin a pole as she could squeeze herself into. At about ten thousand feet, she swung around, flew a couple miles toward Heathrow, and then soared down out of the skies toward the front of the hotel. As soon as she was low enough to be seen by people on the streets, she started arcing lightning between her hands and around herself.




She zoomed down to the front entry to the hotel and in her best Terawatt voice said, “Good afternoon, gentlemen. I believe I am expected.”




A sergeant major stiffly stepped forward and said, “Welcome to England, Terawatt! If you could accompany me, the meetings are already under way.”




Alex lied, “Thank you. I would have been here yesterday, but I had a small problem in Washington.”




“Yes ma’am!”




The sergeant major led her to the ballroom, with him marching and her floating six inches off the floor so she was about a head taller than him. She just had to make sure she didn’t get ahead of him and accidentally tip off that she knew where they were going.




Then someone out front must have called someone in the ballroom, because the entire room had stopped arguing about whatever boring stuff they were arguing about, and everyone was facing the doorway waiting for her to fly in.




So she gave it her best shot. She let lightning arc all around her body as she flew Iron Giant-style to the dais in the middle of the room. And she hovered a good foot and a half above the dais so she’d look even taller. She hoped.




She gave everyone a big smile and said, “Thank you for inviting me. I’m sorry I couldn’t schedule this appearance better, but problems just keep surfacing. So far, of the people here, I have only worked with Mister Hendriks and Ms. Granger and General O’Neill’s team, but I am hoping to meet more of you this afternoon. And I am sure many of you have questions, so perhaps we could have some time for that.”




No one paid any attention as Lieutenant Farrell came bustling in once again and had a hurried, quiet conference with General O’Neill before retreating to a chair off to the rear of the American group before once again burying herself in computing chores. Well, no one except Major Kuhlman, who looked concerned, and Lord Giles, who looked perplexed. After Lord Giles spent some time studying Terawatt and also Lieutenant Farrell, he gave up. Or at least, he acted like he did.




So Aart Hendriks spent half an hour introducing Terawatt to everyone in the room. Well, he didn’t bother to introduce her to the Americans, because didn’t Terawatt know all the Americans already?




Alex knew she wouldn’t remember all the names and titles, but she also knew Hermione and Willow could get her pictures of everyone at the conference, with names and titles and roles, and Alex could study that stuff on her own so she could be ready the next time the Europeans called her.




Then they did the Q and A thing. Alex was worried it would go like the thing with the generals at Andrews Air Force Base, but all these guys wanted Terawatt to like them, so they were nicer about stuff. Even the French, because Alex thought French people were supposed to be snobby, even if she didn’t know anyone French except one computer programmer who was kind of a horny jerk but not snobby at all.




And maybe she should stop thinking entire countries of people were all like annoying people in comedies, because there were probably plenty of Europeans who thought all Americans were pushy jerks who had Texas accents and drove cars the size of a bus.




So most of the questions were about the etiquette of calling Terawatt up for help, although they didn’t call it that. And some people wanted to have a whole set of levels of importance for Terawatt calls, in case two or three countries called Terawatt all at once. And some countries wanted to have special Terawatt troops as part of the E.U. Fast Reaction Forces. So most of the questions turned into arguments that had nothing to do with her.




Although one of the Spanish representatives wanted to know if she had been called when the E.U. forces took down the Umbrella Europe operations, since several Spanish soldiers died in their part of the operation. Alex thought that was a really fair question.




She explained, “The liaison office did call me. It was right after I had completed my part of the Davenport op, and hours before the British and Spanish teams launched their ops. I explained in great detail about the threats that might be faced, and I gave some advice on weaponry, and I offered to fly to Europe if I was needed. After some discussion, it was decided that I wasn’t needed, but that the American CDC and General O’Neill of the SRI would also be consulted. We sent several vials of anti-virus via the fastest jet that General O’Neill could use, and those vials were on hand for both ops. I understand that Ms. Granger took part in the British op, and I believe that the people in charge of the Spanish op may have ignored some of my advice.”




But that led to arguing among the Spanish delegates, and then the Italians got in on it, and it was kind of a mess. Poor little Annie Farrell came in and went back out again twice before they stopped for the mid-afternoon break.




That was when Alex got to meet some people one-on-one, which was what she really wanted. As she told a bunch of people, ‘we need to know each other and trust each other, so we can exchange information freely and people can call me even when they aren’t sure they have a Code Terawatt yet.’ And the new Italian guy seemed really nice, and not at all like Colonel Stupidetti, even if he had a sexy accent too.




And when Lord Giles came over, she refused to shake hands with him. She just loomed over him and said, “I heard about you.” She glanced over at Major Kuhlman so he’d be sure what she was talking about. “I am extremely displeased with your actions, and I am even less happy knowing why you chose to do it. Bear in mind that General Baylor will probably make his displeasure known to the Joint Chiefs and maybe to the President, so don’t think this won’t have repercussions. Good day.” She turned her back on him and floated off to talk to the Italian delegation.




Anyway, she figured he was really trying to do something creepy, like get a sample of her DNA for some kind of study or comparison back at SIS. After all, she had four fingertips that weren’t covered by her gloves. And for all she knew, he had a ring with a needle on it that would punch right through a thin leather glove.




When it was about time to wrap up the break and go back to the ballroom, she flew over to Mister Hendriks and thanked him for the opportunity to meet more members of the group. Then she flew out of the room, down the hall, and out the front doors. She even waved at the soldiers who were on duty before she rose and soared off over the buildings until she was lost to their sight.




Then she ducked down to a rooftop, went silvery, and jetted across rooftops in a different direction to get back to the hotel from the back side. She came down at a steep angle and dove into the hotel air intake before any of the guards noticed her. They were all looking down into the streets like they were supposed to, even if one of the guards at the front of the building was pointing off in the direction Terawatt had taken when she left the hotel.




It only took a few seconds to get to her room. But it still took maybe fifteen minutes to put the goop on her cheeks, let it dry properly to get the right look, then slather on the special ‘foundation’ so she looked like Annie Farrell again. Once she had that, she went silvery and poured herself into the padded suit and the uniform blouse and the tie.




Jo arrived right about then. So Jo took off the wig and glasses and uniform jacket and pants and shoes, and Alex put them on. Presto! Instant Lieutenant Farrell. Alex adjusted the wig for a minute, while Jo pulled a bunch of weapons out of the valise. Then Alex headed back down to the ballroom, while Jo said, “I’m just gonna watch tv for a while. Kuhlman left me alone, but Giles tried to give me the ‘suave sexy guy’ routine and I just gave him a nasty glare and hurried out the door.”




Alex had another piece of gum in her mouth before she hurried in and did the whole routine: showing Jack her tablet, which this time had ‘op completed’ in a window for him to spot; huddling in one of the rear chairs to work on her tablet, and then dashing off again.




She came back in time for the breakout sessions, since one of them was computer security for the liaison office, given all the different countries involved and the kinds of computer attacks people were seeing. Willow even came to that one, and wore a really awesome power suit. Nobody else in that session was dressed anywhere near as nice, even if some of them like Alex were in dress uniforms. They argued about stuff until six, then broke for dinner in the meals room with everyone else who was in breakout sessions, and then argued some more until they wrapped up at nine. Alex went right up and had a box of crackers with a weird-tasting brown spread that she wasn’t going to try again and a wheel of a really tasty cheese she’d never had before.




Jo was in her compression suit and had already called to have her gear ready in the women’s locker area, so Alex went silvery, pulled Jo into her morph, and flew her off to RAF Northolt. Alex gave Jo a big hug goodbye before Jo started pulling on her heavy flightsuit, and Jo grinned, “You take care of yourself. And make sure the general takes you and Willow sightseeing or shopping. Especially shopping in stores he won’t want to go into. And maybe you could both make him hold your purses while you try things on.”




Alex was back in her hotel room in under ten minutes. Hanna was off having another dinner with the Scandinavian liaison delegates, so Alex just sat and ate a whole box of cookies while reading stuff on her tablet. And then she turned on the tv, because Jack and Willow were really getting carried away and their bed was bumping rhythmically against the wall, and Willow was kind of… exuberant. And loud.




Fortunately, there was an action movie Alex could watch, and she turned up the volume enough, and while she watched, she ate some fruit and then some ‘biscuits’ which were really these yummy cookies. 




And the movie was pretty stupid. Most of the characters were shooting two guns at once and aiming from the hip in two different directions at the same time which never worked in real life, and the badguys had aim so bad they must have trained on the Death Star under Grand Moff Tarkin. And when guys got shot they got blasted across the room like they had gotten punched by Azure Crush, even if they just got shot with a little .25 caliber revolver. And guys were running around with their guns pointing forward and their fingers on the triggers, like they wanted to accidentally shoot each other. And every car crash was a big explosion with a fireball. And at the end, the hero got shot with a .45 in the shoulder and just acted like it was a bee sting, and it didn’t affect his arm movements much at all.




She really would have had a lot more fun watching the movie with Hanna or Jo so they could all make mean comments about how fake it all was and how dumb it looked.




Hanna finally showed up after eleven, but they left the tv on. Alex really could have used at least one of those noise cancellation gadgets like what Hermione had on her windows.







Samantha Finn walked across the dark night-time compound. She could hear night fauna out there, and she knew some of the more dangerous night fauna didn’t announce their presence first. But there were two vehicles just pulling in, and Frank wanted her to meet with them. That usually meant that they spoke a language Frank didn’t.




It wasn’t a large group, but Frank looked distinctly ill at ease. At least that was what she was assuming from his stiff posture.




She walked closer, and an extremely attractive blonde American type in safari garb stepped out from behind the smaller vehicle.




Sam’s first thought was ‘Orphan!’




Apparently, the blonde thought the same way, because she instantly put a bullet in Sam’s right forearm before Sam could get to her .45 in her hip holster. A second bullet caught Sam in the thigh, and she fell painfully to the hard ground. A burst of automatic fire ripped through poor Frank.




The blonde raced over to Sam and snatched up the .45 before using her boot to push Sam onto her back “Another fucking Collective problem. What are you doing here, bitch?”




“What’s going on? This is unacceptable!” Oh great, just what they needed. Anthony Michaelis and his ‘I am in charge here’ attitude. The man wasn’t even a good diagnostician.




The blonde grabbed Anthony and shoved the barrel of her handgun against Anthony’s cheek. “Who is she? What’s she doing here? How long has she been here?”




Anthony whimpered, “Please don’t shoot! Oh my God, you shot Samantha!”




“Who is she?!” The blonde rammed the barrel of the gun hard against his cheek.




“Aaggh! She’s Dr. Samantha Finn! She’s our best surgeon. And she’s been with us and the Peace Corps med group ever since we left America. Two… two and a half years.”




Sam tried to ignore the pain. She asked the blonde, “Why are you doing this? And what’s a collective problem?”




The blonde gaped at her. “You really don’t know? You don’t know what you are? Shit! Well, what’s done is done. No putting the worms back in this can.” She took the gun out of Anthony’s face… and thrust a combat knife up under his ribcage, holding it there while Anthony gasped and writhed for long seconds. She held it there until he sagged in death.




The blonde said to her cohorts, “Round everyone up and lock ’em all in the back of one of the trucks.”




“They might survive in there for two or three days.”




The blonde shrugged, “Rougher for them, easier for us. If we try and shoot everyone in the compound right now, someone’s likely to make a break for it and get away in the dark. We have enough headaches as it is.”




“Okay, Karen. You’re the boss.”




The blonde — Karen — said, “And afterward, wreck their communications in case someone local comes by in the nick of time. We won’t be coming back this way.”




Sam lay there in brutal pain, while Karen stood over her and enjoyed the show. Every time Sam tried to yell out for her friends to run, Karen kicked her in her injured thigh, causing an explosion of agony. Every time Sam tried to grab Karen with her left arm, Karen easily evaded the attack.




That speed told Sam that Karen really was an Orphan. She just had no idea why Orphans might be here in the Congo.




It took less than twenty minutes to round up everyone else in the compound, shove them in the truck they used for the most complicated surgeries, and lock them in. Without power for the air conditioning units, that trailer would become lethally hot tomorrow, and without drinking water, everyone in there would be dead in a day or two.




Sam heard when someone put a couple bullets into their satellite phone.




Karen loomed over Sam. “Okay, let’s get moving.”




“Yes, Miss Ross.”




Karen looked Sam in the eye and said, “News bulletin. You’re one of these Orphans. Me too. Your Orphan abilities are why you’re still conscious and not screaming your lungs out. So I’m going to give you a fighting chance. But you’ll have to really want it.”




She shot Sam in the chest.







It took Sam almost half an hour to drag herself around the compound, and now she was at the jeep where they kept the satellite phone. It was a half hour of unbearable pain. The bullet had ripped into her side just below her fifth rib, and had just missed her lung. She could tell from her labored breathing that she had a serious pneumothorax, and without treatment she would die. She might only have hours before she stopped being able to inhale effectively, and she passed out. She had tried dragging herself over to the locked trailer, but that was hopeless: a massive padlock was securing a huge chain that was locking the trailer doors shut. There was no way she could get the air conditioning power for the trailer started: it took two healthy men yanking repeatedly on a starting cord to get the gasoline motor started. Now she was hoping she could get one of the jeep’s doors open and drag herself in, and then be able to repair enough of the damage done to the phone to call for help.




She pulled herself up to a sitting position leaning back against the side of the jeep, and she reached for the door handle. It wouldn’t budge. They had locked the jeep too. She needed to find a rock, break that window, unlock the door, get inside…




She heard the loud purr. It was getting closer. And closer. She had been outside in the dark for long enough that she caught a glimpse of motion when the leopard began to close in on her.




It was a full-grown leopard. She had no weapons, she couldn’t even stand, and a leopard that big was strong enough to haul a three hundred pound carcass up a tree. It would probably sink its fangs into her throat and bite down hard enough to cut off her air, then just hold her like that until she suffocated. Maybe she could use her good arm to attack its eyes and nose before she died.




That was when she saw two vines swing in the trees overhead.




A chimpanzee dropped to the ground not thirty feet away. A chimp wearing shorts and a striped tank top? And right beside it was… a teenaged girl? Sam instantly wondered if she was hallucinating, and if she was, why she wasn’t seeing Tarzan instead.




The girl strode forward right at the leopard. She opened her mouth, and a noise like a leopard’s growl came out. The hair on the back of Sam’s neck stood at attention like soldiers at boot camp.




The leopard should have attacked her. Instead, it took a step backward and snarled at the girl.




The girl took another step forward. She spoke again, only it was more snarls and growls, with occasional other inhuman sounds.




The leopard stared at her like it was thinking things over. Or like it was considering her as an appetizer before it got back to Sam’s body.




“Go! Go now!” the girl ordered. She growled a couple more times.




The leopard snarled oddly, and then… it slunk away into the darkness. Either the girl had superpowers, or she had balls the size of boulders. Maybe both.




The girl looked at the chimpanzee, who hooted at her. “Yeah, I know. I had to, okay?” Then she hooted back at the chimp in a variety of odd ape-like noises.




The chimpanzee vocalized some more, and took off.




The girl knelt beside Sam and said, “I don’t know how to treat stuff like this, but I’ll stay here with you until help gets here.”




Sam whispered, “I know you. I’ve seen you.”




The girl nodded, “Yeah. You’re the nice lady doctor. I’m Eliza Thornberry.”







Alex got ready Friday morning as usual, and snagged Jack before Willow even came out of the bedroom. She ate breakfast down in the meals room and checked that Major Kuhlman was doing okay, and then she took two plates of food up to Willow and had some more breakfast while Willow just stretched out on the couch and demonstrated the meaning of the word ‘languid.’ And ‘satisfied.’ And ‘really smug’.




After that, the meetings actually did something. Each of the breakout groups reported, and explained what they’d gotten done, and what they hadn’t, and who was responsible for finishing up what hadn’t gotten completed, and what their timelines were. Alex was really pretty impressed, because she hadn’t thought a lot of the people in the room would cooperate that much.




Then, after lunch, the people who were still there did wrap-up and did some planning for the next meeting, which had been selected in one of yesterday’s breakout meetings. It would be in Copenhagen in June, which sounded really nice. Maybe Annie Farrell could get invited to that and do some sight-seeing and stuff.




She still had her fingers crossed that Jack would let her do some London sight-seeing tomorrow.




She stood next to Jack like a dutiful adjutant, while Jack and General Baylor negotiated. General Baylor wanted about two hours to go shopping and buy something for his wife and daughter, and then he wanted to fly right home. Jack wanted to stay for the whole weekend. Riley was willing to fly back with General Baylor and get the Cessna turned around so Jack could fly back Sunday night. Major Kuhlman was willing to arrange for a less cushy ride home on a commercial jet if the Cessna needed to stay in London. Alex didn’t really see the problem, since it was the SRI’s jet, wasn’t it?




Well, wasn’t it? Maybe it wasn’t really the SRI’s private transport.




Since she was really bored with the discussion, she noticed when an officer ran in and talked to Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson. The guy looked really upset, and was totally not all stiff upper lip like she thought the British officers would all be.




Jack noticed her distraction and called her on it, so she just tilted her head at Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson and told him, “Sir, maybe we should let them take the Cessna now and send it back, because it looks like Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson might have a Code Terawatt on his hands.”




General Baylor looked at her, and then looked over at the Brits. He pursed his lips in thought and then told her, “That’s generous of you, but I think if the SRI needs to get involved over here, you might need that Cessna.” He turned his head, “Major, get hold of MAC and get us three seats back to D.C.”




“Yes sir.”




Jack said, “Then I think we’d better go and stick our noses in, like we’re supposed to or something.”




He tilted his head toward the Brits. Riley and Action Girl instantly reacted and moved too. Alex had to hurry, because Jack was walking fast. But she stayed right alongside him.




Jack walked right up to Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson and Captain Arm-Waving, and he interrupted Jack-style. “Ahh, Edward, it seems you’re at it again. What’s happening this time?”




Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson stared at Jack for maybe half a second before he glanced at Action Girl and asked, “Jack, can you get Terawatt back here?”




Jack pretended to think it over. “Hmm, depending where she is, I might be able to get her here in one to two hours, but that’s assuming she’s not in the middle of another crisis.”




Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson frowned, “That would be a bloody miracle if you could manage it, because we need to declare a Code Terawatt. As of perhaps two hours ago. And even grabbing a helo at Northolt, it’ll still take us perhaps two hours to load up, get the helo, and get to our destination.”




Riley said, “Sir, we brought our own gear, just in case.”




Jack said, “And Lieutenant Farrell can stay here with Willow and do the C3 and all the Tera-contact tasks.”




Alex calmly said, “Sir, she really doesn’t like it when you call everything Tera-whatever.”




Jack grinned, “That’s what makes it fun.”




The brigadier’s adjutant Captain McGinnis sternly insisted, “Brigadier, you’ll need to stay here as well.”




But the ‘old duffer’ stopped pretending, and he gave the captain a Batman-level glare. “I damn well am going. They depended on me, and I’ve let them down. Now we may have a Terawatt-level crisis in the Midlands. I know you’ve still got my gear at HQ. You will meet us at Northolt with it, and you will have a helo waiting for us, or you will be taking ice samples at the South Pole for the next decade!”




Jack glanced at Riley and Action Girl. Then he told Captain McGinnis, “If you have transport ready out front of the hotel in fifteen minutes, we’ll be ready to go.”




Alex asked, “And will your Fast Reaction Forces be going too, because we’ll want to coordinate.”




The brigadier scowled, “They already went in, less than two hours ago, as soon as they detected an explosion. About three minutes into the insertion, we abruptly lost comms with them, with no warning. And it wasn’t a signal jammer. They just stopped responding. We still had working GPS on all of them. But as far as we know, they’re all dead. This time, we’ll be using a special squad that’s part SIS.”




Alex figured that probably meant Harry and Ron, and maybe that guy Mike. She didn’t know whether to be pleased to get to see them again, or worried that they might get hurt.




She followed Jack up to his room. Hanna was already in uniform, and just had to put on her shoulder holster and her web belt and her combat knife. But Jack and Riley had to change into the gear Riley had brought along: camo-pattern clothes, combat boots, web belts, tac vests, the whole deal. Plus Riley had handguns and combat knives and M203’s and ammo and loads for the web belts and tac vests and pretty much everything except the kitchen sink.




Willow looked panicky. “Jack? What’s happening? Is it in the hotel?”




“Will, we’ve got a little crisis in the Midlands, and we’re going to go help Edward with it. You and Lieutenant Farrell get to stay here and do C3 through our earjacks and the British cellphone system. If Hermione Granger links up, make sure people think Farrell is in here with you.”




Willow frowned, “Edward has a bad heart. His wife was really sweet, but really worried about him. Don’t you let him get hurt!”




Alex hadn’t even been sure what Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson’s first name was, and Willow got to be on a first-name basis with him. And his wife. Maybe those fancy dinners for the important conference people had a purpose after all. Other than letting fancy people eat fancy food in a fancy place.




Jack explained just what he wanted Alex to do, so she went silvery, darted up into the ductwork to get to her own room, and changed into Terawatt. Then she went up to the roof, waited until she was sure none of the guards were looking her way, and jetted up into the sky.




Getting to RAF Northolt was easy. Waiting for Jack and everybody else to get there was the hard part. She watched as a great big Chinook was moved out onto the tarmac, and then someone drove a big Land Rover right up into the back of the thing. She noticed that the Land Rover had a weird thing like a web belt on a couple straps up on top of it, and a couple more belt-and-straps things on the back of it. She wondered what the heck those were for.




She stayed silvery and flew into the back of the Chinook before they closed it up. Then she just hid underneath the Land Rover and waited a bit more.




The big side door slid open. Mike and a stiff sergeant type tromped in. Then Ron and Harry, both of them kitted out like when they had been on Petrie’s Island. Then Action Girl leapt onboard. Then Captain McGinnis, Riley, Jack, and Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson. Luckily, one of these big, long Chinook helicopters could hold a lot more than a dozen troops when there was already a Land Rover shoved in the back third of the thing.




Alex just stayed up under the Land Rover, even if she puddled forward until she was just behind the front bumper. It sounded like all the introductions had already been done before they hopped in. Fortunately, she knew everyone except the guy that Mike referred to as Sergeant-Major Moody. And Moody looked like he had the right to be moody. He had a big scar on the left side of his nose, and he had another nasty scar down his forehead through his right eyebrow that looked like it nearly took out his eye.




Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson cleared his throat uncomfortably. “What I am about to tell you is classified. Thanks to that Fleming rotter, everyone knows there are Double Ohs out there, although most people these days seem to think it was some silly Cold War idea we’ve long abandoned. What is not known outside a very select few is that ever since the early Sixties, we’ve had to maintain a small, specialized force which would be prepared for anything it might run into, no matter how peculiar. I cannot discuss who has served in this force, or what it has run into.”




Jack smoothly interrupted, “But Harry’s on that force right now. As is Sergeant-Major Moody.”




“I can neither confirm nor deny, Jack. Sorry.” The brigadier went on, “Ten years ago, that team got sent out to the middle of Winshire County, to a small town named Midwich. The entire village had gone silent.




“The team found that the village had been isolated, with lorries blocking each of the roads into town, and roadsigns indicating there was an accident and anyone reading the sign would need to turn around and take an alternate route. When the team got into the town, they found unconscious people everywhere. In their houses and shops, on the streets, everywhere. Some sort of sedative gas had been released throughout the town, and everyone had been sedated for somewhere between fifteen and twenty hours. There was no trace of the perpetrators, and we never did find out who it was, or how they got in and out of the town, or even possibly in and out of the country.




“But the sedation gave us an excuse to give the entire town medical exams. Most of the village had simply been unconscious for fifteen hours. However… every woman in the village who was of child-bearing age and had not had a hysterectomy had small puncture wounds over her abdomen. Within weeks, it was clear that all but a couple of them were pregnant, including several who had thought themselves barren. We made it clear that they had been treated like cattle and we had no idea who had impregnated them or with what, but the women — especially the women who didn’t think they could become pregnant — wanted to keep their children. Only three women opted for abortions. It didn’t occur to the doctors at the scene that the women might have been persuaded, perhaps with hypnosis or subliminal messages or something else. This unfortunately led to some cases of domestic violence and a few divorces.




“But forty weeks after the incident, every one of the pregnant women gave birth to a single child, all within a span of about a hundred hours. That gave us the opportunity to slip a helpful doctor and midwife ‘from a neighboring town’ into the mix and get some blood samples and such. Every one of the children was… not like their parents. Every one of them had golden irises and pale skin that was almost silvery. There were thirty-one boys and thirty girls. And we’ve kept an eye on the town, even though we’re not welcome. We’re certain the ‘children’ have a gestalt intelligence, and we’re pretty certain there is a hive mind for the boys and a separate hive mind for the girls. And they have aged faster than normal humans: they’re all nine, and they look about sixteen. In fact, they look a great deal like Action Girl, except for the eyes and skin color. Thanks to Ms. Granger, we also now know they share some non-human DNA with the DNA of Action Girl that the Germans recovered last year.”




Jack complained, “Great. It’s another present from Wacky Maggie. What can they do? Superstrength? Telekinesis? Laser beams out of their eyeballs?”




The brigadier confessed, “Psychic powers. Telepathy, mental domination, and a lesser telekinetic power that appears to be mainly defensive.”




Jack groused, “Great.”




“Quite. And, as far as we know, there is no defense against their psychic abilities. Bernard Westcott has been passing on information to us, although we believe the children have made him do so several times to give us disinformation, and have stopped him several times. But from him, and from some spy cameras we managed to plant years ago, we know that the children have defended themselves. More than once. A couple years ago, one of the townsmen nearly ran over two of the children. A group of the children stared at him, and he got in his car and drove into a wall, killing himself. Not long ago, a bull got loose and chased several of the children; afterward, it walked into a pond and drowned. And just a couple days ago, some of the townsmen attempted to burn down the Midwich Grange, where the children now all live and are schooled; the mob turned on itself and the men all attacked each other. We cannot fly planes over the town, because the children can attack anyone they can see, and we have lost every plane we flew over due to ‘pilot error.’ The pilots simply returned to their bases and dove their planes into the ground. Fortunately, none of them have carried anything more dangerous than a partial tank of jet fuel.




“Gordon Zellaby, who is an older man who used to be an academic, has been teaching the children since they were little, and he has been trying to instill ethics and morals. He told Bernard that he was going to have to deal with the children in the only way left, since only he could get close enough to the children to do what needed to be done. As soon as Bernard informed us of that decision, we moved a Fast Reaction Force into the area. A few hours ago, there was an explosion in the Grange, and the Force moved in at once. Within a couple minutes we lost all contact with them, and we have not been able to contact anyone in the town since then. We have to assume that some or all of the children survived, and took immediate steps to defend themselves.”




Jack scowled and briefly glanced at Riley. “Okay, since it’s ‘talking out of school’ day, let me warn everyone. Mental domination is nasty. The only defense we’ve found is constantly reminding yourself of your official guidelines, and checking to see if you’re doing anything you should not be doing. We found this out in Myrhorod. The hard way. If we hadn’t outnumbered our supervillain and maintained a cohesive force, he would have picked us off one at a time, like he did to everyone else in what the Ukrainians called…” He glanced over at Riley.




Riley supplied, “The best translation would be ‘the interdicted zone.’ If we hadn’t succeeded, the Russians were prepared to drop a ballistic nuke on the town to solve the problem. You may need to consider something like that, although hopefully smaller and with fewer consequences.”




The brigadier nodded unhappily. “That’s just what we’ve decided. We will land six miles outside of town, just on the far side of a hill so the children cannot see the helo and target it. We’ll take the Land Rover in and move to the Grange as a single squadron. We ascertain how many of the children are still threats, and we move to neutralize those threats. We protect townspeople as much as possible, but this is urban warfare against terrorist threats. Suppressing the threat is more important than rescuing the civilians.” He asked, “Any comments?”




Riley said, “Sir, we have to consider that any members of that Fast Reaction Force who are still alive and conscious may be used as weapons against us. The same goes for any civilians. And, given what you just told us, the same goes for any animals we run into. Mental domination gives you a great many potential weapons, if you’re ruthless enough and creative enough.”




Wow, like this op wasn’t creepy enough already.







The helicopter landed in a little meadow just behind a hill, with a road only about two hundred feet off to the side. The back of the Chinook opened up, and Captain McGinnis slid into the Land Rover to back it out. Alex stayed under the Land Rover until it was halfway down the ramp, and then she slid out on the side away from the driver, which was the wrong side as far as she was concerned. Why did different countries have to have steering wheels on different sides of the car?




She dashed to the side and back behind the Chinook until she could duck into a little grove of trees, and then she flew about half a mile away, keeping the grove between her and the copter. When she figured everyone except the pilots had gotten out, she went about a hundred feet straight up and flew back toward the meadow like she was coming from somewhere far away.




She went normal and turned so she was vertical. Then she came in at an angle with one leg lifted a little, and she just stepped forward as she landed. She’d been practicing in front of a mirror, so she knew it looked cooler that way. She floated a couple inches above the grass and just pretended to stride forward. “Brigadier? I believe you requested my assistance?”





187. March Madness



Alex moved forward as Brigadier Brathwaite-Thomson stepped forward to shake her hand. She looked around at the group. “I already know everyone except the sergeant-major and the captain.”




Then, once the introductions were done, she asked, “General O’Neill, could you give me a sound bite sitrep?”




Jack knew full well she had heard the whole briefing, because it had been his idea for her to hide on the chopper and then duck away and fly over to the group like she had just flown in from somewhere distant. So he just said, “Up to sixty-one hostiles. Nine year olds who look like sixteen year old aliens, courtesy of Walsh. Telepathy and mental domination and some degree of telekinesis. A few hours ago, their mentor tried to blow them up, the Brits rushed in a fast reaction force as soon as they heard the boom, and the hostiles may have wiped all of them out.”




She nodded, like that was enough of a briefing for her. Then she asked, “How many of you are going to ride in that Land Rover?”




The captain said, “We can fit six rather tightly inside, with one weapons expert riding on the roof in the sling up there, and two outside guards riding in the back slings where they’re protected by the mass of the Rover but can easily lean out to deal with hostiles in front of the vehicle. We can’t go at our top speed this way, but we can make a decent speed on a flat road like this one.”




The brigadier said, “We need to move to the Grange and see how many hostiles are still threats, and we need to repeatedly concentrate on mission objectives, so we can figure out if we’re being mentally controlled.”




“Right, sir.” She kept it stiff and formal.




Jack smirked at her a little. “So let’s saddle up.”




Naturally, Hanna went right for the sling on top of the car. Having her on the top of your vehicle with an M203 was like having one of those special mounted machine guns with an operator standing so he was half out of the top of a personnel carrier.




The captain got behind the wheel, while the two senior officers and Riley and Harry and Ron squeezed into what looked to Alex like a five-person vehicle. Ron was squeezed into the rear area which wasn’t a seat at all. Mike and the sergeant-major took the two web-seats on the outside, so they were standing on special spots on the rear bumper. Alex really hoped they didn’t crash into anything or roll over, because it looked really unsafe to her. She flew a dozen feet above Hanna, so if anything went wrong, Terawatt could go silvery, dive down to pull Hanna into her morph, and fly off to safety.




The captain made sure everyone was hooked into their comm system, and he carefully drove over to the road. Then he began driving at what looked like maybe thirty miles an hour on the nice, safe road that curved around the little hill before straightening out and pointing at Midwich.




Alex heard the brigadier over the comms. “Brathwaite-Thomson to base. Do you read?”




“Reading you now, five by five.”




“Code Crescent Alpha Seven. It is time to pay the obstetrician’s bill starting… now.”




“Yes sir. Payment plan?”




“Make it every ten months.”




“Every ten months. Roger that.”




Alex had a couple ideas about what that meant, but she really wished she could just talk with Jack about it without using the comms, which everyone would be listening in on.




About eight minutes later by Alex’s tPhone, they were pulling into Midwich. There was no sign of anyone. No cars moving, no people walking, not even a stray cat or dog running around.




Alex lifted another sixty feet, so she could get a better view. Uh-oh. “Terawatt to team. Fast reaction force up ahead. None of them are moving.”




The Land Rover had to drive over a slight rise to see into the main part of the town. It pulled up a hundred feet short of what looked like a dozen dead soldiers around two unmoving military vehicles.




The brigadier barked into his comms again. “This is Aragorn. We have reached Mordor. Reset clock.”




Alex figured if he had to do the clock thing already, he wasn’t talking about months. He was really talking about minutes. She glanced at her tPhone and made a mental note of the time. She was going to assume that if the brigadier didn’t make his weird Lord of the Rings call-in within the next ten minutes, something very bad was going to happen.




Mike and Moody unhooked from their ‘seats.’ Action Girl slipped out of her sling and leapt off the roof to land well past the front of the Land Rover. She kept her M203 pointed at the downed soldiers just in case they were yet another threat.




Everyone piled out of the Land Rover except the captain and the brigadier.




Hanna sniffed a couple times as she advanced toward the downed men. “A.G. to team. A lot of rounds fired, and a lot of blood. A medic might help.”




Riley glanced at Jack and got a tiny nod. He rushed up to the bodies and started checking for breathing or a pulse. After a few moments, he touched his earjack. “No survivors. It looks like they all shot each other.”




They moved forward along the lane, with the Land Rover following them. Alex could tell when they got near the town square. The body count went up.




There were people dead in the shops and buildings around the pond in the middle of the square. There were people who looked like they had killed each other. There were people who looked like they had killed themselves. There were a couple people who looked like they had been trampled by a stampede, and two people who looked like they had been mauled to death by dogs. One of them was still holding a dog leash.




Alex decided she didn’t want to have to go through all the houses in the town.




She floated forward, looking for more threats. Sergeant-Major Moody moved with her. She drifted toward the other side of the town square…




“Terawatt! O’Neill to Terawatt! Focus!”




“Brigadier to Moody, stop right there! Look at what you’re doing!”




Alex blinked and looked around. She had just drifted out over the pond. Moody had walked along behind her and to the side. He was up to his waist in water. If she hadn’t been flying, she would probably be over her head in the pond and still breathing like she was in the air. And Moody had been about to walk into deeper water.




She floated up another several feet, and realized there were bodies in the water. Lots of them. If you could telepathically make someone think they were walking along a road when they were walking into water over their head, you could kill anyone you wanted, anytime you felt like it.




And apparently, there were still children with powers, and they knew Alex’s force was there, and they maybe knew that Alex was the most powerful threat. She tried not to shiver at the thought.




Moody turned and trudged out of the water, not complaining about being all wet and cold.




Alex flew back over near Jack. She tried not to sound scared when she whispered, “I thought I was on the road. I… Jack, they could make me do anything.”




Jack nodded, “Yeah, they could make any of us do anything. We need to stick together and monitor each other’s actions.” He touched his earjack and spoke over the comms, “O’Neill to Brigadier. We now know there are hostiles alive, and probably no civilian survivors. I recommend we retreat.”




Alex realized that if they just got out of the village and the brigadier didn’t put in another report to his base, the problem might get handled in a really icky way. Assuming they could fly a plane really high overhead and drop a bunch of bombs. Or maybe they would launch a cruise missile. Or… Okay, there were a couple really icky options.




“Brigadier to O’Neill. I promised these people we would help them, and I’ve failed them. I need to see who’s left alive in the Midwich Grange. It is our primary mission objective.”




Alex thought that sounded like a bad plan now. If Jack said he was turning around and walking out of town, she was going to go with him, and she was going to make Harry and Ron come too. Somehow.




“O’Neill to Brigadier. Mission objective was to eval Grange as intact unit. Is that still necessary?”




“Brigadier. Absolutely.”




Alex thought about it some more, and it on second thought, it sounded like a really good idea. They needed to know how many of the ‘children’ were running around loose. They could do that.




“O’Neill to SRI. We will assist. Stick close to unit. No cowboy maneuvers… and you know who I’m talking to.”




“Yes sir,” said Hanna.




Jack pointed out where he wanted everyone. The captain and the brigadier were still in the Land Rover, but Mike and Moody were trotting out in front of it with Riley and Hanna behind them and to their outsides like wingmen. Jack was moving along one side of the Land Rover with Ron, while Harry had the other side. Alex was just a few feet above the roof of the vehicle, and she was silvery so she could see behind her too.




She was of two minds about this whole deal. Part of her was saying she needed to follow Jack and stick to the mission objective, because they were already worried about getting mentally pushed into doing non-mission objective stuff. Part of her was saying they all needed to get out of the village, but that could be some kind of mental domination thing to make her do the wrong stuff. She really didn’t know what to do.




Well, that was why she was listening to Jack. He was always right.




It was a pretty grisly trip up to the Midwich Grange. The town was full of dead people who had killed each other or killed themselves.




Just as they got to the drive up to the grange, Alex could hear a noise like… lots of hooves. Like… She went another thirty feet straight up. “STAMPEDE!”




It looked like every cow and bull and pig from every farm in the area was charging down the road right at them. And she totally remembered what Jill had said about the farm animals in Ogden’s Marsh.




Mike and Moody dropped to one knee and began firing single shots at the lead animals.




Hanna and Riley both stepped a little forward and off to the side, so they could fire too. They both stayed standing up. Jack clambered onto the hood of the Land Rover and put a grenade into the middle of the stampede. Harry and Ron scrambled onto the roof of the vehicle, so they could shoot at the animals without risking hitting any of the team in front of them.




Alex flew forward until she was right above Mike. She hurled lightning from both hands and hit the front stampeders. Well, the ones who hadn’t already fallen down and been trampled. She dropped two, then two more, then another pair. She kept blasting, while every soldier kept shooting. And when some of the stampeders started spreading out to get around the fallen animals, she also used her tk to trip a bunch of them, one at a time.




She had to throw a lot more lightning, because the front of the stampede was still moving forward pretty fast, and it looked like Mike and Moody might get run over, which would be bad. Mega-bad. But they were still on one knee, standing their ground and firing at the front of the stampede. And the front of the stampede was less than two hundred feet away.




Alex had seen Westerns where the stampede would turn away from the loud noises or get turned in a curve if you could get the guys on one side to move away from you. And she’d seen an old African movie where the hunters shot the animals right in front of them and made a wedge the stampeding animals went around, leaving the hunters untouched. But these animals didn’t seem to have watched those movies. Alex figured they were under mental control and couldn’t turn to the side or avoid anything already down.




A hundred feet away and closing fast.




She kept blasting away, and the last animals dropped just thirty feet before they would’ve run over Mike and Moody. She had been thinking that maybe she needed to swoop down, pull them into her morph, and puddle back until she could hide under the Land Rover where it would be safe.




“Finn to team. It looks like they don’t want us to visit their grange hall.”




“Brigadier to Finn. Then it’s too bad for them that we’re on the march. Let’s detour around this blockade. Baker and Moody, you’re still on point. Terawatt, please maintain overwatch.”




“Roger that, sir.”




Alex heard the brigadier over the comms. “This is Pevensie. We are moving toward Narnia. Reset clock.”




Ten more minutes. A lot of really bad stuff could happen in ten minutes. She tried not to think of any examples. Instead, she just kept checking that everyone was staying on the mission objective, and there wasn’t anyone or anything attacking them.




The grange hall looked okay, except one part of the roof looked like a small explosion had gone off right underneath it. Alex wondered if that meant the children had managed to move the bomb away before it went off. She wondered how many children might be undamaged and really angry and feeling totally threatened.




“Terawatt to team. Blast damage through roof. Far left side. Looks like a directed charge to me”




“Brigadier to Terawatt. That’s not likely. We need to get in there and investigate.”




“O’Neill to team. Maintain visual so we don’t get separated.”




Alex flew into the building just over Mike and Sergeant-Major Moody. They seemed to have a pretty good idea where they were going, and she let them lead. She was silvery, so she could keep an eye on everyone. They moved down the hall past stairs, past a dining hall, past a large open room, to a room that seemed to be set up like a schoolroom complete with schooldesks. And it was a disaster area.




At the front of the room, where all the desks were facing, was a big screen for showing movies on. But in the center of the room, where the projector would have been, was just a burned, destroyed floor with metal fragments jammed into it. And a hole punched right through the ceiling and the roof over it.




The eight desks closest to the possibly-projector were destroyed, and the eight bodies that had been in the desks were crushed and burned. There were also the totally-destroyed remains of someone who would have been bigger than the children. Maybe that Gordon guy who was planning on blowing up the children. Maybe he had a bomb inside a movie projector.




There was a weird donut shape around the circular blast zone. It looked like the children had managed at the last second to slap a telekinetic cylinder around the bomb, and the cylinder had walls about eight feet thick. Everyone and everything within the donut-shape had been damaged, but not as drastically as the stuff in the blast zone at the center of the donut. She counted seventeen badly damaged desks, and arranged on the floor were seventeen badly damaged ‘children’.




The boys and girls looked like Hanna in a Halloween costume. They were all dressed in school uniforms. Their skin — where it wasn’t burned or bleeding — was a weird silver tint. They were all unconscious and just barely breathing, so Alex couldn’t see their eyes.




She had to turn to look for Jack. She must have gone normal somewhere along the line, even if she couldn’t remember going normal instead of staying silvery, like she’d planned.




There was only one other person from her team in the room.




And then she wasn’t in the room anymore.




She was in a nightmare.







Jack didn’t like it. Maybe they were sticking together, but the brigadier was making some suspect decisions. Maybe Edward was being telepathically coerced.




Maybe Jack was being telepathically coerced, because he had gone along with a stupid plan.




He blinked, and for the merest fraction of a second, he could have sworn that he and Mike were standing by themselves in a small dining hall. And then…







Jack was in his house. Not the house at the West Virginia base. His old house. The house he had shared with Sarah and Charlie and their dog Buddy and Sarah’s two cats. He was in the den, facing…




It was his old gunsafe with the combination dial.




Charlie snuck in. Ten year old Charlie, who wanted to be an Air Force pilot like daddy when he grew up. Ten year old Charlie, who was always getting into everything.




Jack tried to move. He tried to speak. He tried to yell. He couldn’t move a muscle.




Charlie fiddled with the dial on the gunsafe. “What did daddy say? Oh! People use combinations like birthdays so they can remember.” He tried daddy’s birthday. He tried mommy’s birthday. He tried his own birthday…




The gunsafe made a clacking sound. He turned the handle, and it opened for him.




Jack struggled as hard as he could. He had to stop it. He had to! He couldn’t move. He couldn’t yell. He couldn’t even whisper. All he could do was watch in mounting horror as Charlie got out Jack’s snub-nosed revolver.




Charlie pointed it at the wall. “Pow! Pow!”




The door swung open, and in rushed…




It wasn’t Sarah.




Oh God, it was Willow.




No please, not Willow!




Jack strained until it felt like his heart would explode, but he couldn’t move. He couldn’t stop anything.




Willow ran over. “Charlie! Put that away! When your father gets home…” She grabbed the barrel of the gun and tried to pull it out of Charlie’s hand.




The gun fired. Right into Willow’s waist.




Jack screamed silently. Everything went black.




He was back in his house. Not the house at the West Virginia base. His old house. The house he had shared with Sarah and Charlie and their dog Buddy and Sarah’s two cats. He was in the den, facing…




It was his old gunsafe with the combination dial.




Charlie snuck in…







Alex was in her living room, back in her home.




And Danielle Atron was right there.




Alex flashed into action… and couldn’t move. She couldn’t go silvery. She couldn’t move anything telekinetically. She couldn’t fire off any lightning. She was helpless.




Danielle laughed maniacally. “Stupid, stupid, little Alex Mack. Did you really think I wouldn’t work it out eventually? Did you really think I’d let you get away with it?”




Alex strained as hard as she could. She couldn’t even breathe.




Danielle sneered, “First, I’m going to kill your parents right in front of you. Then I’m going to kill that stupid boyfriend of yours. Then your little niece. Then every one of your friends. Then I’m going to rip you apart, bit by bit, until it eventually kills you. Then I’m going to hunt down everyone you worked with in the SRI, and kill them too, and then…”




Shar burst into the room, and there was already a corona of fire around her. She screamed at Danielle.




The entire house exploded in a massive fireball…







Ron blinked.




It couldn’t be. He grabbed the bars on the door, and he knew. He was in Drake’s old mansion, locked in the wine cellar again. And any second…




The sound of Hermione’s scream was like a knife in his heart. He tried everything he could think of, but he couldn’t get free. He couldn’t save Hermione. He couldn’t stop the screams of agony as Riddle’s bitch tortured Hermione for information.




He begged, but no one listened.




The screams got worse and worse…







Harry gasped as he realized where he was.




He was in the secret lair, deep under the castle. He was facing Riddle’s teenaged clone. Ginny was unconscious on the rock floor. And to his right was the salt-water pond.




The huge grayish-white log in the pond… wasn’t a log.




The clone blew a weird little whistle, and the ‘log’ stirred itself. It slowly moved toward him, leisurely pushing itself forward with an immense tail.




The clone held Harry’s revolver and pointed it at Ginny’s unmoving head. “Don’t try anything funny, Potter. Or else the little redhead gets very dead and then gets eaten.”




Harry’s heart froze in his chest as the thing lumbered out of the water towards him.




“Never seen a salt-water crocodile before? Not surprising. They’re not exactly common around here. They like it warmer. Like the Philippines.”




It was twenty-five feet of vicious scales and teeth, and Harry wanted more than anything to be out of there.




But he wasn’t going to leave Ron’s little sister. And he couldn’t let Riddle’s clone run loose.




The crocodile opened its mouth…







Riley gasped. It was his worst nightmare. His Samantha, trapped and at the mercy of dozens and dozens of the so-called ‘soldiers’ in central Africa.




He tried to rush to her rescue, but he couldn’t move. He couldn’t yell. He couldn’t breathe.




All he could so was stand there, frozen like a statue, and watch his Sam fight and get beaten mercilessly by the overwhelming numbers. And then they were staking her to the ground.




They were tearing at her clothes.




They were…




He screamed in agony as he couldn’t even look away…







Brigadier Edward Brathwaite-Thomson might have been too old to be out in the field officially, but he knew his duty. He was going to achieve this mission objective, and he was going to do what it took to give some measure of peace to Gordon and Angela, Bernard, Richard and Janet… Everyone he had failed.




He and his adjutant had moved at the back of the team, even if he should have had someone like Colonel Finn on their six. He had his revolver in one hand, and — just in case when dealing with psychic powers like mental domination — he had a grenade in his left hand. With the pin already pulled.




They were moving down a long hall. It seemed difficult to make the walk, like they were moving through treacle, or walking up a steep hill. He suspected that meant someone was trying to keep him from making any progress.




He blinked, and he was no longer with the team. He and Captain McGinnis were all alone. He was no longer in the hall. He was in a small room set up as a dorm, with six sets of bunkbeds. He knew there were supposed to be three such rooms for the boys and three more for the girls, but they were all upstairs.




He knew he had been separated and led here.




And then he was elsewhere.




He was in a warzone. That war. That battle. He was a raw lieutenant. Everyone was going to die because of the mistake he had just made, and he couldn’t stop it. He strained as hard as he could to shout a warning…







Hanna looked up at the hands holding her as they ran through the snow. She was so tiny compared to the adults on either side of her. It was her mother! And her father. This was wonderful!




An angry woman screamed from behind them, and the air was filled with the sound of an automatic firing.




Her mother was falling to the ground, with red blood blossoming on her front, and her father was scooping her up and running as fast as he could…







Jack was in his house again. Not the house at the West Virginia base. His old house. He was in the den, facing his old gunsafe with the combination dial.




Charlie snuck in. Jack strained as hard as he could. He tried to speak. He tried to yell. He couldn’t move a muscle.




Charlie opened the gunsafe and took out Jack’s snub-nosed revolver. Jack struggled as hard as he could. He had to stop it. He had to! He couldn’t move. He couldn’t yell. He couldn’t even whisper.




The door swung open.




Oh please God, please don’t do this!




Willow rushed in…







Alex was in her high school cafeteria. Danielle Atron was right there.




Alex instantly reacted… and couldn’t move. She couldn’t go silvery. She couldn’t move anything telekinetically. She couldn’t fire off any lightning. She was helpless.




She couldn’t protect all her friends, and her boyfriend Ray, and everyone else trapped there. Her parents were there. Shar was there. Willow was there.




Danielle laughed maniacally. “Stupid, stupid, little Alex Mack. Did you really think I wouldn’t work it out eventually? Did you really think I’d let you get away with it? No, I’m going to kill everyone you care about, and then I’ll kill you ever so slowly…”




Alex strained as hard as she could. She couldn’t even breathe.




Suddenly there was a corona of fire around Shar. She screamed at Danielle.




The entire school exploded in a terrifying fireball…







Ron shook the bars on the door as Hermione screamed in agony upstairs…







Harry held his breath desperately. The crocodile had his legs in its jaws, and it was spinning sickeningly under the water while he slowly drowned…







Edward Brathwaite-Thomson couldn’t stop the slaughter. He couldn’t…




He couldn’t stop the pain radiating from his chest down his right arm. His chest felt like an elephant was sitting on it.




It felt like… like the last coronary he’d suffered. He fell to the floor as his heart stopped beating properly.




In a matter of seconds, his hands opened limply.




The grenade rolled away, the spoon lazily flipping into the air.







Hanna heard the automatic firing behind her, and she saw her mother fall down. She wasn’t frightened. She was furious. If only she could do something. If only she wasn’t two and helpless and…




A grenade went off, with that distinctive sound she’d heard plenty of times before. And it was close. And…




And there was a momentary flicker in reality. She wasn’t a two year old running through the snow to escape from Marissa Weigler. She was nearly seventeen, and she was heavily armed. She was standing in a small dorm room with Ronald Wellesley and three of the ‘children.’ She moved at her top speed and swung her M203, pulling the trigger before her mind was taken over again.







Riley sobbed as Sam was pulled down yet again.




Reality flickered.




He opened fire with the M203 in his arms.




He didn’t hit anyone.




But one bullet seared past one of the three children in the room, and the ‘child’ flinched.




A gestalt mind is a powerful thing. It provides far more computing power. Far more consultation. Instant evaluation and decision-making. So many features.




It’s also a weakness. If everyone in the gestalt is closely linked, then everyone experiences everything.




The entire gestalt flinched.




Reality flickered again, only this time Riley was pointing his weapon in the right direction. He couldn’t make his finger relax, anymore than he could make his body relax. He fired until the magazine was empty.




He sank to his knees sobbing.




The Potter kid on Riley’s other side fell over, gasping for air.







Reality flickered all around Alex. She was in her living room, and then she heard a grenade explode, and for a fraction of a second she was in the schoolroom, surrounded by dead and dying ‘children’.




She was back in her living room facing Danielle Atron.




M203’s were firing, and suddenly she was back in the schoolroom. Dead and dying children were on the floor. She was still in the air. Sergeant-Major Moody was off to her right side and frozen in horror. Three children were standing in front of her, looking furiously at her and the soldier.




She was back in her living room.




An M203 was firing once more, and then she was back in the schoolroom. She unleashed a desperate blast of lightning. Reality flickered around her.




She was still in the schoolroom. Three children who had been standing in front of her were now down. The sergeant-major was keeling over. She didn’t have time to check the children. She had people to save.




She darted over to the sergeant-major and pulled him into her morph. Then she puddled as fast as she could back out of the schoolroom to try and find her friends.







Jack couldn’t process everything fast enough.




Willow and Charlie in his house.




A grenade went off somewhere. Him and Mike at the grange, with three of those creepy ‘children’ over against the side wall.




Willow and Charlie in his house.




Rifle fire. Him and Mike and three hostiles.




Willow and Charlie in his house.




Extended fire as someone emptied a magazine. Him and Mike and three hostiles.




He pulled the trigger.




Willow and Charlie in his house.




Him and Mike and three hostiles, only the hostiles were diving for safety with their hands over their heads.




And Hanna was sprinting into the room and actually aiming, which seemed to be more than he could manage. She made sure the three hostiles weren’t going to get back up.




His legs gave out on him, and he sank to his knees.




Hanna reported, “Sir, we have no control over our perimeter and we can’t trust what we’re seeing. We have to evac immediately. I brought Wellesley with me. The brigadier and his adjutant are dead, but they got three with a grenade.”




A big silver puddle rushed into the room, and Alex spoke from it. “I’ve got Moody, Riley, and Harry. We need to get to the car. Fast.”




He nodded weakly, “Make it so, Number One.”




The puddle darted out the door. Hanna picked up the Wellesley kid and slung him over her shoulder before running out.




Jack tried to force himself to his feet, but his body just wasn’t interested. He looked over, and Mike wasn’t doing any better. He wondered how many minutes they had been trapped inside their own brains, being tortured until they were ready to shoot anything in front of them, or maybe themselves. He wondered if this was what the children had done to the entire town and the fast reaction force. He wondered if the throbbing pain in his forehead was going to stop anytime soon.




He really hated psychic powers.




Alex flew back in, yanked him and Mike into her morph, and puddled at forty or fifty miles an hour back to the Land Rover. She didn’t let him out of her morph until she had him in a seat inside the vehicle.




He looked around. Six of them were crammed into a five-person Land Rover, like before. Only this time, Finn was behind the wheel and the sergeant-major was in the shotgun seat. Somehow, the Wellesley kid ended up crammed in the back again. Hanna was on top, strapping herself in, judging by the thumps and bumps.




Jack said, “We need to move it.” He checked his watch, which he had put on a timer after the brigadier’s call. “We have one minute and forty-seven seconds, plus lag time.”




Finn stepped on the gas and shifted into gear. He pointed out, “And we have no idea if we’re going to get telepathically attacked while driving, so they can just steer us into a brick wall.”




Finn headed out at a reasonable speed. Jack hoped it was fast enough. Finn would have already estimated the distance they needed to go in order to get clear of whatever blast zone this might become, and he would be going at the lowest speed that would do the job, just in case he got mentally redirected into a house or something.




Jack needed to call Willow. He needed to make sure she was okay, even though he knew it was stupid. He needed to tell her he couldn’t live without her. He needed to tell her none of the decisions she wanted them to make were as important as the two of them being together.




He needed her to go through that goddamn gun safety course as soon as she could.




188. The Long March



Alex wasn’t flying. She was using her tk to hold herself on the roof of the Land Rover next to Hanna. She had no idea how easy it would be for the remaining children to make her fly off in the wrong direction and end up back in the pond or wherever, and if that happened, she would get blown up when the brigadier’s timer ran out.




She still didn’t know what was going to get dropped on Midwich, or how long they had left. But she could tell Riley wasn’t driving as fast as he possibly could, so he had to have a good idea.




Could they drop bombs out of airplanes, if the children could take over the minds of the people in the planes? The RAF had to have planes that could fly high enough that they were invisible from the ground. Or maybe it would be artillery. She didn’t know how far the biggest artillery could fire shells, but she was pretty sure it was like twenty or thirty miles, or even farther if they used rocket-assisted shells. Or maybe it would be something like cruise missiles.




At any rate, by her calculations there were still 21 of those ‘children’ who were serious threats, and they could be pretty much anywhere around Midwich by now.




Why did Maggie Walsh have to be such a nightmare?




Was Ray safe, and her mom and dad, and Shar, and her friends? She was sure they had to be, but the telepathy-dream-thing had been so real.




And then there was the thing Alex was trying really, really hard not to think about. Had she just killed three children? Was Alex Mack now a killer? She wasn’t sure she could live with that.




She tried to focus on the mission. The whole team was still really, really vulnerable. She needed to look where they were going and keep asking herself if this was what they were supposed to be doing.




Alex kept track as Riley drove down the grange road and through the village. He didn’t look like he was doing anything weird, but she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to tell before it was too late. Once he was past the last house and the last obstruction, he picked up the pace a bit more.




They were still a long way away from getting around that curve and being able to hide behind that hill.




Something came searing down from the sky behind them. She was still silvery, so she could see behind her and above her. There were five of them. Five stubby little arrows with fire behind them, pushing them ever faster toward the ground. From here, they looked kind of pretty. She knew they weren’t.




She smacked the roof a couple times, and Riley sped up. A lot.




Not that he could outrun an explosion, no matter how fast the Land Rover could go. She had learned that lesson the hard way back in that spider cave in Arizona.




“Hanna, let go of all your gear.”




“We might need this at any moment.”




“Look behind you.”




Hanna looked behind her. She didn’t turn into a pillar of salt, but she definitely put down her M203 and unhooked her tac vest in a hurry.




The five missiles came down in what looked to Alex like a square that bracketed the town, with one corner of the square probably directly on the grange, plus one right in the village center.




She pulled Hanna into her silvery morph, sliding Hanna out of the web harness as she did so. Then she checked that she could still lift off into the air, and she jetted forward as fast as she could.




The blast wave from the explosions blew outward at unbelievable speed. The Land Rover got punched from behind and knocked over. It rolled over maybe half a dozen times before it came to a halt.




The blast wave smacked her like she was a tennis ball. And it was Andre Agassi with a really big racket. But she was flying forward and already silvery, so it just slammed her forward.




Okay, there were definitely going to be bruises involved.




But once the blast wave faded out, she wheeled around and zoomed back to check on the Land Rover.




She dropped to the ground and went normal, so Hanna could help out.




“O’Neill to Tera. O’Neill to Tera. Come in, please.”




“Terawatt. Action Girl and I are okay.”




“O’Neill. I wasn’t sure you had her, and we just got an E-ticket ride. But we’re in pretty good shape for a bunch of guys who got brain-screwed and then rolled dad’s car.”




“Terawatt. What about Ron? He wasn’t strapped down or anything!”




“O’Neill. When you took off, we got the hint. We grabbed him and held him across our laps in the back seat.”




“Wellesley here. I’m in one piece, but I more or less got battered at both ends when we rolled.”




The Land Rover did look pretty beaten up. The roof was dented and bent. The sides were dented. There was steam coming out from the engine compartment.




Oh, and it was upside-down in a field.




Alex tugged on the driver’s door. But even with her strength, and all her tk, and all of Riley’s strength, it was still hard to yank the door open. Hanna had a little more success on the shotgun passenger’s door. The windows were all shattered, so Ron was crawling out through a back window. One rear door didn’t want to open at all, but Alex and Hanna together managed to force the other rear door. Jack and Mike and Harry struggled out of the back seat before Harry started pulling weapons out of the upside-down vehicle.




“Calling Base, this is Sergeant-Major Moody. The brigadier and his adjutant didn’t make it. The Land Rover didn’t either. We need a pick-up from the Chinook at…” He consulted a little paper map. “…grid coordinate G-8.”




“Roger that, Moody. Chinook is stable, and will be under way in about three.”




Jack muttered, “I need to get to a sat phone and call Willow. And Charlie.”




Alex gasped in horror. She knew how awful her telepathy-nightmare thing had been. And who had been in it. That told her way too much about what Jack’s nightmare might have been like.




Riley nodded miserably. “I need to call Sam.”




Harry muttered, “I have to call Ginny.”




Ron whispered, “I need to call ‘Mione.”




Alex didn’t catch what Mike said, but she definitely heard the sergeant-major say, “I need… to visit a couple cemeteries.”




She managed not to say what she’d already been thinking. That she needed to call every person on her team, starting with Ray and her parents and Shar.




Hanna just stood there and said, “I am fine.” Everyone just sort of gaped at that.







Alex watched carefully for any sign of anyone who might have survived the bombing, but nothing came their way. It only took a couple minutes by her tPhone for the Chinook to land near them. There was no point in trying to get the wrecked Land Rover onboard, so they all just climbed in through the sliding side door, and Jack told the pilot to take them back to RAF Northolt.




While Jack sat up at the very front and called the brigadier’s contacts to tell them what happened and what they still needed to do, everyone else just sort of used the huge open space of the Chinook to spread out in groups. The sergeant-major went as far back as he could, and just stared at a wall. Harry and Ron sat next to each other and had a long, quiet conversation with their heads down. Riley unpacked the sat phone from the back of his tac vest and tried to call his wife in Africa. He was pretty freaked when he just couldn’t get her compound’s sat phone at all.




Once they got near RAF Northolt and weren’t way up in the air, Alex’s tPhone was getting cell coverage again, and she immediately called home. No one answered, because it was mid-morning at home, so she flipped it over to look like Alex’s phone, and she called her mom. “Mom? Mom, are you okay? I love you.” She was trying not to sound all weepy, but she wasn’t succeeding.




“Alex? What… Honey, are you all right?”




“I… Umm… Mostly?”




Her mom really freaked at that. “Where are you? What’s happened? Are you hurt?”




She sobbed, “Mom, I’m not really hurt, but… I… I mean…”




Hanna easily pulled the phone out of her hand. “Mrs. Mack, it’s Hanna. We were attacked by psychics. She saw her worst nightmare.” She handed the phone back to Alex.




Alex’s mom gently said, “Alex? Honey? Do you need to come home right away?”




Alex whimpered, “Uh-huh. I need to make sure everyone’s okay, and Shar isn’t getting upset, and Danielle’s not around, and I just need to talk to you some so I know you’re really okay and not tortured by Danielle and not blown up in a giant fireball the size of a city block. And dad. And Shar. And Ray. And everyone else.”




Her mom gently said, “You can’t call Ray right now. He’s in class. But maybe you could text him that you really need him to call you.”




“Okay.”




“And you tell Jack I’m pretty angry with him about this.”




“Mom, I think Jack’s even worse off than me!”







Jack disconnected, handed the headset back to the co-pilot, and let his head fall into his hands. He’d let the brigadier down. He should have known that the compulsion that they all had to go check on the grange was a psychic assault. It had just seemed so… logical. So military. So much a part of the official plan that he talked himself into thinking his concerns might be a psychic assault. Or maybe someone made him think that way.




How was he supposed to tell the brigadier’s wife that he’d gotten her husband killed not two days after meeting her? And how could he ever suggest to anyone that maybe the brigadier might have been co-opted by those little… psychics some time in the past? After all, Edward had flat-out told him that the kids had directed their contact to meet with the brigadier more than once. They had probably come up with a plan as soon as they realized what their contact was doing and who he was meeting. A plan? Probably a whole set of plans that had gotten the gestalt-brainwork peer review.




And how was he supposed to tell George and Barb what he’d let happen to their younger daughter?




He could tell Hanna was doing ridiculously okay, but he didn’t know how Finn was holding up after that. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to know what Finn’s worst nightmares were.




He walked back to where Finn was struggling to get his sat phone to hook up to Samantha Finn’s compound’s phone without any luck. The sheer stress showing on Finn’s face told Jack who Finn’s nightmare had been about.




Jack wanted to call Charlie right that second, but Charlie was in school. Jack needed to wait a couple more hours. And anyway, he knew Charlie wasn’t ten anymore. Charlie was going to be seventeen in a week.




The Chinook landed, and they hauled their gear to a waiting vehicle. He watched as Alex flew on ahead, probably to tell Willow he was coming apart at the seams.




He really wished Alex had come over and talked to him about how she was holding up.







Jack was glad it didn’t take all that long to get back to the hotel. He and Finn and Hanna trooped into the rear entrance and took the service elevator up to their floor, rather than freaking out the front desk again.




He led Finn and Hanna into his rooms first. And there was Alex, sans wig and ‘makeup’ and mask, crying on Willow’s shoulder. Crap.




Willow gave him a nasty glare, which he completely deserved.




Christ, he really needed to talk to that woman. Like in the next twenty seconds, before he went nutso. Not that that was going to work out.




Willow snapped at him, “Did you really make her fight a bunch of psychics who made her live her worst nightmares?”




Hanna jumped in with both feet, like always. “The psychics made us go to the grange — I think — and they made us split up so they could attack us easier — I’m pretty sure of that — and then they attacked each of us with images from our minds.”




Finn contributed miserably, “Our worst nightmares. Mine was… what I’m always afraid will happen to Sam.”




Alex sobbed, “Mine was Danielle Atron catching us all and I couldn’t stop her, and she was going to kill mom and dad and Ray and everyone, and then Shar lost her temper and everything blew up in the biggest fireball ever and I couldn’t save anybody!”




Hanna happily exclaimed, “I got to see my real mom! I mean, I was only two. But then I got to shoot at whoever shot her!”




Jack shuddered. If Hanna hadn’t been… who she was… Being trapped in that dream would have been even worse than what Jack went through. He looked at Willow and confessed, “Mine was… losing you.”




Willow clapped her hands over her mouth and began crying. Wow, he’d really handled that one well.




Finn asked, “Alex? Can we talk about our nightmares as a sort of group therapy for a few minutes? I think the general really needs to have a private talk with Willow.”




Alex looked at him, and then at Willow, and then did what she always did. She put other people ahead of her own well-being. She stood up and stepped toward Finn.




Jack hugged Alex and whispered, “You’re the best, kid. Don’t ever let anyone else tell you different. Got that?”




She hugged him back and whispered, “Just take care of Willow, okay?”




Jack let go, stepped over to his fiancée, and scooped her up in his arms. Then he stepped into the bedroom, kicked the door closed, and set her down on the loveseat. He explained, “It was my worst nightmare. Me, unable to stop Charlie getting into the gunsafe, and then you came in and tried to stop him. Not Sarah, but you. And the gun went off by accident, and there was nothing I could do. I saw it, over and over and over. I think if I hadn’t been there with a bunch of superheroes, I would’ve eventually killed myself.”




Willow threw her arms around him and just hugged him mercilessly, which was what he really needed.




To hell with being able to breathe and stuff.




When she finally let go enough that he could talk again, he insisted, “I want you to move in with me the moment we get back. And I want to get married as soon as we can arrange it.”




Willow frowned, “But what about my list? We still have seventy-three items we haven’t worked out!”




Jack said, “I got that figured out. I’m giving in on seventy-two of them, and you’re giving in on the gun safety course. I’ll take you over to the base range myself, and show you everything. It won’t take long, because you never forget anything. You don’t have to learn to shoot a gun and hit anything. I just have to know you’re safe around guns.”




Willow looked at him in shock. “Jack! You can’t just ‘give in’ on important stuff like having kids, or raising them in a faith, or getting married in a church vs. a synagogue, or going vegetarian, or—”




He smoothed the hair back on one side of her face. “Will, you’re more important than any of those choices. I’ll even convert to Judaism if I need it to marry you.”




She really scowled then. “Okay, it doesn’t work like that in Judaism. We’re not a proselytizing religion.” She took a breath and said, “Okay. We’ll have kids, and we’ll raise them Jewish, but you don’t convert, because your faith matters to you. We find a rabbi who will marry us in my parents’ synagogue, and if no rabbi I know will do it, we just say ‘to hell with them’ and get married in Las Vegas. You eat less meat at home, and I eat a little more, and when we go out you can eat whatever you want; Charlie’s a growing boy and needs his nutrients. I agree to be a full-on stepmom to him, even if I still think I’ll screw it up somewhere. I move to your base, but we have to find a new house. My maid of honor is going to be A.L. Mack, and you have Charlie as your best man, and we skip the bridesmaids and groomsmen, and we see if we can figure out an excuse to have Shar as a flower girl. I’ll change my name to Rosenberg-O’Neill but all our children will just be O’Neills. Our first daughter is definitely going to be named Alexandra, and under no circumstances are any of our children going to get your foster mom’s name.”




“Will, I would cut off my own nose before I’d name a kid ‘Rogerina.’ I have no idea why you had that one on your list. And I still have no idea what the hell her parents were thinking.”




She added, “And I’ll definitely do the gun safety thing, especially after your nightmare.” She shuddered in horror as she thought about what he must have gone through. “If that part’s not too icky, I’ll even let you teach me how to shoot a handgun.”




He hugged her and said, “And I figured out about the house. Mrs. Murdock’s home. She wants to move to an apartment in the retirement area down the road, and she hasn’t put her house up for sale yet, but she will.”




“Jack! We looked at it. I hate that place. It’s one level, and doesn’t have any more room than your house does. It has an awful floorplan. It’s on that slope, so the back side and deck are twenty feet off the ground. The front yard would need a ton of work before it would be kid-friendly. There’s no way we could fit even your stuff in there, much less all my stuff, and rooms for Charlie and any new O’Neills and any guests, and I want to have room for guests sometimes!”




He grinned, “Exactly. We bulldoze the front yard and redo it. We bulldoze the house too. Instead of having it over a drop with piers holding up the back side, we build a full-sized basement with room for your office and all your computers and a big room for all your sewing and cosplay stuff, and a storage room, and even a man-cave where I can go hide from everyone, and the gunsafe and my fly-tying jig and the couch you hate can all go in there. Then the ground floor will be a dining room and party room and living room, at least one bathroom, and a kitchen and pantry and laundry room at one end, and maybe a mudroom at that end of the house, and a library and a den we can also use as guestrooms at the other end of the house with maybe their own bathroom in between. Then stairs. We put all the bedrooms and a playroom and several bathrooms upstairs.”




“Well… it would give me the chance to re-design my computer area and get some new hardware and speed up my supercomputer… But we’ll go halfsies on the cost of the house.”




“Deal.” He would have kissed her senseless for a long time, but he had two of his people in the other room who desperately needed to talk to him. And a third one: he was really worried that she didn’t need to talk about it at all.







Ron rushed into Hermione’s work area. It was a cubicle farm, and Hermione was just one of the meerkats who popped up out of their holes when an intruder came by.




Sure enough, several heads popped up to see who had come into the data analysis area. Hermione’s wasn’t one of them.




The heads stayed up. More heads popped up. Well, he hadn’t changed clothes. And he had a couple bruises on his face and blood in his hair. At least he wasn’t still toting around his machine gun and sidearm.




He rushed to Hermione’s cubicle and interrupted her work. “We need to talk. Now.”




She looked at him, and she worried, “Are you okay? Is Harry okay?”




He took her hand and half-led half-dragged her off to the closest conference room he knew of. He shut the door behind them and explained, “We’re still alive and in one piece, but we both got… I don’t know what to call it. General O’Neill called it ‘brain-screwed.’ Sergeant-Major Moody called it ‘mind-rape.’ We ended up facing a school full of psychic threats, and they made all of us live through our worst nightmares again and again. The brigadier died. O’Neill’s superheroes pulled our arses out of the fire. Again. Harry’s nightmare? It was second year. In that underground lair.”




“Oh God.”




“Me? It was being trapped in that wine cellar and hearing you screaming and not being able to do anything. I can’t go through that again.”




She looked alarmed. “Ron, what does that mean?”




He took a breath. “I want to get married. Now. Maybe sooner.”




She frowned, “We can’t even be dating!”




He ground his teeth. “To hell with that. We’re getting married as soon as my mother can get the church. I don’t care about my family or SIS rules or anything. We’re getting married. I’ll quit the bloody service if I have to. And you’re damn well going to wear one of the Wellesley engagement rings, even if you told mum they’re too gaudy.”




She smiled, “Sometimes I like it when you get all ‘lord of the manor’.” And she kissed him passionately.




He smiled to himself. That was very definitely a ‘yes’.







Alex stopped talking and talking. She hadn’t managed to stop crying, but at least Hanna and Riley didn’t seem to mind that too much. And Hanna was hugging her tightly, but not too tightly. It was like ‘big hug from dad’ tightness, and not ‘I’m being eaten by a boa constrictor’ tightness.




Riley patted her on the shoulder. “I think that’s completely normal. And you should be worried about whether or not you killed those hostiles, even if we pretty much carpet-bombed the village afterward. I don’t like killing people, either. I’d be happy if I never needed to kill anyone ever again. But we don’t live in a comic book world, and sometimes we have to kill the badguys just to keep them from hurting or killing others. And some of the time, the badguys give us no choice whatsoever.




“This time, we didn’t have any choice. We didn’t even have any time to think it over. And still, you’re the only one of us who didn’t resort to deadly force. Maybe you killed them. But maybe not. I’m figuring you probably didn’t, because your control over your lightning is pretty darn amazing.”




Hanna said, “The important thing is you reacted to save your team. And I really don’t think an electrical shock would stop them for long. They looked… too much like me.”




Alex really wondered whether Hanna thought of those ‘children’ as her cousins. After all, they were both products of Maggie Walsh. It just seemed really mean to ask it, because it would be like asking if Hanna thought she was related to that giant spider, or that blob monster, or those silicates.




Boy, she had figured Hanna and Shar were the last kids Maggie Walsh would be messing up, and instead now she knew there was an entire town of them. Only Walsh had pretty much done the same thing to every woman in the village that she had done to Hanna’s mom.




She said, “Someone must’ve helped Walsh on this one. You can’t gas an entire village and then do that in vitro fertilization thing to every mom-worthy female in the entire place all by yourself.”




Riley said, “It was probably someone in the British government. Maybe one person with access to the National Health records, and a couple higher-ups who got her the funding, and a dozen goons to block the roads and release the gas and do whatever else needed to be done. Plus a few doctors and nurses to do all the work.”




Jack and Willow walked out of the bedroom, looking distinctly not like they had been making out. But they both looked way happier than a few minutes ago. Jack disagreed, “I’d say about four goons and over a dozen doctors. Blocking the roads all at once is simple for a town like that. Four roads? You just need four trucks. Doing nearly seventy in vitro fertilizations in, say, ten hours? I’d want to go in with two dozen doctors, and two dozen really strong assistants to lug the gear and move the bodies around. The important part would be getting all of that done as soon as humanly possible, and then getting the hell out of town before anyone outside even began to suspect something.”




Willow said, “Well, give me a couple hours with Hermione to go through records, and maybe we can come up with a list of possible doctors, and maybe some possible government conspirators.”




Riley nodded, “Sure, but I really need to try getting Sam again. I can’t get the sat phone at their compound, and it’s not like I can call the neighbors to ask if they can go check on them.”




Jack tossed him a cellphone that was probably one of the SRI tPhones. “Give it a shot.”




Riley dialed and waited. Alex remembered how long it took to connect with sat phones. “Hello?” The raw worry and hope in Riley’s voice made Alex heart ache. “Can I…”




Riley hurriedly flipped it to speakerphone, and a voice came through. A really stressed female voice that sounded sick. “—up. Please don’t hang up. We have an emergency and we can’t call out.”




Riley gasped, “Sam! What’s wrong?”




A voice Alex had never heard before came on. It sounded like a teenaged girl. An American teenaged girl. “We’ve got a huge problem here. Dr. Finn can’t talk too well. She’s got a pneumo-thing so she can’t breathe well, and it’s getting worse. She’s got three bulletholes in her, and I don’t know if any bullet fragments are still in her. The sat phone got shot up, and she fixed it as much as she could. Everyone else in the whole compound is locked in a big trailer. I got the air conditioning running for it so they won’t die of heat prostration, but I haven’t been able to break the locks to get them out. The whole compound got ambushed before I got here, and I sent Darwin off for help but he hasn’t come back, and I can’t do anything else to help.”




Sam’s stressed voice came back. “Don’t listen to her. She’s a real hero. She came swinging in on a vine like Tarzan, and she chased off a full-grown leopard that was about to use me for dinner when she didn’t even have a stick. And I have no idea how she got the AC working, because getting the generator started is usually a job for the strongest men in the camp, and she’s way too young to be another Orphan.”




“Orphan?” Riley checked.




“Orphan,” Sam insisted. “An Orphan named Karen Ross is leading the group that did this. She shot me because she recognized I’m one too. So then she killed the witnesses, and her men rounded everyone else up and locked them in the surgery trailer.”




Jack strode over to where Riley was holding the phone. “Sam, this is Jack. We’ll be there as fast as we can manage. Is there a landing strip anywhere near you?”




“Closest one’s maybe twenty kilometers north, but I doubt you can land anything bigger than a Piper Cub there. Do you even know where we are?”




Jack looked over at Willow, who was typing away on her laptop. Willow nodded eagerly and pointed at her screen.




Jack glanced over and went back to the phone. “Your GPS signal on your phone is still working. We’ve got you down to a fifty-foot circle. Is there anyone we can call before we leave?”




Sam groaned, “Hell no. The closest authorities would love it if this compound just happened to burn to the ground with everyone in it, and plenty of the local soldiers would have no qualms about doing it.”




“My mom and dad!” the girl squealed. “Nigel and Marianne Thornberry. Our satellite dish doesn’t pick anything up half the time, but I can give you the number, and you can call them. They’re bound to be within a couple hours drive. Dad will be all British about it, but don’t worry.”




Nigel and Marianne Thornberry? For real? Then this had to be one of their daughters! Wow!




Jack wrote down everything the girl gave him. Alex noticed Willow typing the same information into a window on her laptop.




Hanna whispered, “Alex, why are you so excited?”




Alex whispered back, “They’re the Thornberrys! They’re famous! They’re like Steve Irwin, or David Attenborough. Annie and I have like twenty of their nature documentaries! They have one on cheetahs, and there are cheetah cubs in it, and they even rescued cheetah babies from poachers in it, and the cubs are the cutest things ever! They go all over Africa and Asia and South America, and even in the ocean sometimes, and they’re totally amazing!”




Hanna obviously hadn’t ever heard of them, but there was a ton of stuff Hanna had missed out on. She just whispered, “I would like to get to go all over the world and explore someday.”




Jack leaned over and whispered, “I bet they’re not anywhere near as famous as Terawatt. Now she’s really awesome.”




Alex blushed and pretended she wasn’t totally embarrassed.




Riley carefully said, “Are you going to run out of power if I stay on the line?”




“No, we should be good. The car battery was untouched, and the solar panel on the roof seems to be working too. I just didn’t have parts to replace the components to dial out. And Riley? If I don’t make it…”




“No! Don’t say it! You’ll hang on, and we’ll get there soon!”




Sam sounded so desperately tired. “Babe, you’re thousands of miles away, and I know Jack has pull, but really…”




Willow got up and said loud enough for Sam to hear, “We’re in London. We can be there in hours.” Jack cleared his throat, and she corrected herself, “I mean they can be there in hours.”




Jack added, “We have gear already. We can be at the Cessna in twenty minutes—”




“Sir, we can’t get through traffic that fast.”




“—and we can be over you in five and a third hours after that, and some of us will be parachuting in on your position. So expect us in under six hours.”




“Sir, we only have one spare parachute in the Cessna right now, because we needed the extra room in the cargo hold.”




Jack nodded, “And that’s good enough for what I have in mind.”




While Riley stayed on the line with Sam, Jack picked up Willow’s cellphone and dialed. “Hey Mulligan, you and Garrett still hanging around?” He nodded at whatever the DSS guy said. “We need a police escort to Heathrow in the next two minutes. If we can just pile into two cop cars and get driven there, even better.” He nodded again. “Yep, it’s an official international SRI emergency. And since we just saved a huge chunk of England from another Walsh Special, we deserve it.”




As he hung up, Willow looked up from her typing. “I texted Hermione, and she’ll make sure the police are out front and ready.”




Jack took Riley’s keycard, went over to Riley’s room, and came back with Riley’s duffel bag and ‘golf bag.’ He looked around the room. “Saddle up, boys and girls. Tera, you just duck into the gunbag until I open it up again.”




Alex did it, but that meant that the next couple minutes were really confusing, as Riley hauled her inside the gunbag down halls and down stairs and into cars, and then she got driven around London at high speed with sirens blaring, and then she was being lugged across a flat surface, and then finally the bag got opened up and she saw she was at the Cessna, and already inside it.




She was surprised to find all the weapons were in between the seats, instead of being in the hold. Jack said, “We need to strip ’em and clean ’em before we go into another firefight. We’ve got five hours to kill, and we have to have something to keep Finn from going cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs while we wait.”




She didn’t know what to say. “Oh. Okay.”




Riley was busy getting the Cessna’s sat phone dialing into Sam’s sat phone, so hardly anyone was even sitting down and buckled in when the jet took off. Really, Jack was the only one who needed to buckle up, because Riley and Hanna could just grab something and hold themselves in place with one hand.




And then they were in the air, and flying at close to Mach one on their way to Africa.







Eliza wasn’t too surprised that she hadn’t been able to call her family. Their stupid satellite dish seemed to like to stop working whenever you really needed it. Sometimes she wondered if it was alive, and she needed to try talking to it.




Like Debbie didn’t already think she was crazy.




She just wished she knew if Darwin was okay. And she wished she knew if she’d brought the right medical stuff over to the jeep.




Dr. Finn said, “This is good. All right, I can make a three-way tap with this. Now try not to get antsy. I’m going to take this large-bore needle and stick it into my pneumothorax and try to delay the problem with some aspiration.”




Eliza gulped. “Umm, Dr. Finn, don’t you need local anesthetic to do something like that? And antiseptics? And a sanitary area instead of a dirty jeep?”




Dr. Finn smiled at her. “That’s right. It would be really handy if we had any of that.”




Eliza cringed at the exhausted tone in Dr. Finn’s voice and the way she had to make an effort to talk normally. “I could try looking harder. Maybe there’s stuff that isn’t locked up that I could get…”




Dr. Finn patted her on the shoulder. “This’ll be okay to hold me for a few hours.”




Eliza worried, “Can they really get here that fast? I mean, when I flew to England and when I flew back, it took a lot longer. And it’ll be dark. They’re not really going to try to parachute into the area here in the dark, are they?”




Dr. Finn just nodded. “They may try something else too. My husband Riley? He’s an Orphan too, like in the news. And he works with real superheroes. If we’re really lucky, he’ll be parachuting in, only with Terawatt.”




“Terawatt! Really? That would be so awesome!”




Dr. Finn smiled, “You should talk to her… since you have superpowers too.”




“Me? Umm, no way, I’m just a kid. And I know a lot about animals from my parents.”




“Mm-hm. If you say so,” Dr. Finn said smugly. “Now watch carefully. You’ll have to do the other side.”




Eliza watched in alarm as Dr. Finn managed with just one hand to tape up the bullet hole in the front, and she was taping it up so there was plastic wrap over the hole. It looked like it really hurt, but Dr. Finn was just refusing to yell. “Doesn’t that hurt? A lot?”




“Yes, as a matter of fact, it hurts a lot. But not as much as getting shot.”




Dr. Finn changed position, which wasn’t that easy in the seat of a jeep when you had a nasty bullet hole in your thigh and another hole in your good arm and a place in your chest where a bullet went all the way through you. Eliza tried not to wince at the pain on the doctor’s face.




“Umm, Dr. Finn, the hole back here looks worse than the one in front.”




Dr. Finn just said, “Yes honey, that’s what we expect. The exit hole is usually more ragged than the entrance hole, and that’s even assuming the bullet doesn’t rotate during its passage through the body, or hit a bone and flatten so something wider exits, or hit a bone and then fragment.”




Eliza tried as hard as she could not to hurt Dr. Finn, but it was messy and bloody and gross. She’d seen worse injuries on animals, but seeing it on human skin just seemed so much worse.




“Good job,” Dr. Finn breathed. She directed Eliza as they put together some of the parts Eliza had found in the few medical stores that weren’t locked tight. Then they duct-taped everything in place. “Good. Now don’t be squeamish on this part. Hand me the largest needle.”




Eliza clenched her jaws. Dr. Finn took a huge needle, hooked it up to a tube that went to the gadget they’d put together, and jabbed it right into her side. Within seconds, blood and air were squirting through the tube into the glass bottle that was part of the gizmo. “Is… is it supposed to do that?”




Dr. Finn took a slightly bigger breath than she’d been managing. “Yes Eliza, that’s exactly what it’s supposed to do. The blood and air are keeping me from breathing right. We’ll aspirate this, and hopefully I’ll be better. And we’ll have help long before I need to worry about problems from antisepsis.”




Eliza crossed her fingers that the doctor knew best.




189. Marching Out



Alex listened as Riley talked about the history of the Congo, and why it was still a really dangerous place because of people more than because of wild animals. He even talked about this Belgian guy who wrote some really cool books that sounded like something she’d enjoy reading.




She’d had a chance to call home a bunch of times and talk to Ray, and Shar, and her dad, and Louis and Marsha, and Nicole, and Robyn, and Gloria. And her mom again. She hadn’t been able to tell most of them why she was blubbering on the phone, but just talking to them made her feel a lot better. And Ray totally thought it was okay if she killed some hostiles who killed an entire town and were trying to kill her and Hanna and Jack, no matter how old the hostiles were, and that made her feel like less of a monster.




Riley kept calling his wife every half hour or so. Whatever Sam was doing, she started sounding better, like she could breathe more. Alex made a mental note that Terawatt needed to go through a bunch of Red Cross classes, and maybe some Army field medicine stuff. If you could fix what happened to Sam with field stuff, that was something Terawatt needed to know about.




And Jack had taken Alex aside and talked with her for a long time about her nightmare and about her maybe killing three children, because there were places in the world where kids just as young but not superpowered would try to kill you with knock-off AK-47’s and stuff, and American soldiers in places like Somalia had to be willing to shoot, or else they would get shot. She wasn’t sure she had what it took to be a real soldier.




It was weird, but just talking with Jack for a while made her feel a whole lot better. So did the crying, but she didn’t think anyone else in the jet would cry about this kind of stuff. Even if Jack sort of got teary when he was talking to Charlie.




But they were going to be over Sam’s compound pretty soon.




She thought Jack had a pretty good idea when they only had one parachute. They really didn’t need more than that.




And Jack had been busy on the phone, even when he wasn’t talking to Charlie. He had to call General Hammond and explain about the Midwich children, and about their op to the Congo to stop whatever some Orphans were up to, because — thanks to Senator Kinsey being a sneaky jerkhead — Jack currently had the authority to fly to the Congo with SRI forces just on the say-so of one non-military person who was saying she got shot by an Orphan.




And he had called Willow a couple times. Willow and Hermione had found pretty much what was Jack’s guess about Midwich. There had been a tour bus allegedly from Eastern Europe of doctors and hospital workers, supposedly looking at modern British medicine in action. But they hadn’t gone to any British hospitals, and they arrived in Dover just two days before the Midwich deal, and then they traveled back to the continent only a couple days later, to vanish without a trace. That bus was probably twenty-five doctors and twenty-five assistants and who knew how much medical gear to do what Maggie Walsh needed. And the suspicious bureaucrats Hermione had come up with were straight out of the Riddle-Appledore war within the SIS, including a Parkinson and an Ashford, both of whom were now dead.




And Hermione wanted to talk to Terawatt about Ron proposing to her, and ask if Annie Farrell or Terawatt could come to the wedding. Alex said yes even before she thought about it, and if it was going to be in September, Alex would have to get out of college for a couple days, and she’d probably have to ask Jack if he could fly Terawatt to England in the Cessna for the wedding.




And Willow wanted to tell Jack she’d already talked to Mrs. Murdock and bought the house and called several construction companies and architects to get bids, and she’d already bought a floorplan designing program and sketched out what she wanted as the floorplans for all three floors, and she’d see if any of the architects would go along with what she wanted and submit a bid.




And finally, Willow called to say Sergeant Harriman had something lined up at the closest landing strip that would have a runway and jet fuel for the Cessna, which would still put Jack hours away from the compound. And it had taken two hours of re-tries to get through to the Thornberry vehicle, and they were packing up and driving back to the compound to help. And they acted like it was perfectly normal for Eliza to be out for a day or two or three on her own in the middle of the jungle, with nobody but Darwin, who was a chimpanzee. Willow thought that made her own parents sound like micro-managers.




Alex thought it made Willow’s parents sound like Mom and Dad of the Year, but she didn’t say so. How could you even survive being alone in the jungle for days without any supervision?




Oh wait, Hanna could. Or Terawatt could. Or Azure Crush could. And the girl had frightened off a full-grown leopard. Maybe Mommy and Daddy Thornberry weren’t worried about Little Thornberry because, just possibly, Little Thornberry was the most dangerous thing in the entire jungle.




Alex immediately stepped over and told Jack and Riley and Hanna. Jack just said, “I figured it wasn’t just that the kid had really bad B.O.”




Sometimes, Jack was the weirdest combination of eight year old boy and wise old man. Well, wise old wacky guy, like the old hermit who had lived out in the Paradise Valley woods and who had once been a great biochemist.







When they reached the right coordinates, Riley jumped from the plane with the one parachute and the big gunbag, which was on a long cord.




Alex was right on his back, in her silvery morph, with Hanna already pulled into the morph. All of Hanna’s weaponry was in the gunbag, so Hanna was light enough to fly with. That meant they could help Riley in one extra way.




Alex clung to Riley’s side until he reached for the big handle to release his chute. That was when she dove straight down, following her tPhone’s GPS information so she was headed right for the compound. She beat Riley to the ground by a long ways, so she had time to dart over to a big open area in the compound. Jack had explained that she needed to pick an area where Riley wouldn’t be in danger of landing up in a tree, or in a river, or on a fence.




She let Hanna out of her morph, and she popped free the last thing Jack had given her: a flare. She used her tk to rip off the tear-strip and ignite it, and she planted it firmly in the ground. Riley was a pretty awesome paratrooper, but having a target and a good idea of ground level was always a good thing.




Then Alex jetted over to the jeep with the solar panels on top. And there were two people inside. Sam, looking awfully pretty for someone who had been shot a couple times, and an early-teens girl who would have been a target for someone like Libby. The girl was still skinny, and had her hair up in pigtails that didn’t suit her at all. She was wearing braces and a pair of glasses that made her look nerdy. Plus maybe she could use a good foundation to hide those freckles, plus… Well, really she just needed a couple years to mature.




Alex used her tk to unlock the jeep’s door, and she rapped on the window before opening the door.




And… oh crud, Sam had her shirt off and there was a huge needle stuck in her side with blood and stuff oozing down a tube, and there were bandages, and an awful lot of blood. “Sam? Are you okay?”




What a stupid question. Sam totally wasn’t okay.




“Hi, Terawatt. I’m better than I was an hour ago, but I could use a lot of help. Eliza’s been really great. But if you could free the doctors trapped in the far trailer, I could really use a transfusion and some surgical assistance.”




Eliza looked at Alex with huge eyes and babbled, “Terawatt! You’re Terawatt! For real! I mean…” Her voice rose to a squeal. “I’m talking to Terawatt!”




Alex smiled, “Pleased to meet you. As one hero to another.”




Sam said, “One super hero to another. Eliza talks to animals, and understands them.”




“Me?” Eliza squeaked. “No! I… I mean… Well, anybody can talk to animals, people talk to their pets all the time!”




Sam insisted, “She didn’t scare away the leopard. She talked to it and got it to leave. She has a chimpanzee. She had an argument with it. My best guess is some sort of projective and receptive empath, so she can interact with the brain functions of the animals. And maybe strength and stamina, because she’s swinging on jungle vines like a monkey.”




Alex looked at Eliza and asked, “Can you sense people’s emotions too?”




“Not for trying… I mean, no! I can’t do any of that stuff! I don’t have any powers! At all!”




Riley came rushing over, and Alex got out of his way. He held Sam gingerly and checked her vital signs and then started looking over her wounds. “Tera, can you get the doctors free, so Sam can get some medical care?”




“Sure thing, Colonel Finn.”




She flew over to the trailer where Hanna was straining to pull apart a chain that looked like it was supposed to hold battleships in place. And the lock was huge too. She’d seen soup plates smaller than that thing. Even with Hanna’s strength, it wasn’t budging. And Hanna was fully armed from Riley’s gunbag by then, but Alex doubted there was a ‘jaws of life’ in Hanna’s gear.




Hanna looked over and said, “We will need C-4 unless the general can pick the lock or you can open it.”




Alex grabbed the lock in both hands and tugged with her arms and also her tk. Nothing. Maybe Azure Crush could open the lock that way, but Alex sure couldn’t. So she hung onto the lock and concentrated on the part where a big key would unlock it. She focused, and she could feel with her tk where the cylinder was, and where the pins were, and if she just pushed the pins out until the cylinder would turn…




The cylinder turned halfway around, and the hasp came out of the padlock.




Behind her, Eliza gasped, “Gosh, you’re really strong! I tried getting… umm… someone… to tug on it… I mean, obviously a person couldn’t pull it open… and… never mind.”




Alex looked at the worried girl and wondered if she’d been this bad when she was younger. Eliza wasn’t very good at the secret identity thing, and she was pretty panicky about the whole deal too. Alex sighed, “It’s okay. We’re not going to tell everybody, and we’re not going to let someone hurt you. In fact, I can help you. In a lot of ways.”




“No! I’m fine! And I don’t have any secret abilities! Honest!”




“Well, if you don’t have superpowers, you ought to be a lot calmer about it. Take a deep breath and don’t give anything away.” Alex wondered what smart, sneaky thing Jack would do.




And then it dawned on her. “Okay Eliza, since you don’t have any superpowers, let’s make up a story that has nothing to do with anyone we know, okay? Let’s assume that someone has superpowers, and maybe there’s a really good reason why she’s afraid to tell anyone.”




“Okay…”




“So maybe you could tell me a totally imaginary story that wouldn’t be about you in any way, and that would let you get me and Action Girl here off your back.”




Eliza thought about it for a few seconds. “Well… what if, years ago, a girl rescued an old, old shaman when no one else was going to, and he gave her a drink from a magic gourd, and he told her that he was giving her a magical gift, but if she ever told anyone she’d lose her powers forever. So she could never tell anyone, not even superheroes.”




Alex knew there was real magic out there, but she was really sure there wasn’t any in this universe. So she figured it wasn’t a magic potion from a magic gourd. No, it was probably a really weird biochemical that had a really specific effect on human biochemistry, and maybe its secret had been passed down through generations of shamans. But it was pretty obvious that Eliza totally believed it was ‘magic powers’.




Alex pulled the open padlock off and tossed the chains to the sides with her tk. Then she and Hanna yanked open the doors.




“Thank God! We’ve been in here for more than twenty-four hours!”




“What took you so long?”




“We could have died in there!”




“Where’s Frank and Bob and Samantha?”




Alex ignored the crabbiness and answered the one responsible question. “The people who locked you up in here killed everyone except Dr. Finn. They shot her three times and left her to die. She had to drag herself across the compound, fix the sat phone as much as was possible, and then wait for someone to call in because she couldn’t call out.”




Eliza added, “She got shot in the arm and the thigh and the chest, and she had a pneumo-something so she couldn’t breathe, and we built a thing so she could aspirate stuff, and her husband came to the rescue with superheroes.”




“Good Lord, it’s Terawatt!”




“Terawatt? Really?”




It seemed like half the people wanted to meet her and shake her hand, instead of running over to help Sam or getting food.




A tough-looking middle-aged guy took over. “Chalmers! Grab four people and get some food started, and make sure everyone gets a lot of fluids! Harper! Get the surgery cleaned up and get inventory replaced so we can operate stat! Barthman! Get some guards moving around checking our security! Thompson! Get our satellite phone working and call this in!”




He shook Alex’s hand. “Doctor Tom Peterson. I’m one of the chief medical officers around here, which means I usually get stuck with the administrative garbage. Thanks. We’ve been drinking the distilled water and intravenous dextrose and other potables in the supply cabinet, and someone outside got the generator running so we didn’t fry during the heat of the day.”




Alex pointed out Eliza. “That would be Miss Thornberry, who rescued Dr. Finn last night from a leopard and has been caring for her ever since.”




Dr. Peterson shook Eliza’s hand and said, “Thornberry? Well, thank you very much, miss. I’m sorry to say I was not particularly sympathetic when your father was fussing at us about where we sited our compound.”




Eliza smiled wearily, “It’s okay. Dad’s always like that.”




Alex fibbed a little, “She’s a very brave young woman, and she’s obviously learned a great deal about animals from her parents.”







Jack hopped off the Cessna. Walter had assured him that the truck that would be waiting for him had GPS and satnav. And there should be a box with a couple AK’s with ammo magazines, because they were down a tac vest and an M203 after Hanna avoided being crushed like an egg when that Land Rover rolled. And rolled. And rolled. He was probably lucky the Wellesley kid hadn’t puked in his lap.




So Jack was operating for a few minutes with nothing but a sidearm on a web belt. And a combat knife on his calf. And a hideout on his other calf. And a garrotte. Because he’d given his tac vest and M203 to Hanna, who needed it more. Still, this wasn’t safe territory. Even if he didn’t run into this squad of Orphans, there could be serious threats at any moment.




An old guy in a worn sergeant’s uniform drove up in a beat-up jeep. “General O’Neill? Sergeant Harriman made arrangements. I’ll drive you over to the truck. It’s not bright and shiny and new like what you’re used to…”




Jack gave him a grin. “As long as it’s got a stickshift and a steering wheel and four tires, I’ll be happy.”




“Thanks, sir. We’re not exactly equipped like a United States Army base.”




It was a small airport with only two crossing runways, so it didn’t take any time at all to get to an old hangar. Outside the hangar, off to one side, was a truck that looked like it had hauled troops around during World War II. Jack lied, “This is fine, as long as it’s got fuel.”




The old guy grinned, showing more gaps than teeth. “I put four jerry cans of water and four of fuel in the back, and the AK-74’s are back there too. I didn’t have anything like MRE’s, but there’s some smoked beef jerky. It’s got a couple spare tires, and spare parts for the engine, and a toolkit, and plenty of duct tape, and some baling wire. And if the satnav goes out, I left a set of maps in front too.”




Jack shook the guy’s hand. “Thanks. Sounds great.” He climbed out of the jeep, and the guy took off toward the other end of the field. Jack walked over to check out the truck. He wanted an AK and some spare ammo up front with him before he started out.




He pulled down the truck’s rear gate and found three AK’s pointing right at him. A cold voice from off to his right spoke from out of the darkness, “It would be advisable for you not to try anything, General O’Neill. Every one of my men is an Orphan, and has reflexes far faster than yours.”




Jack didn’t move. “Is this where you cackle and say ‘I’ve got you now, my pretty’?”




The voice moved closer. “No, this is where I explain that you make a nice bargaining chip, but you are not essential. If you cause enough trouble, we will simply kill you. In a country like this, we won’t even have to worry about disposing of the body.”




That was definitely the accent of an Indian or Pakistani who had learned English from a real Englishman. Jack asked, “So, did Singh send you boys to stop Walsh’s little minions, or are they here to stop you?”




The voice stepped into the light. The guy was a way-too-handsome man of around 28, apparently Eurasian, and rocking a ‘modern Fu Manchu’ look that pretty much only Orphans and male models could pull off. He frowned, “Our information was that you knew nothing of our bloc, and very little of the primary bloc.”




Jack went for ultra-casual. He shrugged and lied, “Hey, that’s the trouble with intelligence evaluation. It’s so… squishy. On the other hand, if you guys hadn’t gone out of your way to try and enlist all the unaffiliated Orphans, you could have stayed under the radar for a lot longer. Plenty of people who don’t like you wanted me to know what was going on. It looked to me like it was a huge failure in North America. Did you have any luck in Asia? ’Cause I’m guessing not.”




“Shut up and hold still while we frisk you.”




The guy just did not have a poker face. Jack was guessing from the guy’s expression that Asia hadn’t gone that well, either.




Two more guys came from Jack’s left. While the AK’s were still in his face, the two new guys did a thorough job of frisking him. They took the sidearm and web belt and knife. They found the holdout on his left ankle.




They missed the garrotte, which was in his pants under his waistband. Not that it was going to do him much good at the moment. Trying to garrotte an Orphan would be a lot like trying to strangle a tiger.




Not that strangling a tiger was impossible, exactly. It just had to be done with a great deal of stealth and finesse. And hoping Willow didn’t find out he did something utterly insane. Well, something else utterly insane.




He made a mental note that the friskers didn’t check his crotch, so a crotch gun would be an excellent holdout against these guys. Uncomfortable as hell, but a good holdout against guys who were busy acting too macho to get anywhere near another guy’s junk.




He looked over at Fu Man-new and said, “By the way, whoever you’ve got as an armorer ought to be shot. You should definitely get some better hardware than those old AK-47’s. Even the broke terrorists are going with AK-74’s these days, and the Russians are farming out production of AK-103’s to half a dozen countries.”




“Shut up, old man! The primary bloc may want you alive, but we don’t care if you live or die.”




“Now you see, that’s the trouble with the Khan-man. He’s not thinking far enough ahead.” Not that Jack thought that was one of Khan’s weaknesses. No, Jack wasn’t going to tell these dorks anything that would actually help them.




“Shut the hell up!”




Jack mimed zipping his lip.




One of the AK-wielders in the truck muttered in Hindi, “How is it that no one has shot this man yet?”




Jack pretended he didn’t understand Hindi. In fact, he was perfectly capable of pretending he didn’t understand English, if it suited him. Playing dumb was a valuable life skill.




They forced him into the back of the truck and zipcuffed his wrists together. He thought that was pretty stupid of them, given that Orphans could break ordinary zipcuffs like they were kleenex. That told him that they were either too confident or too arrogant, because he knew they weren’t complete morons.




Two of the men sat in the back and guarded him. The others either piled into the front of the truck or else climbed into a much nicer truck that rode behind his. They drove out of the area of the airstrip, went west for a while, and then drove south. Since they didn’t bother to close the tarp at the rear of the truck, he could look out. When the truck behind him wasn’t blinding him, he could get glimpses of the night sky. And if you didn’t know how to use the stars to navigate, even when you were in the southern hemisphere, you were at a severe disadvantage in a lot of situations. He wasn’t going to admit he knew that, either.




He closed his eyes to slits and leaned back against the side of the truck, like he was falling asleep. After about twenty minutes, the guards began talking in Hindi. He listened in while pretending to be asleep. Pretending to be asleep was also a valuable life skill.




“How did he know India One sent us?”




“I do not know. Maybe the primary bloc has fed him information because they are so scared of us.”




“And how did he know we were sent to deal with the primary bloc’s people? Do you think he knows we lost our Team One? Could he know what happened to them? I think we should ask Leader Two to interrogate him.”




“We might not need to interrogate him. He seemed very willing to talk about anything that came to his mind. Is it possible that he is smart in one way and yet stupid in another?”




“Do you mean like an idiot savant? I doubt it. Perhaps he depends too much on his Orphans and his superheroes, so he is helpless without them.”




The trucks roared down an asphalt road that was smoother than a lot of roads in this country. Jack told himself he should probably stay awake, but he was so exhausted from the horrors of the day, and so tired, and it was getting late…




He dozed off, despite the armed guards and the threat of imminent death. Being able to sleep in inconvenient places was a life skill too.







Alex flew around the outside of the compound, making sure there weren’t any dangerous animals sneaking up on the place. Or any much-more-dangerous humans.




When a humongous RV drove up with headlights blazing, she flew over to take a look. She instantly recognized the guy sitting in the shotgun seat. It was Sir Nigel Thornberry! He was even wearing one of his trademark safari outfits like he always wore in most of his documentaries. Driving the RV was a woman who looked very much like what Eliza was going to look like in twenty years. Behind them was a teenaged girl who had really long blonde hair that had to be a total headache to maintain out in the jungle. And jumping on her back was a little brown-haired boy who was dressed in a little Tarzan loincloth and who was bouncing around like someone just gave him a whole pumpkin full of Halloween candy and he ate it all in one sitting.




Not that Alex had ever done anything like that. Well, at least she hadn’t swung from the ceiling, even if her mom said she was almost literally bouncing off the walls for an hour or two.




The RV pulled into the compound and parked. Then everyone spilled out and ran over to where Eliza was talking with Action Girl. Sir Nigel rushed over and hugged Eliza. The mom did. The manic kid in the loincloth did. Even a chimpanzee in a striped shirt did. The other teenager walked over and just said, “She looks fine.”




“I am fine!” Eliza insisted.




“See?” the blonde teenager said. “Told ya so.”




Alex flew down and hovered a couple feet above the ground. “Eliza was a real hero here. She saved Dr. Finn from a leopard, tended to Dr. Finn’s injuries until help arrived, got the generator working to save the other doctors and workers in the compound, and helped Dr. Finn repair the sat phone as much as it could be fixed.”




Eliza’s parents hugged her some more and congratulated her on once again demonstrating the family traits. The chimp leapt into her arms and hugged her. The big sister said, “What…ever.” The boy in the loincloth jumped up and down, and made screeching and hooting noises like he wasn’t even human. The chimpanzee acted more like a person than the boy did. Okay, the chimpanzee was even dressed more like a person than the boy was.




Wow, and Alex had thought her family was unusual.




When the family was done hugging, the father suddenly noticed something about the nighttime fauna in one of the trees off to the side of the compound, and he got the mother to pull out a high-end videocamera with a tripod and a specialized sound system. They hurried off to do nature documentary stuff, and just left their kids alone in a medical compound that had been invaded by badguys only a night ago.




Hanna trotted over and asked, “This is her family, right? Including the feral boy and the monkey?”




“He’s not a monkey, he’s a chimpanzee,” the blonde teen insisted.




“Yeah,” Eliza insisted, “he’s a member of the great apes, like gorillas. And people.”




“Hominidae,” Alex added. “The taxonomic family that also includes bonobos and orangutans.” Boy, she was never going to forget about hominids. Not after Maggie Walsh and the Hanna op. Okay, she knew about the bonobos because of something Willow had said.




The wild kid hooted excitedly at her last words. The blonde teen patted him on the head and explained, “Donny here was raised by a family of orangutans after his parents were killed saving them from poachers. He still doesn’t speak much English.” She pulled an apple out of her pocket and tossed it to him, saying, “Apple. Apple.”




“Pomme! Pomme!” the boy hooted before he chowed down on the apple like it might try to get away if he gave it half a chance.




Hanna laughed and said, “He speaks French!”




“What?” the blonde wondered.




“Pomme. It is French for apple.”




“Weird,” the blonde muttered.




“Cool!” Eliza exclaimed. “Do you know any other French?” She stopped and said, “Oh, sorry. This is my big sister Debbie, and this is Donny…” She pointed at the wild kid. Then she indicated the chimp who was still hanging onto her torso. “And this is Darwin. He went to get help, but Debbie and mom ignored him.”




Debbie rolled her eyes. “Honestly, if I had to do something every time that shirt-stealing goofball had a hissy fit, I’d never get anything done.”




Eliza looked at her sister and said, “This is Action Girl.”




“Well duh.”




Eliza just kept going. “And Terawatt!”




“Extra duh on that. I just can’t figure out why someone awesome like Terawatt would want to hang around with you.”




Alex firmly said, “Eliza is a real heroine. And since she has superpowers as well…”




Debbie suddenly looked alarmed. She rounded on Eliza. “You told them? I thought…”




“I didn’t! It’s not my fault!”




Alex inserted, “Dr. Finn saw her in action and induced her power set. It helps that Dr. Finn had previously met me, as well as Action Girl and Klar.”




Eliza whispered, “Dr. Finn’s one of those Orphans like in Time Magazine. She’s so awesome.”




Debbie looked worried at that. “She didn’t hurt you or anything, did she?”




Alex was sort of surprised that big sister Debbie really cared that much about Eliza, when she kept doing the ‘Libby’ thing. But maybe she was really more like Alex’s big sister Annie inside, where it really counted.




Eliza looked appalled. “She’s a doctor! She doesn’t hurt people! And anyway, she got shot. A lot.”




Alex explained, “She was shot in one arm, one leg, and the chest. She had a pneumothorax, so it was getting hard for her to breathe. Eliza arrived in time to save her from a hungry leopard.”




Eliza stubbornly insisted, “It wasn’t her fault. She has cubs to feed.” She even pouted a little at someone being mean about the leopard eating someone.




Boy, and Alex thought she was bad at the secret identity thing.




Debbie looked at Alex and said, “Terawatt, you’re a big, important superhero. Maybe you can convince lemur-brain here that her powers are from some weird biological thing she drank, and not magic.”




Eliza insisted, “But the shaman told me it was magic!”




Debbie scowled, “He also told you he was stuck for years as a warthog. And he told you that you’d lose your powers if you told anyone. Well? You still have your powers, right?” Eliza frowned and shrugged a reluctant ‘yes.’ “Okay! So now you know he was a great big liar. So stop believing everything he told you.”




Alex said, “You still shouldn’t tell people about your powers. It could get you or your family or your friends in serious trouble. If people knew about my real identity, Danielle Atron probably would have murdered my family.”




Hanna suggested, “Maybe you should have a superheroine identity and a disguise for when you are swinging around on vines and talking to animals.”




Debbie smirked, “Yeah, you could be ‘Sheena of the Jungle.’ Except not attractive.”




Alex didn’t jump all over Debbie for being mean, but she did say, “Copyrighted names are not a good choice for a superhero.”




Debbie suggested, “Doctor Doolittle.”




Alex just replied, “Copyright law.”




Debbie grinned, “Eliza Doolittle!”




Alex answered, “That one’s taken too. You’ve seen ‘My Fair Lady’ with Audrey Hepburn?”




Debbie pretended to frown. “Oh come on, she could wear the ugly long dress and the stupid hat, and she could do a Cockney accent, and—”




“Debbie!” Eliza scowled.




They stuck their tongues out at each other and looked totally like each other for a moment.




Hanna just said, “We have more important issues than codenames at the moment.”




Alex agreed, “We need to make sure the compound is secure, and check on Dr. Finn, and contact our team leader, and figure out where these creeps are heading, because anyone who gets in their way is in danger, and I really doubt they’re planning on doing something nice and wholesome when they get where they’re heading.”




Hanna took that as permission to move out. She shifted her M203 from her back to her arms, and she took off in a fast perimeter search.




Alex realized that while Riley was busy with his wife and Jack wasn’t back yet, she was in charge. Crud. She felt totally out of her depth. She didn’t know how to find the badguys, and she didn’t know why they were here, and she didn’t know how to stop them.




Eliza hooted softly at the chimp, who hooted back. She looked at Alex and said, “They’re in a couple trucks and jeeps, heading south-southwest the last time Darwin saw them, which will put them in some really dangerous areas in a matter of hours, unless they change direction.”




Alex asked, “Just how dangerous, and why? Because these are the kind of people who would only go to a place that’s really dangerous if they could find something dangerous and find a way to use it on lots of other people.”




Eliza shrugged, “I don’t know! The animals I asked all said it’s not safe to go there, and they all avoid it.”




Debbie muttered, “You totally suck at the secret identity thing.”




Alex asked, “Do your parents know about your powers?”




Eliza insisted, “No way!”




Even as Debbie frowned, “They have their suspicions. She’s just too good at handling animals that aren’t safe to handle, like cheetah cubs while the mother cheetah is right there.”




“Oops,” Eliza whispered.




Alex told her, “You should find a way to tell them. My life has been much better since I told my family.” She pointed at Debbie and added, “And having a reliable secret keeper to run interference for you can be a really great help.”




Debbie wondered out loud, “I’m reliable? When did that happen?”




Eliza proudly said, “She’s saved me and Darwin at least half a dozen times.”




Debbie scowled, like she didn’t want to admit she’d ever done anything nice for her weird little sister.





190. Quick March



Alex got Hanna to eat, so they both had a big plate of food with the doctors and nurses and assistants. Then she made Riley eat something, even though he was too worried about Sam to think about eating. Then she got Eliza to eat a meal in her parents’ huge vehicle, which they called the CommVee even if it was lousy at the ‘comm’ part. She had a plate of food with Eliza and her mom, who was really nice. Debbie was busy on her laptop editing the latest video footage her mom had just taken, and she insisted she didn’t need to eat again because she didn’t want to get ‘fat as an orangutan.’ Donny hit her in the back of the head with a banana for that, and then Debbie yelled at Donny and chased him around the CommVee. Eliza and her mom just looked at each other like stuff like that happened all the time.




Then Alex went back to the tent in the compound and had another plate of food, even if she said she was taking it to someone else. She just floated in the darkness over the tent and ate it all, then took the empty plate and utensils back.




When she floated over to where Hanna was monitoring the road to the compound, Hanna reported, “Sam is still unconscious, like she’s supposed to be. The colonel does not want to leave her side. Donny has a working vocabulary of at least fifty French nouns, and he knows some English too, however he seems to prefer French — and whatever noises he makes — and he seems to want the Thornberrys to learn his language. I tried to explain that speaking multiple languages has many advantages, but I failed to get my point across. Oh, and there are two trucks and two jeeps trying to sneak south on the main road toward us. I do not think they are friendlies.”




Crud. Alex frowned, “You stay here and don’t let anyone hostile get past you to the compound. I’ll go have a little chat with our intruders.”




Hanna pouted, “I wanted to go do the fun stuff.”




“If I mess up even a little, you’ll get all the ‘fun stuff’ you can handle.”




Hanna firmly said, “All right. But you do not mess up.”




Alex didn’t argue. She was sort of surprised to hear Hanna thought that way, but she totally didn’t have time to talk about all the times she thought she’d messed up.




She darted off in the direction Hanna had indicated. And about six hundred yards north up the road, there were two trucks with a bunch of armed soldiers sneaking up on the compound. There were two lines of guys with assault rifles and submachine guns out in front of the lead truck. There were two open jeeps behind the trucks. One had a heavy machine gun mounted in the back. The other had a big fat guy mounted in the back.




She was really glad she’d been out in the dark long enough to have really good night vision. And she was really glad she was silently flying two hundred feet over these jerks’ heads, instead of being where they might spot her and shoot hundreds of bullets at her and maybe hit someone way downrange.




She stopped to think up a plan. Then she dove down and made one mega-fast pass down the line of vehicles and soldiers.




It was kind of tricky, since she hadn’t practiced this before. But she just used her spare tk and yanked guns out of soldiers’ hands and hurled them off into the jungle. She did it in pairs as she zoomed over the heads of the soldiers. She got maybe all but two of the guns. Then she hit the first truck with a massive blast of lightning right in the engine. She skipped over the second truck, because she had a use for that one. Then she zoomed over the jeeps. Both of them, she just pressed down hard on the gas pedal and yanked the steering wheel off to the side. The jeeps zoomed off the road. The first one crashed into the ditch on that side of the road, and the other one went the other way and crashed into a couple trees.




When Fat Boss’s jeep hit the trees, he went tumbling over the seats in front of him and ended up head down on top of his minions. The rest of his minions came yelling from in front, where they’d lost their rifles and machine guns, but they still had lots of handguns. And the guys in the other jeep came scrambling out of the ditch.




She closed her eyes for a split second, raised her arms over her head, and made a huge arc of lightning between her hands. Then she darted a hundred feet to the side and yelled, “I! Am! Terawatt! Put down your weapons and leave instantly, or feel my wrath!” And she darted even farther off to the side, just in case.




The fat boss guy yelled something probably like ‘shoot her’ in a language she didn’t know. Riley had said French was very big in the Congo, but that wasn’t French. Lots of soldiers started firing at the spot she’d been ten seconds ago. It looked like her flash of light had done what she wanted, and everyone who had been looking her way had lost all their night vision.




She darted behind them and started using her tk to yank guns out of guys’ hands, and for the really stubborn guys who really didn’t want to let go, she used her tk to pinch their carotids closed for five seconds. In a matter of seconds, she had a road full of unconscious guys and unarmed guys.




Fat Boss clambered out of his no-longer-nice jeep and tried to shoot her with a big automatic. So she flew around to put him between her and his thugs. Then she put out her arms and put arcs of lightning between her hands.




She used a little tk to make her hair move like it was blowing in a soft breeze. “You dare to attack Terawatt?”




Apparently, he did dare. He aimed at her chest and fired. She just pushed the bullet into the ground. Since that didn’t work, he fired his whole clip at her. Or maybe it was a magazine; she needed to remember to ask someone. She just kept using a little tk to push the bullets downward. He was getting really frustrated, but his minions were freaking out. He then did the dumbest thing she could think of: he threw his gun at her. If high-speed bullets weren’t working, what was the point of throwing a little handful of steel? She bet badguys didn’t do dumb stuff like that in Selina’s universe.




She didn’t even bother to use her tk, because his aim was so bad he missed her by a mile. She just yelled, “I am protecting this area! Get in your one working truck, return to your base, and never come this way again! Or next time, I will not be so kind!”




She let off an even brighter flash of lightning, went silvery, and darted straight up. Then she zoomed off to the side and came down so she was hiding in the top of a big tree.




The big fat boss sounded like he wanted to go do something bad, but his soldiers wanted to get the heck out of there. They turned the one working truck around and piled in, even if it was really crowded. Then they took off, leaving him all alone with three busted vehicles. He tried to get his jeep running again, without much success. He tried to push it back toward the road, with absolutely no success. He yelled really nasty-sounding stuff at his departing minions. None of it did him any good.




He finally pulled as many guns as he could find out of his jeep, and he hurried back up the road after the disappearing truck. Alex might have had some sympathy for him, but she figured he had been planning on doing something really bad to the people in the compound. And he had plenty of weapons in case anything came after him in the dark.




Plus, a ten or twenty mile walk would do him a lot of good. He needed to lose a lot of weight.




After he took off, she flew around the road, making sure there weren’t any more badguys lurking in the brush or in a ditch. She checked the back of the truck and found big cans of water and fuel, plus a bunch of boxes of food that were marked as Red Cross care packages, so she figured these creeps had stolen them. She decided to let the doctors at the compound dole all that food out to the local villagers, where it should have gone in the first place.




She flew back to the compound gate, where Hanna was in prone position just to the side of the road in case of threats. Two of the guard guys were just standing there waiting to see what was going on. Dr. Peterson and two other doctor-types were standing there looking out into the darkness. Alex sort of wondered what they thought would happen if armed badguys came charging up the road. Okay, they had Hanna right there, and Hanna was worth at least a couple dozen of those badguys.




She flew down and hovered a foot above the ground. “Dr. Peterson, you might want to request a lot more assistance, including a much heavier guard. That was an overweight officer leading roughly forty troops armed with assault rifles and submachine guns, plus trucks and a jeep with a mounted heavy machine gun. I seriously doubt they were sneaking up on you to hide Easter eggs around the compound.”




Dr. Peterson frowned, “Thanks. Probably one of their spies in one of the local villages told ’em we were in trouble and vulnerable. If you’d gotten here three hours later, it could have been pretty ugly.”




She said, “Dr. Finn did warn us not to alert the local authorities.”




One of the guards sounded amazed. “So you just… swooped down and trashed an entire company of armed soldiers and their vehicles? Jesus Christ!”




Dr. Peterson coldly asked, “What’s the butcher’s bill?”




Wow, that was an icky way of asking what she did. “Zero. No dead bodies. Two wrecked jeeps off the road, one has a heavy machine gun someone will want to swipe unless you grab it or destroy it. One wrecked truck in the middle of the road. It has water, fuel, and a lot of Red Cross boxes you ought to grab and hand out to the people who need ’em. The jeeps are just crashed. The truck is fine, except its electrical is fried. A good mechanic ought to be able to get all three working again. Also, there are maybe forty assault rifles and submachine guns, and forty handguns tossed off to the sides of the road, and you should get them picked up before someone else finds them and misuses them. And there’s one really embarrassed fat officer who may not take this sitting down. Even if he looks like he takes everything sitting down.” Someone snorted with laughter.




He checked, “You fought a company of armed soldiers and you trounced them, and you didn’t kill anyone? I’m impressed.”




She admitted, “I did render about half a dozen soldiers unconscious, but their friends dumped them in the truck as they retreated.”




Dr. Peterson looked down at Hanna, who was holding an M203, and he could obviously imagine how things would have gone without Terawatt. He swallowed hard and said, “Thank you very much, Terawatt. We owe you a big debt.”




She told him, “Just take really good care of Dr. Finn. And her husband. He worries about her a lot.”




Hanna piped up, “And we’d like to borrow a jeep.”




Alex was about to disagree, but she remembered one of the Jack O’Neill lessons. He didn’t make his people look bad. Maybe he yelled at them in private, but he backed them up in public. So she added, “With fuel, water, and food. We might be gone for more than just the night.”




Then she waited until the guards had moved off and the doctors had gone back to doctor stuff. She floated down almost to where Hanna was still studying the landscape. “Is there something else out there? And why do we need a jeep, when Jack’s bringing something?”




Hanna murmured, “There is something out there at eleven o’clock, maybe five hundred yards out. The night animals over there stopped making noise. And General Jack has missed his first two call-ins, so we must assume something has happened to him. Once we handle the local threat over there, we need to assess his situation.”




Crud and mega-crud.




She went silvery and darted off to the area Hanna had spotted. She knew she was there when the animals weren’t making all those noises below her. She drifted down slowly between the branches…




It was a leopard. Maybe the same leopard that had almost eaten Sam the night before. Only this time, it had something. Whatever that something was, it was almost as big as the leopard itself, and the leopard was hauling it off like it was a chewtoy. She made a mental note not underestimate the stuff in the jungle just because it wasn’t carrying guns and grenades.




She darted back and gave Hanna the news. Hanna looked like she wanted to go wrestle the leopard to see how fun it would be to fight. Alex knew she was going to put her foot down if Hanna even hinted she wanted to go track and wrestle a full-grown leopard. And if Hanna didn’t obey orders, Alex would threaten to tell Janet. And Jack. And Charlie.




But Hanna did what Alex said, which made Alex feel like Hanna had decided Alex was now in charge until someone like Jack showed up. They moved back to the compound satellite phone, which had a guy still working away on it, while another guy held a light and handed him tools and spare parts. That was a no-go.




Hanna led her to where Riley had the gunbag stashed. There was a small sat phone inside it. Alex told Hanna, “Stow your weapons and tac vest and web belt in the bag, and let’s go where no one here can eavesdrop.”




Hanna grinned, “Awesome!”




As soon as Hanna had dropped enough weight for Alex to lift her, Alex grabbed her and the sat phone, and headed straight up.




When they were about two thousand feet above the compound, Alex used her tk to unfold the sat phone and dial Willow.




“Twilight Sparkle here. Pinkie Pie has missed two parties.”




Alex glanced over at Hanna. “Rainbow Dash with Spike. Applejack’s better half was shot three times including one in the chest and is out of surgery but still unconscious. Can you contact Pinkamena?”




Willow concentrated, “Let me check… Okay, I’ve got a GPS signal. It’s south-southwest of your position and… Okay, it’s been heading that way for over an hour.”




Alex grimaced. That was mega-bad. “Can you flip his phone to speakerphone so we can listen in?”




“Already on it, Dash.”




Suddenly there was the sound of a car or truck roaring along a road. Two guys were talking in a language Alex didn’t have any clue about.




After maybe a minute, Willow admitted, “Okay, that’s not good. I think it’s Hindi or a related language, but I don’t understand it.”




Hanna replied, “Spike to Sparkle. I speak Hindi. They’re talking about Jack. They think he’s a useless idiot, but the primary bloc has put out a large ransom for Jack alive and undamaged. They don’t understand why after listening to him for ten minutes.”




Willow whimpered a little. “You guys can rescue him, right? I mean, if they’re speaking Hindi and talking about the main bloc, they have to be Singh’s people. So… lots of really dangerous Orphans.”




Crud. The India bloc had Jack, and they had to be chasing after Karen Ross and the Walsh bloc, and both of them were heading into that really dangerous area of the Congo. But Jack was way smarter than he pretended, and the India bloc guys were obviously too stupid or too arrogant to spot that. And Jack’s GPS signal could lead Alex to them. However…




Alex said, “We may have another problem here. Can you get Princess Celestia on the horn?” She hadn’t thought she would ever need to use all of Jack’s silly codenames, but she needed this one now.




Willow told her, “Give me five minutes. I’ll call when I’ve got the Big Cheese.”




“Great. Dash over and out.” Alex used her tk to get her tPhone to link up with the sat phone courtesy of one of Willow’s apps, and then she dove with it and Hanna toward the ground.




Hanna ignored the fact that she was heading downward really fast. “What problem are you seeing?”




Alex pointed out, “Riley. He’s a wreck over Sam, and he may not be ready to go run away from her and dive into a dangerous op.”




Hanna said, “I did not think of that. So it is a good thing Janet has been giving me driving lessons. And Mr. Lester at school. And Jack and Charlie took me out several times and showed me some really fun stuff.”




Alex figured that ‘fun stuff’ in this case was probably a really dangerous ‘evasive driving’ course plus stuff like bootlegger turns, which Alex had seen in movies but had no idea how to do in real life.




Still, they would need to take food and water and fuel and all of Hanna’s weapons, and there was no way Alex could carry Hanna and all that junk too. So they needed a jeep. And maps. And Riley’s sat phone. And maybe someone who knew where they were going and who knew how to get there and who also knew who wasn’t supposed to be on the roads when they met people who might really be badguys.




Alex really didn’t like the idea of taking an innocent ‘local guide’ into what could turn into a warzone. She hadn’t even liked the idea of letting Azure Crush onto the beach at Santa Monica, and she had really been cranky about Jack bringing Pyre along to find and rescue a trapped superheroine.




She touched down and lowered Hanna to the ground. Hanna slipped back into her web belt and tac vest, and then arranged the sat phone next to the gunbag. They hurried over to the ‘recovery area’.




Alex was expecting something like out of old World War II movies, complete with a dirt floor and moldy-looking canvas. But it was a sparkling-clean white hospital-like thing, and it had a solid floor that looked like it came apart in big rectangles for easy transport. And there was a nurse on duty at the doorway who stopped them. “I’m sorry, but no one’s allowed in here unless they’ve washed up properly and are gloved and masked.”




Alex could look over at the far end and see Riley in a mask and gloves and surgical garb, sitting by Sam’s bed and just holding the arm that wasn’t getting an IV in it. He obviously didn’t want to leave Sam’s side while she was still out cold from the anesthesia. No, it looked like he just needed to hold her and cry. Alex really worried that Riley couldn’t be a useful soldier right now. She knew she would be a total basketcase after that telepathy-nightmare thing if she’d called home and some stuff out of her nightmares had come true.




The nurse crisply told her, “We don’t yet know if that aspiration with that makeshift three-way tap is going to be enough to repair the pneumothorax, or if we’ll need to go in again. Thoracic surgery is never simple, and there may be infections or complications from trying something like aspiration in the back seat of a jeep without adequate antisepsis. Then you just never know about gunshot wounds. We’ll just have to wait and see.”




Alex’s tPhone buzzed in her sleeve, so she grabbed Hanna and flew a hundred feet away from the recovery area while Hanna sprinted alongside her. “Terawatt here, with Action Girl.”




Willow’s Autotuned voice said, “Hang on a sec, I’ve got him.”




And General Hammond’s strong, reassuring drawl came through. “Terawatt? Acid Burn says you’ve got a problem and needed to talk to me?”




“Yes sir, sorry about the time,” Alex said. “I need your advice, and possibly your orders. We got to the Congo and rescued the Doctors Without Borders compound, but Colonel Finn’s wife was shot three times, including once in the side of the chest, and she had to treat her own pneumothorax while she waited on us. She’s out of surgery now, but still unconscious, and they don’t know if there will be serious complications from all this. I’m really worried that Riley won’t be useful as a soldier right now, and I really don’t want to make him leave her side.”




“And what did General O’Neill say?”




Alex grimaced. “That’s the other part of the problem. The Collective’s main bloc sent a team here after something that’s not going to be puppies and rainbows. The India bloc sent a team, too. They captured Jack. He’s alive, but everybody’s heading south-southwest of our position into a region that our local expert tells us is so dangerous that even the jungle wildlife avoids it as much as possible. No one knows what’s there. The Collective probably has a better idea than anyone else, which is not encouraging. Under normal circumstances, I’d insist on going with Colonel Finn and following his orders, but right now I don’t think he’s in any shape to be on this op. Especially after what those hostiles did to us in Midwich, and then he found out that some of his telepathy-induced nightmares were really happening to his wife.”




“And do you want to go off with no one but Action Girl?”




Alex admitted, “No sir, but I don’t see that I have a choice right now. If the India bloc doesn’t kill Jack, they’re going to turn him over to the main bloc, because we just found out that Walsh’s bloc has a big bounty out on him.”




“Terawatt, I hate to do this to you, but you’re the leader on-site. You need to assess whether Colonel Finn is safe to take along. That’s something I can’t judge from way over here. If so, get him moving. If not, you need to undertake this op without him, and with whatever assistance you deem fit. This is why they call it the ‘burden of command’.”




Alex felt the ball of ice in her stomach getting even bigger. “Yes sir. If you can get any folklore or history experts on this so we have some sort of idea what we’re up against, we would really appreciate the help.”




“That much, I can do. Sorry to be of less help than you need. But any intel you can give us will help.”




She said, “Well, I suspect Acid Burn has a recording of what she’s downloaded from Jack’s phone, including what they’re saying about Jack and their mission, but it’s all in Hindi.”




“I can get translators on that, even if there may be some sensitive intel.”




Alex mentally crossed her fingers and said, “Thank you, sir. Over and out.” She hung up, wondering what her next step needed to be.




“Sounds like you need a local guide,” said Eliza from right behind her.




Alex managed not to spazz out or shriek or anything. Hanna didn’t even react, which probably meant Hanna already knew Eliza was really close.




Okay, Hanna was obviously ready to take Eliza along, even if it was right into a warzone. Hanna just did not think about risks the same way that regular people did.




Alex carefully said, “I would really like to take you along. You have some really useful superpowers, and you know the area a lot better than we do, and you can ask for help if we get in a jam. But this is likely to be really dangerous. They shot Dr. Finn just because she looked like an Orphan, and they killed more people, and they would have murdered all the rest of the compound if you hadn’t come along and gotten the generator working and helped Dr. Finn. When they get where they’re going, they’ll probably be ready to do a lot worse. And now we know there’s another gang of these Orphans driving after them, and that’s going to be messy when they fight it out for whatever they’re after. I think you need to stay here with your family.”




Eliza hooted at her chimpanzee, who hooted back. They got into an angry argument for like a minute. Finally, Eliza grouchily said, “Well I’m going. Someone’s a big chicken and wants to stay here.” The chimpanzee looked pretty grouchy, too. It did everything except pout and cross its arms.




Oh wait, there was the big lower-lip pout. Man, that chimp could give pouting lessons.




Alex insisted, “We haven’t decided if you’re going with us.”




Hanna pointed out, “She knows the jungle a lot better than we do. And if there’s a firefight, she can use the jungle vines and get out of the area faster than anyone except you.”




Eliza piped up, “There’s a couple herds of elephants I know that are down near there a lot of the year, so I can hitch a ride home if I need to. My parents won’t mind. And it’s not like I’ve never been shot at before, or had dangerous things come after me. Lions, tigers, sharks…”




“Wow, a shark!” Hanna said eagerly. “Tera would not let me dive in the water and fight the sharks we found.”




Alex pointed out, “They happened to be great white sharks that had been mutated into shark-monsters by mad scientists. And we didn’t know if there were other things in the water too.”




Eliza admitted, “Well, I didn’t fight the sharks. I just didn’t get eaten. Some animals just don’t want to listen.”




Alex gave her the best Terawatt glare she had. “I think that your parents might have something to say about your joining this mission.”







“It sounds like a wonderful adventure!” Sir Nigel crowed excitedly, like he had no idea his daughter was about to go do something really dangerous. Okay, something else really dangerous.




“You’re a chip off the old block!” Lady Marianne Hunter Thornberry told her younger daughter, like Marianne had done this kind of thing all the time when she was younger.




Oh crud, what if Eliza’s mom really had done dangerous stuff all the time when she was younger?




Debbie just rolled her eyes. “And don’t expect me to save you this time.”




Sir Nigel added, “It sounds like these blighters are off searching for King Solomon’s Mines. There’s always someone who thinks it’s a quick trip to riches. H. Rider Haggard supposedly based his work on the story of the city of Zinj, which was a rich trading kingdom for perhaps centuries. In my personal opinion, they must have been based around one of the local volcanic areas, because some of what the Zinji traded were unpolished diamonds, and metals for weapons. But according to some historians, the Zinji were probably wiped out in the late 1800’s and early 1900’s by Colonials who had firearms that the Zinji couldn’t outfight.”




Marianne insisted, “That’s all folklore. And if the Zinji were really wiped out, their home city wouldn’t be dangerous now. It’s probably just a roadless area with a large population of leopards and other predators, so Eliza should be perfectly safe.”







Jack woke up when the truck hit some bumpy patches of road. He made an effort to go back to sleep, because there was nothing he could do yet, and the more sleep-deprived his guards got, the more advantages he would have later.




But before he could doze off again, the trucks braked to a gradual stop. Fu Man-new leapt into the back of the truck and growled at the guards, “Fine! I am doing as you have insisted in whiny voices for over an hour!”




Jack managed not to laugh. He opened his eyes and smiled, “Oh, hi. Decided to drop by and talk weaponry some more?”




The guy glared in raw frustration. It must be really hard being so smart and correct and perfect all the time, and having minions who didn’t grasp your amazing greatness. The guy sat as the trucks started up again, and he snapped, “What do you know of the lost city of Zinj?”




Jack went for the annoying thing people said he did really well. “Zinj? Isn’t that what Californians call red wines?”




The guy whirled on his minions and snapped in more Hindi, “See? The man is a fool!”




So Jack said, “You’re probably talking about what in Western literature is usually called King Solomon’s Mines or something like that.”




Supposedly Super-smart Leader Guy paled slightly. He also did a lousy job of keeping the shock off his face. “How do you know about that?”




Jack shrugged. “It’s famous. There were a bunch of fictional books written way back before I was even born, and believe me, that’s a long time ago. That particular one’s been made into movies or mini-series maybe four or five times. And then there were some Tarzan movies — you know, Edgar Rice Burroughs — that went off on that general plotline. Back when jungle action was a viable movie genre, it was one of the most common plots. Just ask any old white American dude about it.”




The guy pushed, “And what defenses would a place like that have that could stop a team of… what you call Orphans?”




Okay, so maybe they thought their first team got wiped out by what’s there, rather than the people from the primary bloc. Jack asked, “How do you know that they didn’t get wiped out by Walsh’s side?”




The guy admitted, “Our Team One reported back and said they found the remains of Walsh Team One, which had been slaughtered by animals despite the liberal use of submachine guns. Then they went silent as well.”




So someone on Walsh’s side was a mole for Singh’s side, and Singh sent guys after Walsh’s forces so they couldn’t acquire… something. If these were really that much like King Solomon’s Mines that it spooked Fu Man-new, then it could be gemstones or precious metals. Walsh was bound to have people who did something besides lick her boots. And Jack’s IT people had found a number of possible-Orphan scientists and engineers who could do all kinds of interesting things with large rubies or large industrial diamonds or large deposits of all kinds of nifty metals.




Jack decided to cause a little more trouble. “But were they really taken out, or did they pretend to be wiped out so they could loot the place without Singh knowing? After all, they’re your Team One, not a bunch of mere humans. Maybe they decided to set up a secret Africa bloc.”




The guy looked like he’d just been sucker-punched. For arrogant, over-confident Orphans, these yahoos sure were easy to manipulate. He growled at the guards to watch Jack, he signaled for the trucks to stop again, and he jumped out of the truck. Then the trucks moved on, while he did something in the other truck. Jack was going to guess frantic communications with Singh’s people back in India.




The trucks stopped again fifteen minutes later, and Fu Man-new hopped back in to ‘interrogate’ Jack some more. He adjusted his belt and told Jack, “Our tactical experts have already considered that.”




“Good. So you already know you could be facing Walsh’s people, or your own Team One, or some kind of natural threat. By the way, Walsh’s group is probably being led by a woman named Karen Ross. That ring any bells?”




“We know all about her,” the guy lied really badly. He even adjusted his belt again. It was a shame Jack couldn’t get this guy in a high-stakes poker game.




Oh wait, this already was a high-stakes poker game of a sort. And the guy still had no idea what Jack had for a hole card. In fact, the guy was assuming Jack had a busted flush. Jack was figuring he had three aces hidden up his sleeve. Maybe even four.




Four plus a wildcard, if he included the fact that he knew about Karen Ross and these guys didn’t. He had remembered the name off Willow’s Orphan list. He lied, “So you already know she’s an expert in…”




“Of course we know.”




“…mime. A graduate of Clown College, even. Summa cum rowdy.”




Fu Man-new puffed himself up and glared at Jack furiously, “You dare mock me?”




“Of course I dare mock you.” Jack was not about to tell these dorks that Karen Ross had been a telecommunications expert in a big Midwestern telecom that was a subsidiary of Umbrella Corporation, and that she had vanished about the time that the FBI was trying to round up the Orphans that were a part of that disaster. If he remembered correctly, her training was in physical engineering and civil engineering. If there really were mines at this place, then she probably didn’t have the training in mining engineering that her team might need.




So Jack asked, “Do you have mining engineers and civil engineers and all that jazz? If you’re looking for old mines, you’re gonna need guys who know how to assess tunnels for safety, and how to shore up old tunnels, and how to use explosives to do excavation.”




“We do not need that. We will capture the enemy miners and force them to cooperate with us.” But the guy hitched his belt up again.




Jack just nodded, “Well, that’s reassuring.” Like he believed anything this bozo said.







Alex sat in the shotgun seat of the jeep, wondering how people could think she was such a great superheroine when she couldn’t even keep from getting bamboozled over bringing Eliza along.




Not only was Eliza in the back seat, but so was Darwin the chimpanzee. And Hanna was driving really fast down a not-exactly-perfect road with no headlights on.




Okay, as long as no one in the car turned on a light, Hanna could look out the windshield and see just fine. Hanna had awesome night vision. Alex even had her tPhone stuck in her sleeve so the light from its screen and keyboard was masked, because she was on the phone with Willow a whole bunch. Willow was following the GPS signal from Jack’s phone, and mapping that to road maps and geological maps and contour maps. And Eliza had already pointed out roughly where on the map was the ‘don’t go there’ spot her animal friends had warned her about, and it looked like they were headed down that way.




The jeep was in really good shape, and the doctors had loaded up the back. So with only three people and a chimp, plus the ability to scavenge for food as Eliza and Darwin usually did, Alex figured they were set for about a month. There were a bunch of five-gallon jerry cans of gas, and several of water, and even one of motor oil. There were spare tires strapped down on the roof, along with a box of tools and spare jeep parts that fit inside the stack of tires. They had a couple cases of MREs and a big box of energy bars. Plus the food supplies included a hand-operated filtration pump that could turn river water into potable super-clean water so they could fill their water cans again. They also had a nice medical kit that Alex wished she had training on, and a sat phone and Riley’s base system for their comms, and all of Hanna’s weapons plus some of Riley’s ammo just in case.




They still didn’t know why the guys who had kidnapped Jack had stopped a couple times. Alex was pretty sure ruthless Orphans didn’t just put their hand up and ask to stop the car so they could go potty in the bushes. And these bushes weren’t really safe to go walk around in at night.




But having GPS on the badguys meant that Willow knew when and where the badguys had turned off a nearly-paved road and moved onto dirt roads. Hanna had been driving a lot faster than the badguys were going, but she had to slow down once they found the dirt road the Orphans had taken, because the road gradually became really bumpy and it was hard for even Hanna to see every bump and hole in the darkness.




Hanna asked, “Tera, can you fly maybe four miles ahead and come back, so we will know if there are any traps or ambushes up ahead? We may know how far ahead that phone is, but that is not the same as knowing how far ahead every one of the enemy is.”




Alex told her, “Sure. Just make sure you don’t damage the jeep. I don’t want to have to explain to them how we wrecked it just a couple hours after we borrowed it.”




She rolled down her window and went silvery so she could dart out of the jeep and take off along the road. So… four miles out, then flying back. Since she was doing at least a hundred twenty miles an hour each way, it only took her a little under four minutes to get back to the jeep, and then she just rode along until Hanna had covered the section Alex had just checked. She did the out-and-back check half a dozen times before the path Willow was tracking veered off from the dirt roads into recently-cut jungle.




There was something shiny down on the jungle floor, so she zoomed over to check on it.




There was a wire cutting across between two trees at about shin height. Uh-oh. Boy, it was a good thing Hanna was driving without lights and Alex’s night vision was as good as it was going to get.




She used her tk to lift some brush and junk up, and there were two claymore mines. Someone — someone from India — really didn’t want anybody to follow them. Or really didn’t want anybody escaping past them and getting back to Wacky Maggie.




But claymore mines were something she knew about. She knew how to set them up, and how to detonate them, and what it felt like if you didn’t get out of the blast zone. Ouch.




She just used her tk. She pulled the blasting caps out of the claymores, then rolled up the wire, then found the trigger systems at one end of the tripwire. She undid that too, and called Willow.




“Dash here. Did Discord East stop on this spot?”




“Let me check recordings… Umm, looks like it. For about four minutes. Why?”




“A really nasty boobytrap.”




“Ick. Okay, let me adjust my tracking system so I’m monitoring every couple seconds instead, so if they stop at all, I can let you know.”




Alex mentioned, “They’re Orphans. They may just need to have their truck slow down to jumping-out speed.”




Willow suggested, “Figure two trucks minimum. They took Jack’s truck, but they wouldn’t be hanging around hoping to find some decent stuff to drive. They probably had at least a truck, maybe two or a truck and a jeep, before they caught him.”




Great. Alex just said, “We’re moving off the established roads into stuff that looks like it was really recently cut. Maybe a week or two ago, because stuff is only just growing back. But some trees are bulldozed over and shoved out of the path, and the brush is cut down to the ground, so the first people in here must’ve had pretty heavy-duty equipment and wanted to bring trucks or jeeps in.”




Willow made a few ‘hmm’ noises. “I better look into that. Seems like pretty specific heavy equipment. Unless the badguys brought it with them from wherever.”




Alex waited another couple minutes, and Hanna drove by. Alex dove into the window and deposited the claymore mines and the rest of the gear in the jeep. The claymores went in the very back, and the blasting caps went in the glove compartment. She explained, “Discord East didn’t want anyone coming or going. They planted two claymores to stop unwanted guests.”




Hanna smiled, “Excellent. Claymores make good defensive weapons, and I did not have any.”




Eliza asked, “Aren’t claymores big swords?”




Alex explained, “These are claymore mines. Imagine a really huge grenade that only explodes in one direction.”




Eliza checked, “You picked ’em up so no animals are gonna get hurt, right?”




Alex told her, “No people either. They’re really nasty.”




Willow called back. “Dash, Sparkle here. Another stop sixteen miles ahead of your current position. Forty-three minute stop, then they moved on, but not fast.”




“Dash to Sparkle. Roger that. Spike’s driving about sixty miles an hour, so we’ll be there in sixteen minutes.”




Hanna complained over her earjack, “Spike here. I am driving at less than twenty miles an hour. The path is more than wide enough for a jeep, but it is not even.”




“Sparkle to Dash. Well, you’re catching up on them pretty fast. They moved on, but right now you’re only about twenty-two miles behind them.”




“Dash. Keep us informed. Over and out.”




It took about an hour to get to the next stop where Team Discord East had stopped. Alex flew out of the jeep when they were still two miles from the point, and she flew on ahead.




Oh crud. There were a bunch of dead bodies. Dead bodies that had been here for days, not brand-new dead bodies.




And what was wrong with her life that she could tell that kind of stuff now?




She flew around at treetop level to get a good look at the mess. It looked like two trucks that had been left there, plus some big stuff that had been parked on more cleared space and was now gone, plus an encampment with dead bodies and dead gorillas all over the place. The encampment and the two trucks were totally wrecked. Then two more trucks were parked way behind the encampment, with more dead people and dead gorillas between the trucks and the encampment. The gorillas were all shot full of bullets, and the people were all ripped apart by angry gorillas. Ick. And then some stuff had gone on ahead of the encampment toward what looked like a big volcano that was smoking away and really uncomfortably close.




Eliza’s father had talked about a volcanic area. It looked like he’d been right.




She flew lower. The dead people in the encampment looked American. Well, American or European. The dead people between the camp and the far trucks looked like they were from India and Asia. Okay, she could make a couple guesses what that meant.




And someone had come along really recently and cut a couple of the gorillas open like they were lab animals. Yuck.




She landed to get a better look. And that was when over half a dozen live gorillas charged at her from every direction.




191. March Wardens



Jack leaned back against the side of the truck and pretended to be helpful. Fu Man-new was busy yelling at his science officer. The guy looked at least partly Chinese, and even went with the ‘evil Oriental mustache’ bit. Jack decided to call the guy Dr. Zin. He was still hoping to find a minion he could name ‘Wo Fat’.




‘Dr. Zin’ insisted, “These cannot be true gorillas! Did you see their size? Their incisors? The shape of their skulls? Their fur and eyes? I need time to perform DNA analyses and study the results!”




Jack chipped in, “Why don’t ya just ask Walsh’s boys and girls what mommy thinks? I bet Wacky Maggie already has it all figured out.”




Fu Man-new growled, “We do not need to talk to some decrepit American!”




Jack watched as he even hitched up his belt as he spoke. At the rate the guy was going, that belt was going to be up around his armpits pretty soon. This guy could give Willow a run for her money as worst liar of the twenty-first century. 




Jack switched his attention to Dr. Zin. “So, those apes didn’t have pointy heads. No ridge down the middle. And they were too tall. And those teeth didn’t look like a gorilla’s teeth. Know what all that looks like?” Okay, what he knew about gorillas came from seeing them in zoos and watching ‘Gorillas in the Mist.’ Plus he’d seen every version of ‘King Kong.’ But he’d gotten a good look at a couple of those things’ heads, and he’d seen way too much of Maggie Walsh’s handiwork.




“Of course!” Dr. Zin practically shouted. “Those are human characteristics!”




Crap, that was just what Jack was afraid they might be. He pretended he’d already figured that out, and he asked, “And you don’t know why there’s likely to be a man-gorilla splice like that?” His first guess was Wacky Maggie, but that didn’t really make sense to him. From what Alex had gleaned, Maggie had a tight rein on every one of her experiments. Maybe this was from Maggie’s very first experiment, back before she learned she needed a control on what she created, and now they were running around loose. Or maybe she was following documentation she’d stolen from Howard Royer Locke, and this mess was all his fault. Or maybe it was yet another mad scientist. Still, it could be some accidental biochemical insanity like he’d seen up in Siberia. Maybe deep in that big-ass volcano, stuff was getting brewed up and it was doing freaky things to the local wildlife, in which case the gorillas — or the humans — might not be the only thing that was getting mutated. He could also think of some even crazier ideas.




Okay, ‘crazy’ just went with ‘Walsh’ the way soup went with sandwiches.







Alex just about jumped out of her skin when the gorillas came out of nowhere and caught her totally by surprise. On the other hand, ‘jumping out of her skin’ didn’t mean ‘spazzing out and screaming’ anymore. It meant going silvery and jetting straight up and blasting everything with lightning bolts. Which could be a lot worse some of the time.




She hit four of the gorillas with lightning bolts and just missed two others, who dove for cover. The seventh gorilla leapt through the air and missed her by a huge amount and landed on its face, which apparently made it really cranky.




Okay, crankier, because these apes were pretty cheesed off already. And she sure didn’t remember gorillas having great big fangs. Well, incisors.




The three that hadn’t gotten zapped roared at her, and she zapped all of them before they could call for reinforcements. Or tip off the badguys that someone else had showed up. But this was totally not good.




“Rainbow Dash to Spike. Come in, please.” Nothing. “Dash to Spike, come in.” She waited a few more moments and tried not to get worried. Okay, she was already worried. She was trying not to get panicky. Then she tried again.




“Spike here. Reception… kkkh… spotty while we’re… kkkkkhh …heavy canopy. Hold on for ten seconds.”




She waited impatiently. Finally, after ten really long seconds, Hanna came back. “Spike to Dash. We found a clearer spot and reception should be better.”




“Dash here. I found what is probably the first Walsh team, and the first India team. The second Walsh team and the second India team have already looked at the bodies. And there’s a boatload of mutant gorillas that ripped both teams to shreds.”




“Did you say mutant gorillas?”




“This is Maggie Walsh we’re talking about.”




“Right.”




“Dash to Spike, I’ll be patrolling the immediate area for threats. See you soon, and keep all your windows rolled up. Out.”




Alex stayed silvery and hovered about thirty feet off the ground, just in case more mutant gorillas showed up and wanted a rematch. In fact, she flew circles around the open area, going wider and wider, until she was sure there were no more muto-gorillas within maybe a quarter mile of the ex-camp.




When Hanna finally drove up, she skirted around the first trucks and the dead bodies, drove slowly past the remains of the camp, and parked the jeep over in the spot where it looked like something big and heavy had been parked for a few days and then taken away.




Alex flew down and hovered next to Hanna’s door. When Hanna grabbed all her gear and stepped out, Alex explained, “I think a Walsh team came first and set up the camp. They got overrun by all these gorillas. Then a Singh team showed up and parked back there and came to investigate — well, they probably came to shoot everybody — and they found the camp and got overrun on their way back to the trucks. All their bodies are facing the trucks instead of the camp. Whatever the Walsh team was using to clear the road — maybe a couple bulldozer-like construction things — got parked over here, and so Walsh team two with Karen Ross probably took ’em and kept going toward the volcano. And finally, Singh team two is ahead of us and going after Walsh team two.”




By the time she stopped blabbering, Hanna was fully armed and prepped. “It sounds like you have been busy doing a lot of very smart work. Since Jack is not here to be all snarky, I’ll say ‘good work, Sherlock’.” She gave Alex a very Jack-like smirk.




Alex rolled her eyes. “Elementary, my dear Watson.”




By then, Eliza and her chimp were looking over the remains of the camp and the people and the gorillas. Darwin freaked as soon as he saw the first dead gorillas, and leapt into Eliza’s arms and hooted in fear. Eliza had to put Darwin down and throw up when she saw the first dead people.




Alex flew over and used her tk to keep barf off Eliza’s clothes and shoes and face. She said, “Sorry. I should have warned you.” She felt bad that Eliza was seeing this stuff. And she sort of missed being the sort of person who would lose their lunch when they saw stuff that was this horrible. Being Terawatt wasn’t exactly good for you in every way.




Eliza spit and drank some water out of a little soft-sided canteen. “Umm, sorry. You did warn us. You even told Action Girl the people were all ripped to shreds. But seeing it… That’s a lot worse than helping hurt animals.”




The chimp hooted frantically at her some more, and she added, “And Darwin says whatever these things are, they’re definitely not gorillas. Or anything normal. He says they smell more like humans than apes. He’s really scared.”




Alex shuddered inwardly at the idea, but she said, “Eliza, I don’t want to be harsh about this, but we are talking about Maggie Walsh and her Team Evil. These could really be more human than gorilla.”




Hanna calmly said, “I’ll get a couple DNA samples, so we can check later.”




“Good idea,” Alex said.




Eliza asked uncomfortably, “Do you really think Dr. Margaret Walsh did this too?”




Alex admitted, “No, I don’t. She has control over her… creations. Or at least she believes she does. Her team — the first one that got slaughtered — had no control at all over these man-apes. If I had to guess, I’d say she found out about some other mad scientist who’s working here, and she sent in a team to take that guy down, or take whatever else he’s invented away from him.”




Hanna added, “She is not usually this sloppy, but some people she has worked with have been.” She looked at Eliza and added, “Most of them are not alive anymore, either.” Eliza cringed.




Alex didn’t grimace, but she sure thought about making a face. This could also be some Collective jerkheads who didn’t have Walsh’s inside knowledge, trying to pull a fast one on her. Or something even worse.




Okay, the idea of a bunch of Collective badguys taking each other out in yucky ways just didn’t bother her like it really should have.




Eliza asked, “Can I use a flashlight and look at some of these gorilla corpses?”




Alex said, “Sure. Let me move off to check along the path for more threats, and let Action Girl move off into the trees to make sure your perimeter is safe.”




Hanna added, “And let me get far enough away that your light is not ruining my night vision. It will be dawn very soon, and that is an excellent time to sneak up on enemy forces.” She pulled out one of her grapples, pointed it up into a tree, and fired it. As Eliza stood there open-mouthed, Hanna leapt into the air and operated the grapple so it hauled her up into the trees like she was flying.




Darwin hooted oddly, and Eliza hooted back at him and gave him a reassuring hug.




Alex told her, “Be careful.” She zapped the seven still-live man-apes again to make sure they’d stay unconscious while she was gone, and she darted off down the path.




She didn’t get very far before she heard the sound of distant gunfire. Lots of gunfire, somewhere way off toward that volcano. Definitely machine guns, although not gatling guns. And there was more than one kind of machine gun too, if she was hearing correctly. Something that sounded like a regular submachine gun, and something that sounded heavier, with a faster rate of fire.




Were the Singh people attacking the Walsh people? Were one or both teams shooting at some other mad scientist’s forces or maybe at more man-apes? She really hoped Jack was okay. If Jack got hurt, she didn’t know what she’d do.







Jack wanted to duck down on the floor of the truck, or even dive out of the truck and take up a safe position on the jungle floor behind a couple trees. But the guards were watching him, and he was still trying to give a certain impression. So he yawned and closed his eyes like he was going to take a nap.




He had seen what Team Discord East was lugging around, and he was hearing those AK’s plus some heavy machine guns that Fu Man-new’s thugs weren’t carrying. So Team Discord East and Team Discord West were having a little disagreement.




The more disagreeing, the better, as far as he was concerned. He figured it was unlikely they’d wipe each other out, but they might cut down each other’s numbers enough for those ape-men to swoop in and kill everyone who was left. That would be a problem for him, unless he had a secure position with enough weaponry and enough ammo. And his tPhone, so he could call Alex to come save his sorry ass yet again.




The firefight abruptly stopped. He could hear some yelling back and forth, but he couldn’t make it out from where he was. Probably a parley. He could think of four things they might be negotiating over, and none of them were good. He could probably make at least one of them work for him.







About five minutes later, Fu Man-new yanked open the back of the truck and commanded, “Get out. We are handing you over to the primary bloc.”




“What? We’re not seeing each other anymore? Oh, I know, it’s you, not me. You’re not ready for a commitment. I’ve heard it all before.”




Fu Man-new growled, “What are you babbling about? You will shut up and walk over to the building. Once they see that you really are General O’Neill, they will communicate with their leaders and we will be paid for you. And good riddance!”




He leaned back against the side of the truck. “Not unless you cut off these zipcuffs and give me an AK. And four full magazines.”




“Why would we do that?”




He rolled his eyes. “You know that space between enemy lines they call ‘no man’s land’? Well, around here it’s more like ‘no man but lots of gorillas land’ if you ask me. So you can give me the AK, or you can shoot me and lose all that money, or you can drag me over there in the middle of an armed convoy which I’m willing to bet won’t make it back alive. Your call. Easiest is giving me the AK and just keeping several weapons trained on me so I don’t turn around and fire in your direction.”




Fu Man-new really didn’t want to admit some mere human had a better idea then he did, even if he wasn’t exactly a sterling example of Orphan brainpower. In fact, Jack was willing to bet real cash dollars that Singh deliberately tasked the less brilliant members of his gang with jobs like this, so they didn’t run off and make a new splinter group, like he had. Or at least, if they tried, they would fail.




Come to think of it, Jack had run into a lot of Orphans in one way or another, and this guy was ranking pretty much in the bottom percentiles on Jack’s Orphan intelligence scale. The guy probably made up for it in other important Orphan traits like strength, speed, ruthlessness, aggression, looking really handsome, mustache-grooming, and being a first-class asshole.




The guy gritted his teeth and finally gave in. “Your desperate plea is granted. Walk to the front of the truck. We will remove your bonds and give you a weapon. Then you will walk directly to the enemy emplacement and stop annoying me!”




“Ya, sure, you betcha.” He stood up and hopped out of the truck. He took a good look around. The dawn was breaking, and the blackness of the night was turning to lively green flora and clear blue sky. And plenty of brown dirt and mud. The more sunshine he had while making this walk, the better it would be for him.




Once he was outside, he could see that there was a screen of trees and other flora, followed by a gradual curve in the recently-plowed roadway, followed by a straight shot through some shot-up flora to what looked like a really old camp. There were wood buildings which had essentially rotted away and become a part of the jungle again. There were old fences that had become loose piles of rusty wire. And further back, there were four concrete buildings that looked pretty overgrown, but were still holding up pretty well.




He checked the AK they gave him, slapped in a mag, and pulled the charging handle. Okay. Safety off. He hoped it was ready to go. He shoved the other three mags in his right thigh pocket, and he gave his captors a big smile. “Well, so long, and thanks for all the fish.”




No one even smiled. “Ooh, tough crowd, tough crowd.” He walked along the ripped-up route toward the long-abandoned compound. It just couldn’t be old enough to be the source of the King Solomon’s Mines legend. The concrete said ‘twentieth century.’ Someone with a lot of money and a lot of manpower had built this ugly piece of crap, and they had probably done it in the middle of the twentieth century, not in the 1800’s.




There was no sign of more man-apes, but he was betting they were better at moving through the jungle than people were, so they could easily surprise him. There were dead Singh boys too, and he was figuring that plenty of big predators would find that pretty inviting. In fact, it was really suspicious that no big predators had gone for those bodies back at Team Discord West One’s camp. He had to wonder if the ape-men had killed or chased off every serious threat for miles.




He called out, “Hello the camp! I’m coming in, and I have one AK-47 for protection from our furry friends.”




A male voice yelled back, “Stay on your current path and don’t move to either side. We have automated machine gun emplacements set up to discourage the gorillas. And the India bloc.”




Yeah, he had seen maybe ten corpses, all India bloc types, and all shot to pieces from heavy machine gun fire. He figured that was half of Fu Man-new and Dr. Zin’s forces.




He kept listening for any movements off to the sides, because he figured he wouldn’t see the ape-men until they were ready to leap on him and introduce themselves ‘up close and personal’.




He got all the way to the remains of the fences before he realized they used to be fifteen or twenty feet high. And made of barbed wire. And the remains of the gates had an overgrown metal sign that hardly even had paint on it anymore. But there was still enough paint to make out a little bit of the lettering. It was in German. And he could just make out two or three words…




He suddenly felt like vomiting. This was a World War II SS camp. All the manpower was almost certainly slave labor. And they wouldn’t have been able to put up the damn camp if the ape-men were running loose at the time.




He walked over the remains of the front gate. There were automated heavy machine guns set up way off to either side, with infrared detectors and fancy motors on their mounts. They looked like they could each cover perhaps a ninety degree arc, only if you looked at the concrete buildings as a center point, the machine guns looked like they were set sixty degrees apart. That could mean they had six of the things around their base, and each one provided maybe fifteen degrees of overlap with the guns on either side. That meant the worst point of attack was actually halfway in between two guns, which was probably where Fu Man-new would try to hit them at the first opportunity.




He let the AK dangle from its strap, and he walked up to the first Orphan he saw. “Here,” he said, handing off the AK. “Take me to your leader.”




The guy was a big, muscular black guy chewing on a cigar and expertly pointing another AK his way. “This way, general.”




“Call me Jack.”




The guy smiled suspiciously. He obviously recognized the ‘friendliness’ ploy for what it was. “You can call me Munro.”




Jack nodded, “Great. Did you know those guys had me captive for hours and never wised up? Apparently, Singh’s bloc runs on dumb muscle.”




“It runs on Singh’s arrogance and personality,” Munro replied.




“Along with a fascinating ethnocentricity that would be called racism if we were doing it instead of them,” said a smiling European type who Jack hadn’t seen. The guy had a definite Eastern European accent that Jack was going to guess was probably Romanian. Also, the guy had an AK and half a dozen grenades and a good place of concealment where two armed minions were still lurking, so Jack would have been screwed if he had planned to shoot Munro and make an attack run on the compound.




The two Orphans led him past several ruins, and past the first couple concrete buildings. The closest concrete building looked like it had a slew of soldiers using it as a barracks. He could see past the second two concrete buildings way back to a large mine entrance that was barricaded. The steel and wood barricade was held in place by a big earthmover that had a loading bucket at one end, pinned against the barricade, while the other end had a massive clamp-like gizmo that looked like just what you would want so you could rip jungle trees out by their roots and dump them out of your way. There was also a truck that had a large brush-cutter mounted on its front. He figured the earthmover cleared the trees that needed to be moved, then slightly smoothed out the damage with the loading bucket. Then the brush cutter made the route passable by trucks and jeeps. Way faster than ten guys with machetes. And behind one of the last two concrete buildings was a little parking lot of two more trucks and three Land Rovers.




The second two concrete buildings were overgrown with vines, and there was moss all over the roofs, but the buildings still looked really solid. And really inhabited. There were big green metal-reinforced awnings protecting the second-floor windows from the heat of the day. There were curtains inside the windows, and the curtains were open. The ground-floor didn’t have windows, but there were a number of places that looked like rows of arrow slits. That would make them tough to shoot into, and tough to break into even if you were a ridiculously strong ape-man. Or a ridiculously strong Orphan.




The two Orphans led him through a heavy steel door into a narrow hallway that had a slit in the far wall. He figured there was a room on the other side that a machine gunner could stand in and mow down anyone or anything trying to bust their way in.




At the end of the hall, behind another steel door, was a hallway going off at a right angle. They walked down that and up to the second floor. The two men led him through a steel door into a ‘war room.’ There were corkboards on the walls and maps laid out on a large steel table in the middle of the room. An extremely attractive man and woman were staring down at one map.




Jack led off, “Karen! Long time no see! And you’ve got a boyfriend! You don’t write, you don’t call…”




The man grinned. He had one of those ‘cornfed American’ faces. In fact, Jack would have guessed the guy could be related to Finn, if he didn’t recognize the guy from the lists of possible American Orphans.




The woman glared at Jack. “I don’t know you personally. We haven’t met. So how do you know who I am?”




Mister Wholesome-looking smirked, “Well, I guess the big bosses know what they’re talking about. The general knows things we didn’t know he knew. Like your first name.”




“Shut up, Peter.”




Just to be more troublesome, Jack kept going. “Oh, I know a lot more than that… Ms. Ross. I know Peter Mark Elliott’s full name. And I know those aren’t gorillas out there. And I know this used to be an SS slave labor camp where they forced slaves to mine in there or die. Or more likely, mine in there and die. Or maybe even get mutated, mine, and have a fate worse than death.”




Karen frowned, “Those are very good guesses, general.”




He smiled, “Since we’re being so informal and all, just call me Jack.”




She asked, “Since we’re being ‘so informal and all’ why don’t you tell me how you know my name?”




He shrugged in his most casual ‘Minnesota boy’ gesture. “Your people blab too much. After you shot Dr. Finn, she heard one of them call you Karen, and then one called you Miss Ross. It doesn’t take a genius Orphan to figure out your name from that. Oh, and nice shooting. She made it.”




She coldly said, “So you’re just encouraging me to be even more ruthless in future.”




He gave her another shrug. “It wouldn’t have made any difference. I knew you and Petey because Singh’s pinheads tipped us off about all the Orphans out there with their stupid email campaign, and our IT people did a reverse lookup of everyone in the U.S. who met our Orphan profile. Hence Ms. Karen Andrea Ross, M.S. in physical engineering, M.S. in civil engineering, telecommunications engineer at Umbrella Telecom up until your parent company tried to turn everyone in America into zombies. Oh, by the way, we think the India bloc and/or the main bloc had a mole in your operation, and it was probably the India bloc’s mole who screwed with the computer files for that anti-virus for you Orphans. Walsh would have done a much cleaner, smarter job.”




He looked over at Mister Wholesome. “Peter Mark Elliott. Biologist, specializing in higher mammals, like primates.” He looked over at the black guy. “Munro James Kelly, well-known African explorer. The Brits rumbled you and a couple dozen other European Orphans including the Ashfords.” He looked over at the fourth person. “And I have no idea about you. Sorry. I’ll guess an upbringing in Romania, and training as a mining engineer.”




The guy smiled broadly, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Herkermer Homolka. Very good guesses. Bucharest. And tunnel design.”




Jack smiled back. Then he guessed, “So the primary bloc’s been wanting to come check this hotspot out for years, but they needed the right people with the right expertise. So that means they knew about the threat potential and they also knew the mine has stuff that’d be of interest to a telecom engineer. Super-high quality gemstones for telecom lasers or masers or maybe even grasers, or else deposits of really useful metals.”




Karen pulled a crappy-looking rock out of her pocket and rolled it onto the table in front of him. “Smart guesses, Jack. But I suppose you also know you don’t get to walk away with all that knowledge. You’ll be going back with us to our home base, and staying there permanently.”




Jack shrugged, “That’s the usual way plans like this go, except you’re supposed to hunch forward and rub your hands together maniacally and cackle as you gloat about my fearful predicament.” Herkermer snorted with amusement, but Karen looked grumpy. Oh well, you couldn’t please all the people all the time.




Jack picked up the rock and looked at it. He’d only seen unpolished gems in museums, but this looked like the biggest unpolished gem he’d ever seen in his life. “Industrial diamond?”




She nodded. “An incredibly high-quality Type IIb diamond that’s essentially a near-perfect boron-doped artificial diamond, except made for us in a real volcano. You have no idea what we can do with a diamond like this.”




Except he did, because Alex had given him a really detailed report on her trip to the ISS, and Alex had talked now-Major Samantha Carter into sending him an after-action report that was so detailed he had needed to ask Bill Lee to translate several parts from Physicist into English. He casually asked, “You mean besides taking out ninety percent of the satellites now orbiting the Earth, and making an anti-missile defensive shield that would make current military efforts look like Tinkertoys, along with mid-range offensive weapons that would make a Barrett .50 caliber obsolete?”




She froze for a fraction of a second. She didn’t give anything away by her expression or her posture, but that brief freeze was all he needed to see. This was not going to be good if the Collective got their hands on a few hundred of these things.




Munro laughed. “Walsh was right about him, after all.”




He glanced over at the man. “That I’m too big a smartass to get promoted to general?”




Munro smiled, “That too. She said you’re a lot smarter than you looked, and you completely suckered her in. You also made her lose her cool, and I didn’t know that was possible.”




Herkermer looked at Miss Ross and chortled, “Karen doesn’t like not being the big genius all the time.”




Jack just looked at Karen and asked, “Hey, who does? We all like being the smart guy. So you got sent here with three other smart guys and a team of other Orphans and peons, and you ran into those gorilla-human splices, and lost a few people, and then you found out the ape-men live inside the tunnels where you want to go, so you’ve got the mine adit blocked to keep them out of that side of your camp.”




“Adit?” Peter asked.




“Mine entrance,” Herkermer replied. “Well, I had no idea the general knew any mining terminology as well.”




Jack gave him a grin. “I learned it from doing crossword puzzles.” That was actually true, but he doubted they’d believe him. In fact, he was figuring they’d come up with a much more sinister and suspicious explanation that would make him seem a lot more dangerous and a lot smarter. He was just a really good guesser.




He asked, “So what’s next? You can’t get down into the mines until you wipe out your colony of ape-men. You can’t leave the Singh bloc loose over there. You may not even be able to leave safely, thanks to the Singh-Singh boys and the furballs out there in the jungle.”




Karen said, “It’s simple. We deal with Singh’s troopers. We send all our data back to home base and let Walsh come up with an appropriate anti-ape approach. Once they’re all dead, we collect an adequate supply of industrial diamonds, set off the security systems the SS left way down in the lower mineshafts, and we get the hell out of Dodge.”




Herkermer said, “Assuming the cables to the security systems are still intact and the systems haven’t degraded unduly and the fuel storage hasn’t leaked too much.”




Fuel storage? Jack figured that meant really, really big fuel-type bombs, maybe down near the magma chamber of an active volcano, which might be enough to cause an eruption. That would probably bury all the evidence and keep anyone else from ever finding any more of the goodies in the mine tunnels.




Jack told her, “These things aren’t really gorillas. If they’re too man-like, whatever Walsh dreams up is likely to be toxic to you too.”




Karen coolly replied, “I’m willing to take that risk, since I don’t plan to be one of the people who go into the mineshafts to verify the results or collect the diamonds.”




Jack looked at her. “You know, you remind me a lot of Maggie Walsh herself.”




Karen answered, “Thank you.” They both knew he hadn’t intended it as a compliment.




He looked at the maps, since they weren’t making an effort to hide them from him. One was a detail map of the area. One was a really old map of the mine tunnels. Crap, it looked like a couple of the deeper tunnels had hit the magma chamber and had to be sealed off, probably with miners inside. And for extra crap, it looked like several really massive tunnels were dug and then filled with thousands and thousands of gallons of fuel, so they had a secure fuel storage area and also a little doomsday device.




He managed to curb an impulse to do a little ‘Shimmer! It’s a floor wax and also a dessert topping!’ joke.




He looked around the room. They had comms and a couple LCD screens for Skyping or whatever. They had old notebooks and ledgers they were scanning and sending back to Wacky Maggie and her pals. They had…




Crap! That open ledger had drawings of people mutating into these ape-man-things!




Herkermer stepped over beside him and looked at Jack’s face. “Yes. Quite ugly. They had advanced biochemistry knowledge for their time, but they didn’t really understand about the human genome or splicing DNA. They just ‘tried things.’ According to this record, they killed several thousand of their miners who had become injured or who had acquired lung diseases from the dust. But they kept scrupulous records, so when they got one chance success, they could duplicate it. They created dozens of these gorilla-human crosses, both male and female. They expected they would get stronger workers who were more docile and less intelligent and more cooperative. They had no idea that gorillas could be savage and protective and violent. When the first females became pregnant, the gorilla-men rebelled. And very successfully. As far as I have been able to tell from these notebooks and ledgers, every single record stopped the same night. So these creatures have been living here and breeding for decades.”




Peter added, “My guess is that they’re really heavily inbred, so they’re not a viable, long-term population, but this could easily be between their fourth and thirteenth generation, depending on whether their generational dynamics are closer to men or great apes or other primates.”




Jack thought about the numbers people had quoted at him for those damn silicates. “So we could be looking at thousands, or maybe even tens of thousands, of these things?”




“Exactly,” Peter nodded. “But they’ve probably reached some sort of Malthusian point in their population growth, and they’re not spreading more than a few miles away from the mines, so we’re probably only looking at numbers in the high hundreds. But still, that’s a lot of angry creatures defending their territory from intruders.”




Jack managed not to be sick, but this was Umbrella Corporation-level malevolence. Turning slaves into partly-human monsters and then turning them into a ‘breeding colony’ to get more slave workers. He hoped those scientists got ripped to pieces veeeeeeeery slowly. He was not looking forward to telling Alex and Willow what was going on here. This was soul-crushingly evil.




He just said, “They had cloning technology, so they must have had some idea about animal biochemistry and genetics.”




Karen looked surprised. “They had cloning technology? How do you know that?”




“British espionage secrets they were keeping under wraps since World War II. Lord Deathstrike stole the tech and created half a dozen clones of himself. The Brits think he was after a really creepy way to make himself immortal, like trying to figure out how to download his brain into teenaged clones whenever he was feeling old.”




Peter lectured, “That doesn’t actually work. You can grow a clone, but you can’t make its brain be exactly the same as yours down to the neural connectivity, because its experiences to date can’t be exactly the same as yours over the same span of your life. It will have different linkages between neurons and different memories to date. Koslowski and Partikanthi did some theoretical studies in the last decade or so, proving it pretty conclusively.”




Jack muttered, “Well, that’s nice to know now.”




A radio on one wall crackled, and a voice called in, “Leader, this is post four. Leader, this is post four. We have some kind of movement from the India bloc vehicles.”




Karen replied, “Make sure all automated defenses are engaged and operational. Prepare for indirect assaults.”




Jack stepped over and looked out the side window. He couldn’t see where Team Discord East was lurking, but he could see part of the area. The two windows in the room only faced the mine and the south, while the India boys were off to the west.




Still, he was in position to see an RPG go searing across the sky and hit dead center on the barricade over the mine entrance. A second RPG took the barricade down, while a third and a fourth exploded somewhere to the west.




“Leader, this is post two. They just took out automated weapon four and breached building one. They’re moving forward.”




“Leader, this is post one. We have a breach at the mine, and we have aggressors.”




Jack looked at the mine opening and could see ape-men climbing out through the wreckage and pulling down more of the barricade. Automated defenses started shooting at the ape-men, while other automated defenses started firing off to the west.




Peter calmly pointed out, “Building one is the barracks for our remaining forces. That could be a problem.”




Munro nodded, “We really need to know how many more RPGs they have.”




Karen looked at Jack and told him, “If the India bloc breaches this building, you won’t have to worry about being hauled off to our home base. You’ll just have to worry about being ripped apart by primates.”





192. March Goes Out Like…



Alex had wanted to rush off toward the shooting as soon as she heard it. But she had to assume Jack knew what he was doing. Eliza didn’t. Alex couldn’t leave Eliza and Darwin all alone out here, when there were horrible man-apes that Eliza might not be able to talk with.




And there were seven man-apes that were just shocked unconscious and could be really dangerous threats as soon as they came around.




She darted back toward the jeep.




By the time she got there, the sun was up enough that Eliza wasn’t using her flashlight anymore.




Alex felt really bad about leaving Eliza around all those dead bodies, even if she was with Darwin. Alex knew that a chimpanzee was a heck of a lot stronger than you’d think, but Darwin wasn’t exactly the bravest thing she’d ever seen. And Eliza had moved as far away from the dead people as she could and still be able to check out one of the dead man-ape things.




Alex flew down and checked on her. “Are you okay?”




Eliza slowly shook her head. “I am really not okay. This is… I don’t know what it is. These things… they’re not gorillas, but I don’t know what they are. They have definite human characteristics, like the skull and the eyes and the ribcage, even if the gorilla limbs and fur and dentition hide all that. I… I have no idea how this could happen.”




Alex ventured, “Genetic splicing. Or possible weird side effects from dangerous biochemicals.”




Eliza blushed slightly. “You mean like being able to talk to animals?”




Alex answered, “I was thinking more like telekinesis, flight, hurling lightning from my fingers, and being able to turn into a silvery morph.”




“You too?” Eliza looked kind of surprised at that. “And Action Girl?”




Alex told her, “Action Girl’s story is her own to tell.”




But right then, there was a swish of a grapple retracting, and Hanna landed gracefully not thirty feet away. “Genetic engineering. I was one of the first things created by Maggie Walsh.”




“Eww!” Eliza squeaked. “Oh sorry, I didn’t mean ‘eww’ at you, you’re really nice, but that’s awful.”




Hanna wasn’t bothered. “It does have many benefits. And thanks to Tera, I get to enjoy all of them.”




Alex changed the topic. “There’s a war that’s just started over by the volcano. I need you to try to talk to at least one of these man-apes. If you can talk with them and get them to stop attacking the good guys, I’m going to want you with me. If you can’t, Action Girl and I are going to have to fly into a three-way warzone with all three sides trying to kill us, and I’ll need you to take Darwin and use the vines to get way away from here.”




Eliza frowned, “Well, Darwin would like that part.” She looked around the clearing at all the bodies. “How do we find out if I can talk to them? I mean, if they’re really half-human… I can talk to animals, but I don’t think I can do the same thing with people.”




Hanna asked, “How would you know? When you talk to animals, you talk in their language. When you talk to people, you do the same thing.”




Alex asked, “Are there any people you’ve met who speak languages you don’t speak?”




“Well sure,” Eliza shrugged. “Donny, for one. I’ve met plenty of people who don’t speak a language I know. Why?”




“Oh, nothing important.” But Alex had really been hoping for a second that Eliza’s power would let her speak every human language. That would be incredibly useful and powerful.




Hanna asked, “How do you want to do this?”




Alex pursed her lips in thought. “We take one of the stunned guys. I hold him with tk. You splash him in the face with water out of a jerry can. When he comes to, Eliza tries to talk to him.”




She flew over to the stunned man-apes. Could she even lift one of these guys? They looked pretty massive, and she had no idea how much of that bulk was the long fur. She tried lifting the smallest one.




Oh crud, they were heavy. She managed to get the smallest one up in the air, but she had to land first, and the effort was giving her a nasty headache. She walked over to Eliza and Hanna, with the man-ape floating behind her. She figured she had better hold it by the torso, because if she tried to hold it in the air and hold its arms and legs still too, it would rip its way free of her tk in no time, and probably give her a migraine.




Action Girl was ready with a can of water, and hit it in the face as soon as Alex brought it close. It woke up on the third splash in its face.




It instantly lunged at them.




Okay, it tried to lunge at them. It snarled and tried to leap at them and reached out with its arms, but it just hung in mid-air. That really freaked it out. Alex was starting to worry she wouldn’t be able to hold it a whole lot longer.




Eliza looked at it and tried talking. “Do you understand me?”




Hanna interrupted, trying some non-English languages. Alex recognized German and French and Spanish, but the others? No clue. Well, two of them sounded really Scandinavian, and one might have been Polish. Maybe. Robyn’s grandmother spoke Polish, so Alex had at least heard what it sounded like.




The man-ape just roared at them. So Eliza roared and snarled at it. That sure startled it. She snarled and roared and growled.




The man-ape growled and snarled back. Eliza and the man-ape snarled back and forth at each other for a couple minutes, before it turned and looked frantically at the volcano.




Eliza said, “Okay, I’m having trouble understanding him at all. They don’t speak like a normal gorilla. But they won’t stop attacking us, because their mates and moms and babies are all trapped in the tunnels, and they’re scared. At least I think that’s what he said.”




Well, that made a lot of sense. Even if it wasn’t going to help the goodguys a whole lot.




Alex let the man-ape down, and it took off toward the volcano. Wow, those guys were pretty fast when they wanted to move. Not Hanna-fast, but she wouldn’t want to have to stay on the ground and try to outrun one




She said, “Okay. Eliza, take those vines and head north-northeast back to safety. Action Girl, you take the jeep and follow me. We leave the other six man-apes and let ’em wake up on their own, because we’re clearing out. We hit the India squadron from behind and retrieve Jack. Then we see what we need to do next.”




“Roger that, Tera,” Hanna smiled.




Eliza scowled, but obeyed. She hooted at Darwin, who looked really happy to be getting out of there. They clambered up into a tree and swung northward.




Alex waited until they were gone to say, “It would’ve been really neat if she could get those man-apes to do what she said.”




Hanna nodded. “We could send a wave of them at the India bloc, free General Jack, and then send more of them at the Walsh bloc. I would like to get to punch Karen Ross personally, because shooting Riley’s wife was mean and unnecessary.”




Alex frowned a little. “They’re not disposable troops. They’re part human. If they’re like what happened at Umbrella, they might be people who got horribly mutated.”




“I know,” Hanna nodded. “But that does not mean they would never want a chance for revenge on the Collective.”




Alex told her, “I’d rather try and protect ’em and then find out if someone like Lieutenant Marshall can come up with an antidote to turn ’em back to human.”




Hanna asked, “What if they’re gorillas and they were mutated with human DNA to be smarter, so the Collective could use them as workers?”




Alex grimaced. “Okay, I really don’t know. The people at the Spencer Mansion couldn’t be saved. At all. Maybe these guys are just as bad off. Or worse.”




Hanna’s head snapped up and she stared off toward the volcano. “Gunfire. And something exploded. Maybe a grenade.”




Crud. “Let’s move.”




Alex lifted into the air and zoomed over Hanna, as Hanna sprinted to the jeep. Now that Alex was forty feet in the air and facing the volcano, she heard another explosion. And another. She moved up another forty feet and spotted the flight of an RPG as it soared toward the foot of the volcano and then arced down to explode on something else. Crud!




Okay, if the RPGs were going toward the volcano, at least they were being fired by the India bloc and not at Jack. She hoped.




Her earjack clicked, and she pressed the button with her tk.




“A.G. to Tera. You lead me by at least a mile, so I can stop before the India bloc hears my engine.”




“Roger that, A.G.” She took off. She was above even the highest trees, so she had a great view of what was going on far ahead. She flew along the cleared ‘road’ toward the battle.







Eliza swung to the next vine. Darwin was alongside her, and really relieved to be going toward safer areas. She wasn’t. Terawatt and Action Girl were pretty amazing, but that didn’t mean that Eliza Thornberry couldn’t help. Even if she didn’t even have a cool codename. 




They reached a clearing, and Eliza saw what was there. She hooted at Darwin to follow her.




Darwin looked, then looked at her and hooted back. “No! No no no no no! I am not going with you! This is a bad, bad idea!”




She grinned and ignored him. Well, she pretended she was ignoring him.







Jack leaned against the wall, but he slid a couple feet toward the door they had come in through. There was a second door, but it was on the far side of the room over by the south window.




He’d picked a couple things up when everyone else got distracted, but the weapons were over in the far corner of the room in a rack that was in between the east and south windows. And Herkermer was already over there, making sure the rack of weapons was all ready for immediate use.




Karen and Peter were studying the battle to the east, with ape-men attacking the Collective minions with massive casualties on both sides. Munro was looking out the south window, trying to get a look at the action to the west. He gave up and moved through the far door to look out one of the west windows. That left Jack with three Orphans. And one garrotte for a weapon.




The radio system was crackling with disheartening reports. All of Karen’s minions on the east side had been overrun, and the eastern guns were down. Most of her minions on the west side were out of action, and the Singh boys had taken down the automated gun emplacements with RPGs. That was damn good shooting.




“All quiet on the western front?” he drawled.




Karen glared at him, and as soon as she turned to look back out the window, he slid another couple steps toward the door. It was solid steel, and it looked like it would hold up to any of their weapons Herkermer would dare fire inside a closed room.




She snapped at Peter, “Damn it! We’ve lost containment on all sides.”




Herkermer growled, “There is no way I am letting those India idiots grab me and make me harvest those diamonds for them.”




Peter casually said, “I think we have bigger problems than that.”




Herkermer picked up an old metal box that had a heavy cable running to the wall. He flipped three switches, and then yanked off the molly cover over a big red button.




Oh crap. Jack gulped.




Karen looked over and ordered, “Don’t you dare.”




Herkermer looked her in the eye and slapped the button mercilessly.




Jack felt the shockwave through his feet just as a massive explosion blasted out of the tunnel entrance, taking a huge chunk of the volcano’s side with it. Boulders and debris and dust rocketed outward, wiping out everything in the first two thirds of the way to the building. Ape-men, minions, mining equipment, everything. He was pretty sure that no one was going to be going down into tunnels to collect diamonds now.




Herkermer turned to Karen and gave her a smug smile. He started to say something sardonic, when the volcano rumbled.




Jack definitely felt that. The whole building trembled, along with everything outside.




Then there were more explosions. Something blasted out a big vent on the south side of the volcano, and the volcano ‘burped.’ He didn’t know the technical term.




Jack did know the technical term for the mass of red-hot rock that flew through the air right at the compound. “I think that’s a lava bomb.”




Herkermer confidently said, “Obviously. But it’s going to fall far short of us.”




Jack wasn’t so sure. He took another step toward the door.




The lava bomb landed just short of the parking lot. But lava exploded everywhere. When Jack saw a truckload of the stuff flying their way, he hastily stepped out and yanked the steel door closed behind him.







Karen heard Jack O’Neill try to run away. Like there was any place he could go in the building, much less the compound.




The lava hit just on the other side of the parking area, only it didn’t hit like a boulder. It hit like a bucket of hot tar. Molten lava splashed from the impact.




Her last thought was ‘God’s own water balloon.’ Then several tons of molten lava blasted through the picture window, turning her and everything else in the room into a blast furnace.







Jack didn’t know how much lava hit the east side of the building, but it was enough to rock the building and knock him off his feet. He scrambled back up in case he was about to have a couple Orphans coming after him.




The steel security door was already turning red-hot. There weren’t going to be any Orphans coming out of there. He scrambled for the stairwell, but lava had splashed into the east rooms down there too, and the heat was astonishing. He couldn’t get within twenty feet of the stairs, and the entire thing was already blazing away.




He ran for one of the west rooms. He was thinking about smashing open a window and using one of the reinforced awnings to get down to the ground. The things had enough steel ribs holding up the canvas to support half a dozen of those ape-men. But the impact had knocked that awning off the outside wall and shattered the west window, leaving jagged shards all around the windowframe.




Okay, new plan. Find something to smash all those shards out of the windowframe, and see if any of the vines on the outside wall would hold his weight.




Munro stepped into the room from the far door. He had a massive metal-and-plastic backpack device that looked almost two feet wide and about a yard high and maybe eight inches thick. If he hadn’t been an Orphan, he probably couldn’t have carried it. The thing had a massive cable that extended out of the top of the backpack and snaked down to a freakish thing that looked like a raygun-rifle that he was holding expertly. He smiled, “Going somewhere, Jack?”




Jack just smirked, “Do Ray and Egon know you’ve got the team equipment out again?”







Alex zoomed across the treetops. “Tera here. Passing badguys on my mark… Mark!”




She zoomed lower so she could see into the truck. Jack wasn’t in there. He wasn’t anywhere in sight. There was only one old truck, when they had figured there had to be at least two vehicles, maybe more.




Oh crud.




There were no people around, except two Orphans on top of the truck cab, and they were holding RPG-7’s. She stripped the two RPGs out of their arms and hurled one off into the trees. She hung onto the other one and jetted toward the compound.




She saw the shockwave ripple through the ground past her, and she went silvery a fraction of a second before the shockwave in the air smacked her backward. It hurled her up into the air and way back toward the badguys. She lost the second RPG somewhere in the jungle below her.




If the badguys hadn’t been bowled over by the shockwave too, they would have been filling her full of bullets.




She stayed silvery, and she jetted back toward the compound.




The volcano was erupting. The mine entrance was lost in a big explosion of debris. A vent on the south side of the volcano was spewing out a massive burst of red-hot, super-fast nastiness that was probably a big pyroclastic cloud going way faster than she could fly. She knew a little something about volcanic eruptions, thanks to that year of earth sciences, even if it was an easy science course.




And about two dozen immense balls of lava were spraying out of the mouth of the volcano, going every which way. One of the lava bombs was going to land right in the compound. If Jack was in there…




The lava bomb hit behind the back buildings, and blasted everything around it. Whatever wasn’t disintegrated by lava was on fire. She zoomed in closer.




And there looking out of that shattered second-floor window in that burning concrete building was Jack. Mega-crud!




She didn’t have enough tk to lift Jack while she was flying, and those shards of glass looked nasty. She dove to the ground in front of the building, stopping just short of a mangled metal and canvas awning that was covered in glass fragments from the window.




Jack took one look at her and dove out of the window. She grabbed him with her tk and pulled him through the center of the window so he wouldn’t get sliced to pieces, and she pulled him down to her.




A big black guy with a freaky raygun thing stepped to the window and pointed it at her. She went silvery and raised an arm to blast him with lightning.




But he was a lot quicker than she was, and he fired the rifle-thing. She didn’t see anything coming out of the muzzle, but suddenly she felt like she was vibrating at a crazy speed, and…




She collapsed into an unconscious puddle.







Hanna was out of the jeep only seconds after Terawatt said, “Mark.” She was sprinting along the edge of the cleared road when the explosion knocked her off her feet, and then she was rolling to the side as several trees along the edge of the road got knocked over by the shockwave. One just missed her, but crushed her M203 into the dirt. A second one fell on top of that, burying her primary weapon just when she was about to engage the enemy.




She thought of several very colorful cursewords that Charlie had taught her.




She sprinted forward before more trees fell on her position, and she found… nothing of any use. The India bloc had left one old truck behind, with two armed men on its cab, but the truck now had several trees on top of it. The armed men were now unarmed and crushed under the weight of the trees. The other Orphans had already moved out and were probably rushing toward the front of that compound. No one seemed to be shooting at them any longer, which was not a good sign. It looked like the mountain had exploded, taking out the far third of the compound, and a huge ball of lava had blasted the center of the compound, setting everything on fire. That was a much worse sign. She was ready to take on pretty much anything that was alive, but a thousand tons of molten lava? No. She was going to pass on that battle.







Jack saw Tera quiver and collapse, so he wasn’t surprised when his ride to the ground crapped out on him. Fortunately, by then he was only about six feet up and well past the sharp edges of that damn awning, so he dropped and rolled.




But Alex was out cold, and a silvery puddle he couldn’t pick up.




Munro looked out the window. “Well I’ll be damned! Walsh was right about this too!”




He smirked at Jack as he shrugged out of the heavy backpack. “Okay, your turn now. Let’s dance, bitch.”




Jack just said, “That saying never works out for you guys, you know that?”




Munro pulled out a Fairbairn combat knife and dove out the window.




Jack grabbed the edge of the awning and yanked hard. The steel ribs came up off the ground like a palisade. Munro suddenly realized what was going to happen, but couldn’t do anything to stop his fall.




Munro landed right across the edge of the awning. Two steel ribs punched through his guts and tore out through his lower back. At least one of them probably ripped through a kidney. Munro hit the ground hard on his hands and knees, but still wasn’t completely stopped.




Jack took a step back so he was out of Munro’s reach. “Who ya gonna call?”




Munro groaned, “You don’t fight fair. I like that.” His right arm went for the automatic on his hip.




Jack pulled out the garrotte from inside his waistband, and snapped it like a short bullwhip. It knocked the gun out of Munro’s hand just as it cleared the holster.




Munro gasped, “Nice work, Jack. We… completely underestimated you… Too bad you… can’t win. You got Singh’s boys… coming up behind you… and maybe a couple hundred… really pissed off ape-things still out there… and a volcano that’s gonna turn… this entire region into a firestorm… and I just killed Terawatt… You’re finally… out of luck.”







He was finally going to achieve his goals!




He yelled in Hindi at his few remaining troops. He was down to seven good soldiers and a technical expert who was adequate with an AK-47. But that would be enough. The primary bloc’s people were already nearly wiped out. Their automated defenses were destroyed. Their buildings were ruined. Their protections against the monkey-things were gone.




He would take the last couple members of their pathetic group, and move back to the trucks. Then they could go home. Surely Khan would not hold it against him that the primary bloc blew up a volcano to keep him from whatever trophies they had wanted.




The ground shook once again, only this time it was a continuous ripple of smaller tremors. Then suddenly the trees on his right were knocked down, and he saw what had made the shaking happen. For the first time in his adult life, he screamed like a little boy.




It was also the last time he ever screamed like a little boy. Or did anything else.







Jack heard the noise behind him and made a wild guess. “Hey Munro, how much do you want to bet that Tarzan is about to come to my rescue?”




Munro had taken a licking, but he was still ticking. He was trying to pull himself off the steel ribs, agonizing inch by agonizing inch. He gritted his teeth and managed, “There’s… no such thing… as Tarzan.”




Jack stepped over to the side and carefully picked up Munro’s automatic. He shoved it in his own waistband, and then did his very best Johnny Weissmuller ‘Tarzan’ call.




Munro groaned, “Funny. You’re a funny guy, Jack. I thought you’d be… one of those… stick-up-the…” His eyes closed. He went completely limp and sagged forward, sinking deeply onto the steel ribs and crashing face-first to the ground.




Jack picked up Munro’s Fairbairn and said, “I thought you’d be… you-know too.”




Then he moved back to Alex. He needed to get her out of there, but he couldn’t pick her up. At least she was still alive… as far as he could tell. She wasn’t a limp puddle anymore, but she wasn’t her normal solid self yet. And the lava on the other side of the building was hot enough to make concrete burn. The heat coming off the building was getting painful. This whole section of jungle was going to be a roaring fire in no time. And there were other, more immediate threats.




A herd of elephants came pounding his way, turning what was left of the fences and wood buildings into paste. He stood up and waved his arms. “Over here! Hey! Over here!”




Two of those damn ape-men came sprinting his way, looking panicked. They didn’t want to get stomped into goo by the elephant herd, but their avenues of escape had already turned into forest fires. So now he got them in his lap, just when he needed to help Terawatt instead of the other way around. Great.




They saw him and bared their teeth before charging right at him. He pulled out Munro’s automatic and double-tapped them. Mostly-human skulls and mostly-human DNA probably meant human vulnerabilities when you shot them in the head and the heart. They fell over before they got anywhere near Alex. Like he was going to let that happen, no matter what he had to do.




The lead elephant pulled up not forty feet from his position. A redheaded girl in glasses and braces and really unattractive pigtails was riding the elephant bareback, with a chimpanzee clinging tightly to her back. She made a screech and a roar like a bull elephant, and her ride just stopped still for her.




He looked up at her and asked, “Dr. Livingston, I presume?”




“Very funny, mister. Where’s Terawatt and Action Girl?”




He scowled, “That guy right there shot Tera with some sort of raygun, and she’s out cold and in silvery form right in front of me, so I can’t even pick her up and carry her out of here. Action Girl’s probably behind you, engaging any survivors of the India bloc, if I know her. And if I’d known I was going to be rescued by Pippi Longstocking, I’d have made sure my best dirndl was properly pressed.”




“You sure don’t sound like any general I ever heard of. I’m—”




He smiled, “I know. Terawatt told me. You’re Little Thornberry.”




She frowned, “That makes me sound about eight. I came up with a codename while I was riding Tembo here. You can call me ‘Shaman’!”




He smiled a little bit. “Cool.” He gave her a wink. “Anybody who rescues me while leading an elephant stampede is already totally cool.”




He looked over his shoulder. The room where Munro had left the weapon was already a raging inferno. The fires from the other side of the building were spreading. They needed to get out of there. “Hey, can you get your pals to rip another awning down? Maybe we can scoop Tera into it and haul her out of here before things get too hot.”




The Thornberry kid trumpeted like a real elephant, and two of her herd did what she wanted. They ripped the awning down with their trunks, and then swept Alex’s puddle-like form onto the awning so they could move her. Four elephants picked up the corners of the awning with their trunks, and they started moving out of the compound. Jack trotted after them, hoping they didn’t start sprinting, and hoping he didn’t have to dodge huge piles of elephant droppings.




The kid trumpeted once more, and a smaller elephant swung around and wrapped her trunk around him. He didn’t struggle, although it was pretty tempting. But that trunk was obviously a hell of a lot stronger than he was ever going to be, no matter how many boxes of Wheaties he ate — that Bob Richards was a big liar. The elephant carefully lifted him over her head and settled him on her neck. Then it trotted off to join the rest of the herd.




Okay, anything with legs like that did not ‘trot.’ But he didn’t know what the right word was to describe a quick elephant walk. Maybe ‘amble’? ‘March’?




They passed what was left of the India bloc’s last charge. He muttered to himself, “Note to self: do not piss off anyone who can get elephant herds to stomp the crap out of you.” Not only were all the Orphans crushed, so were their truck and jeep.




The herd moved pretty quickly away from the burning compound, and he spotted when they caught up with Hanna. She was pretty hard to miss, since she was swinging through the trees near the edge of the road, using her grapples like her own private vines. And she was moving fast enough to keep up with the herd when she felt like it.




She yelled something at him, but he didn’t hear it over the noise of the elephants. And he was too busy hanging on with both hands to make a ‘what did you say?’ gesture.




Hanna fired a grapple across the road over the heads of the elephants, and she flew along just at the right speed to drop onto his mount right behind him. She grabbed onto his shoulder with one hand and yelled, “Where is Tera?”




He turned his head and shouted, “Hurt! And in that awning up there!”




She glared at him like it was his fault.




All right, he really felt like it was his fault. He’d made a stupid decision on allocation of forces because he was too focused on helping Finn, then he got kidnapped like a rookie, he had to be rescued, and he let Alex get caught in a Terawatt-trap. He was damn lucky she wasn’t dead, like someone in the Collective had expected. And he hadn’t been able to recover that weapon, so they had no idea what the Collective had figured out, and what they might use on Alex the next time. Maybe Walsh was even smarter than he suspected. That was really not encouraging. Or ‘of the encouraging’ as a certain red-hot redhead would say.




Maybe Alex was right, and it was time to bust Sam Carter out of isolation and put that great big brain to work on something awesome. Well, more awesome than a Terawatt-powered maser that could blow up satellites. He patted his pocket where he had that big diamond. Too bad he couldn’t have it made into a ring so big Willow would faint.




And maybe Little Thornberry was going to need a great big bath, because these elephants were pretty funky.




The elephants stopped alongside a jeep he didn’t recognize. Obviously, Little Thornberry did. Hanna leapt off the elephant, unlocked the jeep, and rolled down a back window so a couple elephants could pour Alex into the back seat. Ouch. He hoped she was doing better.




The elephant next to him grabbed him with its trunk and set him down on the roof of the jeep. He waved and called out, “Hey Shaman! If you wanna be a superheroine, you’ve got to tell your family! And Terawatt’s gonna want you to have all the cool superhero gear so you can be a part of Team Terawatt! So start thinking up a cool uniform!”




She grinned excitedly and led her elephants away from the volcano. They picked up speed and took off roughly northward.




He hopped down off the roof of the jeep and slid into the shotgun seat, since Hanna was driving. He was pretty worried about Alex, but he didn’t want Hanna to know that, so he went with his usual bad behavior. “Does dad know we’re hotrodding around in his new car?”




Hanna looked at him somberly and asked, “Will Alex be okay?”




He sighed, “I hope to God she will, but they used some kind of high-tech anti-Terawatt ray on her, and I have no idea what the hell it did. I think we need to get home as fast as we can, and see how she’s doing at every step of the way.”




A voice from the back of the jeep groaned, “Who’s doing what at every step of the way?”




“Alex! You are okay! I was really worried!” Hanna burst out.




“Not me,” Jack lied. “I knew you’d pull through. You’re a superhero. That’s what heroes do.”




Hanna ratted him out. “He was very worried too.”




Alex just moaned, “I love you guys too. But I feel totally yucky. Does anyone have some Dramamine and a couple ibuprofens?”





193. Marching Home



Alex let Hanna get some pills out of the medical kit in the back of the jeep, and she washed them down with a bunch of water and three energy bars. The food bars these guys had were definitely not as good as the stuff her mom and Jack kept buying for her. But she was hungry and feeling cruddy, so she ate them and didn’t complain.




By then, Hanna had managed to weave her way past the fallen trees and get going toward the dirt road they’d come in on.




Alex didn’t want to hang around, because the volcano was erupting, and the lava was starting really big fires all around the place. She figured that by the time anyone could come back and look around, there wouldn’t be a trace of any badness, except maybe a little colony or two of man-apes.




She asked, “Did the man-apes get away okay? They had their mates and moms and babies in the tunnels, and they were really worried.”




Jack scowled from the front seat. “I doubt it. From what I saw, nothing down in the tunnels or anywhere close managed to survive. If that’s all their females, then they’re now reduced to two dozen or so males that are never gonna be able to reproduce again. I’m going to have a chat with Princess Celestia and Top Banana about asking the U.N. to get a couple teams in here to do what they can for an endangered sub-species. And if they won’t help and there’s only a handful of these guys left out here, we’ll try to help ’em under someone else’s banner. Plenty of groups watchdog governments who use torture and physical abuse and slavery and civil rights violations on people, and this is all of the above, plus some categories they don’t even have yet.”




When was Jack going to stop with the My Little Pony codenames? If General Hammond found out that Pinkie Pie was calling him Princess Celestia, even as part of a field op, Alex was pretty sure someone would get yelled at.




Hanna said, “You will have to get ‘Shaman’ in here in a uniform to help, because those creatures are not going to be friendly.”




Alex smiled a little. “Shaman. That’s a good codename. Who picked it out?”




Hanna looked at Jack, who admitted, “Little Thornberry did. While she was riding a stampeding elephant herd to the rescue like Tarzan.”




Alex frowned, “I told her to go be somewhere safe!”




Jack smirked, “She looked pretty darn safe in the middle of a pack of really protective elephants who stomped the crap out of Singh’s Team Two. And scared the hell out of some ape-men. And rescued you and me.”




She complained, “How come no one does what I say, unless I threaten ’em with the President, or you, or mom? Everyone does what you tell ’em!”




Jack turned back and gave her a look. “No one did what I told ’em on this little jaunt. And I notice Colonel Finn isn’t anywhere in sight.”




Alex confessed, “I called General Hammond and talked to him about Riley. He told me to make the decision myself. And I thought Riley wasn’t ready to be soldiering. He needed to be sitting by Sam’s bed, holding her hand and being there for her.”




Jack just nodded. “Good call. Treating your people like people is a lot more important than a lot of the top brass want to pretend.”




Alex pointed out, “Well, General Baylor was sure a lot nicer to Major Kuhlman than I thought he was going to be.”




Jack muttered, “That’s still not the same as being nice to the privates and corporals out in the field who he’s never seen in his life, especially when he has to give orders that may make those guys risk their lives.” He paused for a second. “Oh, and speaking of being mean to one’s personnel, since you chose to furlough Finn and command this mission yourself, that means more detailed after-action reports.”




Alex flopped back on the uncomfortable jeep seats. “Crud!”







Alex was glad that Jack and Hanna at least let her sleep for a few hours. She must’ve been really exhausted and logy and whatever else that raygun did to her, because she slept through the really bumpy parts of the trip, and at least one stop. She could tell all that, because when she woke up they were on the good road again, with Jack driving and Hanna sleeping in the shotgun seat.




Hanna was really cute when she was curled up asleep. Alex just hoped she didn’t wake up all Action Girl if there was a loud noise or something.




“Jack? Aren’t you tired?”




“Nah, I’ve been chatting with my fiancée over the sat phone while I had both the kids down for a nap. Seems she’s pretty mad at me for getting kidnapped and held hostage and traded around like Monopoly money. And anyway, I got tons of sleep last night while my guards had to stay wide awake in case Fu Man-new checked on ’em.”




Alex grinned at the sudden mental image the name brought up. “Fu Man-new? Did he know that’s your name for him?”




Jack smirked, “I never got the chance to tell him. And I never got the chance to call any of his minions Wo Fat either.”




Okay, she giggled. It wasn’t her fault that her dad liked reruns of old ‘Hawaii Five-Oh’ shows. She snickered, “Book ’em, Danno.”




After a couple more hours, Jack got tired, and she was really feeling a ton better, so she drove for a while and he slept. And she let Hanna drive the last stretch back to the compound. It gave her the chance to eat a bunch more of the really pretty icky energy bars, but she was hungry.




She sort of wondered if Eliza ever ate meat, now that she could talk to the animals the meat came from. After all, a lot of the animals she could talk to were carnivores or omnivores, and they didn’t have any trouble eating other animals. That meal in the CommVee had been a vegetarian stew, but that didn’t mean Eliza always ate that way.




When they drove into the compound, the first thing Jack did was rushing over to check on Riley and Dr. Finn. The first thing Hanna did was returning the jeep and helping them unload supplies. The first thing Alex did was hitting the mess tent and getting a bunch of good-tasting food, followed by making sure Jack and Hanna and Riley all ate something.




Well, she had planned to make Riley eat. Riley was still in the recovery room, but he had finally fallen asleep. The nurses had scooted a bed over next to Sam’s, and he was out cold on it but still clinging to her hand. It was so sweet Alex had to get a couple photos of it. The nurse wouldn’t let Terawatt fly in, because she hadn’t washed up and put on gloves and a surgical mask and all that, but the nurse didn’t notice a cellphone flying over to Sam’s bed and taking a couple snapshots and then sneaking back. Alex just said, “Please, just take really good care of them. They both mean a lot to me.”




The nurse looked at her like she was stupid or something. “We take really good care of all our patients. And Dr. Finn would tan my hide if she thought I was giving her preferential treatment and ignoring someone else who needed care.”




All the doctors and everybody were glad to see they were okay, and that Hanna hadn’t crashed the jeep, although no one said anything about the jeep. So Jack had no trouble getting someone to drive him and Alex and Hanna and all their gear off to the landing strip and then bring the jeep back. Jack insisted on leaving an automatic and plenty of ammo for Riley, just in case. And he promised they would send some clean clothes for Riley to wear so he didn’t have to keep wearing the same set of BDUs.




Then Jack put on some surgical scrubs and stuff for long enough to go into the recovery room and wake up Riley and tell him that he could stay with Sam for a couple weeks. Riley was really appreciative, but really embarrassed that he wasn’t doing his job as a soldier and a member of the SRI. Jack just threatened to call Riley’s mom if Riley didn’t stay and take care of Sam. And he was really funny about it. At least Alex and Hanna thought so.




This pediatrician named Dr. Thorpe drove them off to the landing strip, and chatted with them non-stop the whole way. Alex figured Dr. Thorpe hadn’t gotten to talk in English to anybody new in a long time, and was kind of going overboard. Then finally they got to pile into the Cessna with their gear and fly away.




Only they weren’t flying home yet. They had to go back to London and pick up Willow, who wasn’t going to get to shop and play tourist for a couple days with Jack, but wasn’t interested in it after everything that had happened to Jack in the past thirty hours. Then they would be flying to the West Virginia base, and then they would fly Alex home. Alex was pretty sure Willow would be staying with Jack and Charlie for a while.




So Alex napped, and then wrote a really long after-action report for Jack. She stayed on the Cessna while Willow and Jack and Hanna got all the luggage put in the cargo hold, because Terawatt was supposed to be out of the country, and she didn’t have her Annie Farrell disguise stuff with her. But Willow had everyone checked out of the hotel, and she had everyone’s luggage all packed. Even Riley’s. Alex sort of wondered if Willow had needed to tear up Alex’s bed to get that Terawatt gymbag out from underneath it. She finally got around to asking, and Willow said she’d just tipped the bed over on its side to get at the Tera-bag.




It was not a Tera-bag! Why did everything have to be a Tera-something? When she complained, Jack just teased her about her doing the Tera-frown. She stuck her tongue out at him, which just made him grin even more.




The really great part was that Willow had a bunch of take-out food in cartons for them and the pilots to eat on the way home. There was Greek and Italian and Indian and French and German, and Alex ate some of everything. Okay, one of the Indian curries was sort of too spicy for her so she didn’t eat much of it, but other than that it was all great.




It just felt like it took forever to fly back to West Virginia, and then they had to unload everybody’s stuff except one Terawatt gymbag so Alex could have stuff on the flight to her house. And a bunch of leftovers. And they had to get new pilots and do maintenance checks on the plane. So Alex had the chance to hug everybody goodbye. Charlie drove down to the airstrip to get Jack and Willow, and Sergeant Scott drove down to get the equipment and ‘special’ luggage like the Annie Farrell gear, and Janet drove down to pick up Hanna. So Alex got to hug Janet and hug Charlie and shake Sergeant Scott’s hand. Then she was the lone passenger on the flight to California, so she just napped and worked on homework and napped and ate leftovers and napped. They were short naps, because she kept having really disturbing nightmares.




When she dove out of the jet and flew home, it was about nine at night Paradise Valley time. But it felt like about five in the morning to her. She swooped through the runoff system to her house, hugged her mom and dad and promised she was okay, and took a long shower. Then she just went to bed.




She woke up from a really bad Midwich-stuff nightmare and flew downstairs for a big bowl of chocolate chip ice cream with hot fudge sauce. When she flew back to her room, she just slid into the bed and hoped she didn’t wake anyone up.




 Shar climbed in the bed with her and snuggled against her. “I’m here to pertect you. And I promise I won’t get all mad and blow up the whole block. Okay?”




“Okay. Good night.”




“I love you.”




“I love you too, bug.”




And she managed to sleep the rest of the night without any more nightmares.







The next morning was church, and then yardwork with her dad and Shar, and then spending time with Ray and Nicole and Robyn and Louis and Marsha. And then martial arts and dinner with Jo. But Alex had more nightmares that night too. Well, one nightmare that required lots of ice cream, and one nightmare that stopped in the middle when Shar climbed in the bed and hugged her.




So Alex was pretty glad when Monday morning rolled around and Jack had a military psychologist to talk to Terawatt about what had happened. Lots of soldiers had way worse things happen to them in wars and ‘police actions’ and stuff, so there were military shrinks who knew how to help people talk through stuff. And Jack told her she was going to be talking to headshrinkers just as much as he was, and Riley was going to get even more headshrinking because of his wife getting hurt too. Alex thought that was a great idea.




Apparently, Janet was making Hanna get some therapy too, only Hanna was still in the ‘I am fine so why do I need this’ camp. And Jack had no idea if Harry and Ron got to talk to SIS therapists or not. Jack acted like SIS therapists would be stiff-upper-lip types in tweed blazers. With tweed pants. When he started making up stuff about their tweed underwear, she made him stop it.




And Monday morning was also a big press conference in Washington D.C., where General Jackson announced that Terawatt had stopped a Maggie Walsh disaster in central England that the English had needed to bomb, and then she had fought evil Orphans from India and the main Empire, and the Orphans had triggered a Nazi weapon that had woken up a volcano that was now a threat to a dozen small Congo villages, plus possibly wiping out a group of people that had been slave labor that the Nazis had experimented on and mutated back in the Forties. Alex figured the more bad stuff people said about Wacky Maggie and her Orphans, the better. And pointing at them and saying the word ‘Nazi’ in the same sentence totally made them the badguys.




Between all the psychotherapy and all the Skyping with Jack and Willow about stuff and having Shar snuggling against her for most of every night, Alex was doing a lot better toward the end of the week. Still, it was a good thing this was spring break, instead of a regular school week.







On Wednesday, Terawatt Skyped with Hermione to see how Ron and Harry were doing. “Hi, Hermione.”




“Hi! I didn’t think you’d call in person. Although dinner was really fun.”




Alex made sure her Terawatt voice was in place. “Well, I was worried about Ron and Harry.”




“Me too. Ron was so upset he dropped everything and rushed over to my office and proposed. He’s wanted to get married before, but… you know. SIS rules, and his family. But he said he’d quit the SIS if he had to, and he said he didn’t care what his grandmothers said. And he made his mum get out this huge engagement diamond I can’t possibly wear. It’s worth a fortune! And he’s having a jeweler resize the ring to my finger. But I don’t want to quit the SIS, and he doesn’t want to go raise polo ponies with Charlie, or go work for the Ministry with Percival, or…”




Alex smiled. “Terawatt will call Mr. Hendriks and ask if Ron can be the lead English liaison in the E.U. Terawatt Liaison Office. He’s a peer and he’s got lots of medals and stuff, right? He’d be great.”




Hermione burst out in a huge smile. “Oh, that would be perfect! And I can keep working in the data analysis section. And… Oh dear, I almost forgot! Harry came up with a bit of intelligence and we can’t tell you the source. We have some sort of vague hint about some of the Riddle crowd emigrating to central France because there’s some sort of Orphan cluster somewhere in there.”




Alex nodded. “And I almost forgot to tell you. Singh in India is confirmed as an Orphan, and he’s the leader of the India splinter bloc of these Orphans. We don’t know where the primary bloc is based, but they do have a home base. And both blocs just lost between ten and forty Orphans in the Congo, but you won’t be able to recover anything because of that volcano.”




“That was you too, right?”




Alex frowned, “I didn’t start the volcano. But the Orphans set off an old Nazi weapon deep in the mining tunnels down near a part of the magma chamber, and the volcano really didn’t like it. According to General O’Neill, they got a lava bomb in the face for doing it.”




“Ouch.”




And then, after Alex chatted for a while longer with Hermione about Ron and Harry and how hard it was to get SIS higher-ups to buy into some therapist visits for them, and Rupert Giles and the meeting, and everything else, and then she remembered to call Aart Hendriks about Ron, Alex decided that she ought to check on Major Kuhlman too. That was a lot trickier. She had to call Sergeant Harriman and get the IT guys to set it up so Annie Farrell was calling from Jack’s offices in West Virginia. And she had to be really patient while she went through all the U.S. European Command offices to get to the major. And then the major was off on ‘compassionate leave,’ so ‘Annie Farrell’ had to go jump through hoops to get the major’s private cellphone number. And then Major Kuhlman was really surprised and happy that Lieutenant Farrell had even bothered to call and check on her, but she was really sad because she went home to tell her boyfriend face-to-face that she got seduced by a Double Oh boss, and the boyfriend was a total jerkhead about it and didn’t want to see her anymore and called her some really mean names.




Alex totally understood. If she had gotten seduced by some mega-suave super-spy, she would have had to tell Ray. But Ray was a great boyfriend, not some jerkhead like the Kuhlman BF. And Major Kuhlman didn’t see herself as attractive at all, so having someone like Lord Rupert Giles paying a lot of sexy attention to her had to be really impossible to resist. That was totally not fair. Alex even called up Jack and complained about it for like five minutes.







On Thursday morning, there was new news. Saying ‘new news’ should have been stupid and unnecessary, but she was seeing so much ‘news’ that was stuff she already knew, or stuff that was really repeats of yesterday’s headlines, or sometimes even stuff she already knew the truth about so she knew the newscaster was wrong. But this was new.




Oswell Spencer had finally died the night before. She was expecting that. But she wasn’t expecting that he’d leave a deathbed confession that the t-virus thing was his idea to become a godlike being ruling over lesser creatures, and his obedient grandson was just doing what was asked of him. The news guy made it sound like the grandson was a helpless little puppet, when Alex knew the guy was an Orphan, and not anything like ‘helpless’ or ‘little’ or ‘puppet’.




Alex was exercising and working on her martial arts when Willow and Jack Skyped to give her the FYI. They were Skyping from Jack’s office, but Willow was sitting in Jack’s lap. Willow put her arms around Jack’s neck and grinned, “Hi Alex! Did you hear the Umbrella news yet?”




Alex complained, “Yeah, but they made a really dangerous Orphan sound like another victim. He’s not a victim!”




Jack said, “Don’t worry. We’ve got enough emails and internal documents on him to put him away for about a geological era. Spencer might’ve been trying to help out his fave grandson, but that deathbed confession pretty much guarantees that everyone else in Umbrella is going down for hundreds of counts of accessory to murder one, aiding and abetting, kidnapping, thousands of counts of civil rights violations, domestic terrorism, and a hundred other things. And they know it. Their lawyers are already scrambling like frightened cockroaches.”




Willow burbled, “Yeah, and Jack’s buddy in the FBI called to tell him the Justice Department and the federal prosecutors have gotten twenty-five offers to testify against other Umbrellans just in the past eight hours!”




Jack nodded, “Yeah, they’re real sweethearts. They’d eat each other alive if we could just put ’em all in one jail cell.”




Given what the Umbrella people had been engineering, Alex thought there was probably a little too much literal in that last sentence.




Willow chipped in, “So this is gonna be a good thing, because every prosecutor is gonna have a copy of that confession, and no jury’s gonna acquit any Umbrellans once they see that footage.”




Jack added, “And hurry up with your exercise, because we’ve got a long-distance phone call I want you and Hanna on. And I want you down at Edwards at seven ack emma tomorrow. We have a full day of fun and festivities. First, you’ll follow a GPS beacon to my position, and I’m taking you to see Sam Carter. She’s still in isolation, because apparently she’s developed superpowers. But I can get the two of us in.”




“I wanted to go too, but Jack says no,” Willow pouted.




Jack just kept going, “And then lunch with me and Will, and then we’re off to exciting West Virginny for a double birthday party which is at Janet’s house, because she’s far braver than I am.”




Alex griped, “And what am I supposed to do with my presents for Charlie and Hanna while we’re seeing Sam?”




Jack smirked, “Well, you can toss Charlie’s away, and Hanna will settle for you beating her up for half an hour at the gym.”




“Jack!” She squawked right about the same time Willow did.




“Okay, okay, we’re going to vector you in on my car, and the presents can go in the trunk. Unless you’re carrying several tons of presents. You know, Hanna could use a new punching bag and a Bowflex…”




Willow teased, “Or Charlie could use a nice, new sports car that would have really horrible gas mileage and sky-high insurance rates…”




“Don’t get Charlie a sports car!” Jack pretended to gasp. “If anyone in this family is going to get a Ferrari, it should be me.”




“You’re too old for a Ferrari,” Willow told him.




He grinned at her, “As long as I have a hot, gorgeous redhead at my side, I’ll never be too old for a Ferrari.”




“Oh, you!” But Willow gave him a kiss on the cheek.




Jack changed topics. “Oh, and you’ll get to see Miller. While Finn’s on compassionate leave, Miller’s running Team One and Lupo’s in charge of Team Two.”




Willow rolled her eyes. “He told them they could have extra paperwork to go with the jobs! For some reason, they both said yes. I think he’s cheating and using mental domination on ’em.”




Jack smirked, “Oh, Lupo just said yes because she’ll get to carry bigger weapons out into the field.”




Willow pretended to be trying to remember something. “And what else did we have to tell you? Oh yeah! Jack’s now an international diamond thief!”




Alex frowned in thought. “He showed me a really dirty rock and told me it was a giant diamond, but it sure didn’t look like any diamond I ever saw. And he has been known to make stuff up.”




Willow nodded. “An unpolished gemstone doesn’t look like a gem on a starlet’s neck. It’s an industrial diamond, but it’s huge. Gigantic. It’s—”




“Diamond-jira!” Jack interrupted.




“I wanted to do that joke!” Willow scowled.




Jack said, “I also managed to steal one of the Nazi ledgers, and it’s got a list of a lot of the slaves they used in the mines, so we turned that over to some European groups who were pretty excited to see it. Turns out they mainly used Gypsies, because they thought Jews weren’t any good at long-term physical work. So no Rosenbergs went down there.”




Willow insisted, “And I’m glad of it! How would I ever tell mom and dad that some of those things rampaging around that volcano are really our relatives?”




Jack frowned, “Well, they were someone’s relatives. No matter how you slice it, some actual people got tortured and mutated.”




Alex just barely finished up with her workout and managed to lift 285 pounds with her tk without giving herself a migraine, when it was time for the phone call. She dialed in. “Terawatt here.”




Jack announced, “General O’Neill here, with Action Girl and some of my staff.”




Riley called in, “Colonel Finn, calling in from the Doctors Without Borders compound. And sir, thank you for the clean clothes.”




A voice Alex had heard tons of times on documentaries proudly announced, “Nigel Thornberry here, with my wife and Debbie and… Shaman.” There was some hooting and screeching in the background. “Oh. As well as Donny and Darwin.”




Eliza’s mom added, “And I’d like to thank Colonel Finn. The new satellite dish and satellite phone he installed for us yesterday are working much, much better than the old one.”




Debbie contributed, “Now finally I can watch ‘Dancing with the Stars’ without losing ninety percent of it!”




Sir Nigel snorted, “She tried to tell us that ‘Jersey Shore’ was an important documentary about American coastal wildlife.”




Jack said, “That is true, in the very loosest sense of the words.” Alex could hear the smirk from the other side of the country.




There was a tiny slap sound, which Alex figured was Willow hitting Jack for being a smart-aleck when he was on the phone with new people.




Jack said, “We also want to send Shaman some SRI gear, like one of our earjacks and one of our satellite phones, but one of our regular Terawatt phones isn’t as useful when she’s a solo superheroine out there. We’d also like to help Shaman get some official recognition, which may require going through the U.N., since a deputization by the United States is not going to be of much use there, either. We also have some people who can help with a uniform, protecting her identity, and similar issues we’ve run into.”




Debbie said, “I’ve got the uniform mostly worked out. I had to step in, after I saw what she was going to use.”




Eliza fussed, “It wasn’t that bad! And Darwin really liked it!”




So after that, the call mainly turned into grown-up stuff that Alex knew she needed to concentrate on even if she really wanted to just chat with Eliza and maybe Debbie too. Eliza’s folks wanted to be sure Eliza would be at least as safe as usual, and Jack wanted to be sure that Eliza had a way to call for help if she needed to, and Willow wanted to set up secure connectivity to the CommVee, and other stuff that Alex made herself focus on. But she had Eliza’s new number, and the CommVee’s new number, so really she was really pretty much set.







On Friday, she ate a big breakfast and left the house in her Terawatt uniform early enough to get down to Edwards Air Force Base before seven. She’d guessed that the time of the morning meant she was going to be in the Blackbird instead of the Cessna, and she was right. And she was silvery, with her presents pulled into her morph, so she was set.




The flight took just under an hour, and it was as beautiful as ever. On flights like this when she wasn’t stressing about supervillains and other bad stuff, she got to look out and see the coolest view ever, unless you were up around the ISS. And after the Blackbird dove back into the atmosphere and slowed down, she bailed through the little port when the nice pilot told her it was time, and she zoomed off toward the ground at hundreds of miles an hour, which was so fun she wished she could share it with Hanna. Or Jo Lupo. They would both love it.




When she got lower, she popped her tPhone out of her morph and tracked Jack’s GPS signal to a military car in a huge parking lot for a huge military hospital. When she flew down to where the beacon was telling her to go, Jack was sitting in the back of the car, on the phone with someone he was not being very respectful to, given the faces he was making at the cellphone.




He hopped out of the car when she landed and went normal. “Ahh, Tera! Great timing. Lob those presents in here. If there’s a really good one, you could always give it to me instead, and we’d give ’em a coupon for Burger King value meals, or whatever.”




She used her tk to set the presents on the seat before Jack closed the door and signaled his driver. She fibbed, “I don’t think you’d like the boxed DVD set of ‘Sailor Moon’.”




“Of course, that must be Charlie’s present.” He put his hands on his hips in a silly posture. “By the power of the moon, I will cry like a baby if you’re mean to my Sailor Scouts!”




Boy, Jack sure knew a lot about non-guy stuff. And really, she had thought a tiny bit about getting it for Hanna, but Sailor Moon was a lot whinier than Alex remembered her being when Alex had been little. Hanna probably wouldn’t enjoy ‘Sailor Moon’.




Jack led her into the hospital and whispered, “Really scowl at these jerks. We got two doctors, a physics dork, and a computer dweeb who are giving Carter grief.”




Okay, she was not happy to hear that. In fact, her face was already turning into a scowl without asking permission first. “What’s the deal?”




“Oh come on, say ‘what’s the sitch.’ Please?”




“Stop it… Ron.”




He did a pretend whine. “Can’t I be Rufus instead?”




“You can be Mr. Barkin.” But she had a really hard time saying that with a straight face.




As they walked in, he reminded her, “Full Tera-tude.”




Tera-tude? She was so telling Willow on him.




She rose a foot off the floor, put a stern look on her face, and used her tk to make her hair wave like it was in a light breeze.




Jack stepped up to a desk. “General O’Neill and Terawatt here to see Major Samantha Carter. Now.”




“Yes sir!” said a little nurse who looked like she was about sixteen, even if Alex figured the nurse was probably at least twenty-one or twenty-two. The nurse’s voice rose to a squeal. “You brought Terawatt!” She gasped, “Can I have your autograph? No wait, you don’t sign autographs, what was I thinking… Can I get a picture with you?”




“Of course.” It was really hard not to break into a big smile when this woman was so excited to meet her, like Alex was someone mega-awesome. Okay, it was also embarrassing, especially with Jack standing there smirking the whole time.




Alex used the nurse’s cellphone and her own tk to take a nice photo of the two of them, with Terawatt slightly behind and to one side. The nurse held the phone like it was something fragile, and asked, “Can I put it up on my Facebook page?” When Alex nodded, she added, “Can I put it up on your Facebook page?” Alex just nodded again.




The nurse squealed with excitement and rushed back behind her desk. “Oh let me see… Dr. Burns has really detailed requirements about visitors, because of the thing, but I’m sure those don’t apply to Terawatt…” She filled out two forms and printed off two little cards that fit inside clip-on visitors’ badges. “Here you go! Third floor, take that elevator there and then turn left to the isolation areas.”




Alex noticed Jack snorting in amusement when the nurse said ‘Dr. Burns’ so she figured there was going to be a ‘M*A*S*H’ joke as soon as they stepped in the elevator.




Alex figured she’d better do something just in case. She glanced at the nurse’s badge. “Alice?”




“That’s me! I mean, yes ma’am.”




“Alice, if Dr. Burns or anyone else is mean to you about this, here’s a card.” She gave the nurse one of the SRI business cards she had been keeping in a smaller pocket of her utility belt. “You can call General O’Neill’s office and talk to him personally, or have them call me. Okay?”




The nurse nodded excitedly and looked like she might faint if Terawatt was any nicer to her.




Alex and Jack walked to the elevator. Jack just had to misbehave. “Sweet. I wish I had my own fan club.”




Alex decided not to tell him that he did, and she was totally in it already.




Then he smirked, “So maybe Dr. Burns has a colleague Dr. Pierce?”




They easily got past the guards on the isolation wing, thanks to the badges. In fact, one of the guards saw who she was, and personally walked them down to Major Carter’s room.




There was a big viewing window that looked like someone had needed to replace it and hadn’t been really careful about matching the paint around the edges. And it was completely blocked on Sam’s side of the window by a huge whiteboard that was covered in physics equations that Alex had no idea about. And there were two monitors to the right of the viewing window, only both of them had videocameras that were covered up with stuff, so they were showing a dark gray mess.




And there was one armed guard on the door, a metal bar across the door to hold it shut, and two heavily-armed soldiers across the hall, behind a big metal barrier. Oh, and it looked like someone had needed to replace the doorframe and hadn’t been all that careful about repainting around the edges.




Jack asked the soldier at the door, “So… Major Carter has started turning into Ms. Marvel in her spare time?”




“Sir! I am sorry, but I am under orders to refer all questions and concerns to the major’s primary care doctors!”




“And who would that be?”




But Alex had already pulled Sam’s chart out of its holder next to the door, and she was peeking through it. She told him, “Based on the illegible squiggles, that would be Dr. Bums and Dr. Moomoo.”




Someone snorted across the hall but managed not to laugh. The soldier at the door carefully said, “Sir! That would be Dr. Burns and Dr. Monroe.”




Jack asked, “Not Dr. Winchester?” No one acted like they got the joke. “So which of these two fine, upstanding guys who can’t write would happen to be on duty right now?”




“Sorry sir, but that would be above my pay grade. But Sergeant Willis or Nurse Shelton would be able to tell you.”




One of the guys behind the big barrier spoke up. “General? I put in a call for Nurse Shelton. She should be here in a minute.”




A middle-aged woman in nurse’s scrubs came bustling in. Alex thought she looked like she was really tired but not going to admit it.




“Lieutenant Shelton, reporting as ordered sir!” But underneath the crisp tones, she sounded exhausted.




Jack spotted it too. “At ease, Shelton. Can you tell me what’s the deal with Major Carter and her room?”




Nurse Shelton stiffly said, “Sir, I have been ordered not to discuss this with anyone outside of isolation wing personnel and the United States Strategic Command’s Space Warfare Project. It would be unfortunate for me if you were to give me orders directly contradicting those given to me by a direct superior…” Then a tiny smile crept onto her face, and she hinted, “…who is only a captain. Sir.”




Jack nearly beamed at her. “And what would you need to do if a big, mean one-star did give you such an order?”




She smiled slyly. “Sir, I would have to call Dr. Burns at once and tell him, at which point he might rush over and discuss this with you himself. And I would most certainly not contradict him at any point by blinking twice.”




Jack repressed a smile. “Then assume I have just issued you such orders, lieutenant.”




“Yes sir!”




Alex noticed that none of the soldiers in the area seemed upset about this Dr. Burns having to run over here and deal with a grumpy general.




Nurse Shelton pulled out a cellphone. She could hardly keep the grin off her face. “Doctor Burns… Yes sir, you told me not to call unless there was an emergency but there is one… No, Major Carter hasn’t blasted down the door again… No sir, there’s a general here ordering me to provide answers about Major Carter’s room and condition. And he brought Terawatt, so this could spin out of control really quickly unless you get right up here. Sir… Yes sir, I’ll be right here when you arrive, unless there’s a Code Blue on one of my patients.”




She gave Jack an expressionless face. “I believe that the doctor will be here very quickly, sir.”




So Jack pulled out his own cellphone. He looked through his contact list and then picked a number. “Oh hi, Major Sewell. It’s General O’Neill, your boss’s personal headache. Could you tell General Kremer his space warfare people have Major Samantha Carter locked up like a terrorist in Guantanamo, and Terawatt just found out, and I’m pretty sure he’d rather not have this splashed all over every news source known to man, so I’m having to step in and handle this in my own inimitable… Yes, ‘style’ would be a good word there. Thanks, Sewell. See ya.”




He looked over at Alex and said, “That ought to kick over the hornet’s nest.”




194. It’s My Party and…



The ward doors swung open, and a guy in military clothes and a doctor’s white labcoat came rushing in. The guy wasn’t old, but there was no way anyone would ever confuse him with an Orphan. Or a movie star. The guy rushed up to Jack and whined, “Dr. F. Harold Burns III, chief of medical for the United States Strategic Command’s Space Warfare Project. The ‘F’ is for Farnsworth.”




Jack looked at the guy and asked, “Farnsworth? Are you sure? Because I was told the ‘F’ stood for ‘Ferret-faced.’ Was I misled?”




Alex clenched her teeth really hard so she wouldn’t laugh. Or giggle. Or smile. Nurse Shelton’s face looked frozen. The soldier at the door abruptly turned and faced away from Jack so Dr. Burns wouldn’t see him laugh. One of the guys behind the barrier coughed suspiciously.




“The ‘F’ is for Farnsworth, general. I promise. It’s an old family name.”




“Right. Farnsworth Bums the Third.”




“Burns, sir.”




Jack reached out and Alex used her tk to zoom the clipboard over to his hand. “Says right here, ‘Dr. Bums’.”




“That’s Burns, sir.”




“Right, Dr. Three-Bums, what the hell is going on here, and why are you keeping a highly-decorated Air Force major who just saved the entire goddamn planet locked up like a terrorist?”




Dr. Burns started getting whinier. “Umm, sir, that’s Dr. Burns, and we are just following official protocol in case of alien invasion or aliens taking over the bodies of Americans.”




Jack glared at him. “Even though Major Carter saved the planet and helped kill all the alien matter at great cost to herself, right Dr. Three-Bums?”




“Not Three-Bums, sir, just Bums. I mean Burns! And she has alien molecules in her body which have given her alien superpowers with which she might be about to do who knows what kind of treasonous act against the U. S. of A!”




“Hmm. Terawatt, you were there. Is all of this hysterical, insane bullshit true?”




“No, general,” Alex said, just like she wasn’t trying mega-hard not to fall over laughing, even if Jack was being really mean to Doctor Three-Bums.




Jack sternly said, “I doubt you even have three bums. Sounds like lying to a superior officer.”




“Sir, my name is Burns! Not Three-Bums! Dr. F. Harold Burns the Third! And that woman in there is taken over by some kind of alien intelligence, because our physicist, Henry Wilson from my alma mater, says she’s spouting off super-intelligent physics including theories about the quantum something-or-other and alternate dimensions that he doesn’t understand!”




Alex suddenly wanted to slap herself on the forehead. Or maybe slap this guy on the forehead. She hissed, “Those are all based on data that I gave her!”




Dr. Burns got almost hysterical. He pointed at Alex and gasped at Jack, “You didn’t tell me she’s an alien from another dimension!”




Jack really glared at him then. “She is from America. You are obviously from Idiotland.” He looked at Lieutenant Shelton. “Nurse, give this man a very large sedative stat. With your biggest needle.”




“You can’t do that!” Dr. Burns squealed. “I’m the doctor here! I… Oww!”




Alex had no idea why Nurse Shelton had a big syringe of sedative in her pocket, but she had already used it. On Dr. Burns. In the butt. Right through his pants. Was that safe?




Dr. Burns squeaked, “You can’t… do… I’m the…” And he passed out right there in the hallway. Alex used her tk so his face didn’t smash into the tile floor.




Jack said, “That worked suspiciously fast, lieutenant.”




She managed not to smile. “Yes sir. Dr. Burns is notoriously squeamish about getting his own shots.” She held up the syringe, which was still full of a clear liquid. “I’ll administer the sedative now, with your permission.”




“Go right ahead. As long as I don’t have to listen to this moron for a second longer.” The nurse immediately knelt down and expertly gave Dr. Three-Bums a shot in a vein in one forearm.




Alex asked the nurse, “Is it safe to go in and visit Major Carter?”




The nurse grimaced, “For you, maybe. Not for the general. When the major started dealing with inappropriate behaviors from Dr. Burns and his pal Wilson by smashing windows and doors, they… umm… took away her clothes and put up prison cameras.”




“What?!” Alex was pretty sure she yelled almost as loud as Jack did.




Jack snapped, “I want Major Carter’s full dress uniform, and a full set of underthings in her size, and I want them here before I’m done calling General Kremer again! And then I’m going to want MPs standing on the door of whatever extremely tiny and uncomfortable room these soldiers lock Dr. Burns in! Is all of that understood?”




The nurse beamed excitedly. “Yes sir!” She looked at Alex. “And you can go in. Just knock first.”




Alex used her tk to yank the bar out of its holders and toss it aside. The soldier crisply got out of her way, which was a good thing, because she was pretty upset by then. She knocked on the door, waited a few seconds and flew in.




There was a very angry major in a hospital bed, glowering from under a bedsheet. The glower turned into a huge smile when she saw who it was.




Alex gasped, “Sam! What did they do to you?”




Sam scowled, “Thank God you came. These idiots think I’m some sort of alien-possessed threat, but they also can’t stop ogling me. They took away my hospital scrubs and I’ve been stuck in this thing!” She got out of the bed, and Alex winced inwardly.




Sam was wearing the teeniest hospital gown Alex had ever seen. On Sam’s tall, long-legged frame, it looked like it was made for a child. It looked like it was shorter than the naughty nightie Willow had showed her just last week, and it was obvious that if Sam raised her arms, the hem would go up way above her privates. And Sam didn’t have to turn around for Alex to tell it was wide open at the back.




And there was a camera up in the corner with a massive plate of bulletproof plastic in front of it. Someone smart had dealt with that problem by throwing oatmeal or something else grayish-brown and gloppy all over the plastic so no one could stare at her through the camera.




Sam saw where Alex was looking, and tilted her head at the bathroom. “There’s a camera in there too.”




Alex gasped. The little bathroom had no door on it, and there was no curtain around the shower area, and there was a camera in there too? These guys were perverts!




She flew right back out of the room. “Jack! They took away her clothes and they have cameras on her 24x7, and there’s a camera in her bathroom too! I want these guys arrested for being Peeping Toms and violating her civil rights and being gigantic creeps!”




Jack was already talking on the phone again. “Yes, that was Terawatt. She just found out the conditions Major Carter has been subjected to, and she’s about ready to rip this entire wing to pieces… Ugh. I feel your pain. So his dad made general and threw his weight around for sonny? Maybe you could ask the President to have him transferred to Used Toilet Paper Inspector or something. I’ll see if Terawatt will, because she’s mad enough to spit nails. And given that it’s Terawatt, maybe she can spit real nails if she wants to… I’ll inform them ASAP.”




Jack smiled. It was the sort of smile you expected to see on a really hungry grizzly bear when you were backed into a corner. “Nurse Shelton, please notify the MPs that Dr. Burns and Dr. Monroe are under arrest until General Kremer’s office and the Inspector General’s Office can launch a full investigation into this matter.”




“Yes sir!” the nurse said, sounding a lot like Jack had just told her she had won an all-expenses-paid trip to Tahiti. “Anything else, sir? I’ve got a nurse bringing the major her clothes.”




The soldier on the door whispered, “Sir, someone should check the doctor’s computer, and that scientist guy Wilson’s laptop and maybe every one of their programmer guy’s computers. But I didn’t say anything.”




Jack nodded angrily. “Thanks, private.” He turned back to Nurse Shelton. “We’ll be escorting Major Carter off-site. Don’t expect we’ll let her come back to this little vacation spa. I’ll be informing General Kremer and General Peterson about this and telling them where the major is stationed, but it doesn’t look like anyone here needs to know.”




When two nurses came scurrying in with a uniform and undies for Sam, Alex snatched the stuff up with her tk and rushed them into Sam’s room. Then Alex slammed the door shut and used her tk to rip the wires off the backs of the cameras.




Sam muttered, “I wish I had that level of control. All I can do is generate a single telekinetic pressure wave that expands approximately in a cone until it dissipates.”




“How much force?” Alex asked. She whirled around to face a wall, because Sam was getting dressed, and Sam hadn’t had a lot of privacy lately.




Sam shrugged, “I haven’t been allowed to do any testing. Other than taking out the viewing window a couple times and the door twice, when certain people couldn’t keep their eyes to themselves.”




Alex scowled, “Those guys are jerks. You should come with us and stay at Jack’s base, because his people are way nicer, and if any of them treated you like that, Dr. Fraiser will give ’em a physical with the extra-big needles.”




Sam checked, “And this Dr. Fraiser won’t hold it against me that I have this power now?”




“No!” Alex insisted. She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Dr. Fraiser adopted an orphaned teenaged girl last year. The classified part is she adopted the girl because she’s really Action Girl.” Alex thought for a second and added, “And I know you and Dr. Fraiser can be best friends. And Willow Rosenberg’s moving to Jack’s base too, and she’d love to meet you and talk science and stuff.”




Sam made a disgruntled noise at getting a uniform with the skirt instead of pants, but she pulled on the skirt anyway. “It sounds like you’re trying to set me up with a circle of friends and a good boss. What’s the catch?”




Alex confessed, “I want you to work for the SRI. With me. And help me with stuff. And work on your powers. The other-you from that other dimension really helped me just a ton, and I want to return the favor. Plus, you’re one of the smartest scientists on the planet, and we really need your brains since we’re up against Maggie Walsh and her Team Evil.”




Sam gave her a look. “Team Evil? Who came up with that?”




Alex whispered, “We know what they call themselves, but we don’t want them to know we have that much intel on them.” And she realized, “And I shouldn’t be telling you this stuff until you’re in the project and you’re cleared and everything.”




Well, that was kind of a giant oops. She really needed to be a lot more careful about who she told stuff to. Still, this was Sam. It wasn’t like she was telling secret stuff to Dr. Three-Bums. Or Senator Kinsey’s creepy aide. Or that reporter Joe Frady, who apparently couldn’t keep a secret no matter what and had to turn everything into a big story to convince everyone that he was a really great reporter.




Sam adjusted her uniform and tucked her hat under her arm. “Well, based on the level of respect I’m hearing in the hallway, I’m guessing you brought at least a full colonel.”




Alex floated along as Sam marched out the door. “Major Carter, let me introduce you to General Jack O’Neill, the only one-star general I know who has the Air Force Distinguished Service Medal.”




Jack shook her hand. “Major, welcome to the world of Terawatt, where stuff happens, and then she makes it happen the way she wants.”




“Jack!” Alex complained.




Jack just kept going. “I’m checking you out of this sunny little salon, and you and I and Tera are going to go have lunch with my fiancée, who’s dying to meet you. And vice versa, from what Tera told me.”




Nurse Shelton shook Sam’s hand too. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more for you, major. Now get going, before someone in authority finds a way to stick you back in there. And you leave that Dr. Burns to me.”




Jack smirked, “Oh, I think Dr. Three-Bums is going to have more than enough trouble before Nurse Shelton gets her hypodermics on him.”




“Doctor Three Bums?” Sam asked.




Alex nodded, “Come on. I’ll explain the whole thing over lunch.”




They were walking down the hall to the elevator by then. Sam wondered, “And why is the general’s fiancée anxious to meet me?”




Alex smiled, “He’s engaged to Willow Rosenberg.”




“What?!”







And then lunch on the Cessna was just a ton of fun. Sam and Willow really hit it off, and Sam kept being astonished by the stuff Alex told her about that trip to Hermione’s universe. And Jack was really funny about all of it, especially when he was complaining that his President didn’t let him haul nuclear devices into alternate universes and blow stuff up and it really wasn’t fair. He didn’t even get to blow up volcanoes! Willow just patted him on the back of the hand and murmured, “You poor, deprived thing, you.”




They were still laughing about stuff when the Cessna started dropping altitude for the landing at Jack’s base. Sam asked, “What now, sir?”




Jack said, “Well major, I’d like to offer you a position in the SRI. That’s the DHS Superpowers Research Initiative. Currently, we’re hiding here as the HWAAA, which is a small DHS waste management program, but our second base at Roswell is where our researchers are based. Ideally, I’d like to station you there, and once you get your powers under control, put you on Team Two when we have assorted crises.”




Alex grinned, “Team Two already has two Orphans, and Azure Crush and I have both worked with ’em. Plus Lieutenant Marshall, who has a Ph.D. in biophysics, and Lieutenant Bailey, who’s a computer guru. They’re the team who tackled the Spencer Building in Davenport, Iowa.” Sam looked pretty impressed at that.




Jack nodded. “Captain Graham Miller’s in charge of that team, although he’s running Team One right now while Colonel Finn’s on compassionate leave for his wife. Lieutenant Lupo’s getting to manage the team, which apparently means they’re doing a lot more drills and simulations. She’s pretty gung-ho. She knows it’s only temporary, but I’m going to have to figure out how to divvy things up when we’ve got a major who has superpowers.”




Sam carefully asked, “So what does that mean for me today, sir?”




Jack grinned, “First a quick tour of our stuff here at the airstrip, and then showing you our little buildings where you’d have to spend hours and hours filling out paperwork, and then… the birthday party!”




“Sir? The birthday party?”




Jack nodded enthusiastically. “Sure! My son Charlie has his birthday this week, and his girlfriend—”




Alex interrupted, “Dr. Janet Fraiser’s adopted daughter Hanna.” That way, Sam knew exactly who was being talked about.




“—has her birthday in two weeks, so they’re having a private party today on the base at Janet’s house, because she’s braver than I am, and then in two weeks they’ll have a joint party at their high school, where they can get up to all manner of naughtiness without parental supervision!”




Alex noticed that Jack didn’t miss what she had told Sam, or how she said it, and had probably figured out that Sam now knew Action Girl’s secret identity. But he didn’t say anything.




“Sir, I don’t even know any of these people.”




Jack just grinned. “You know me. That’s one parent. You know Willow. That’s one soon-to-be-stepmom. And you know Tera. That’s one BFF. And you’ll get to know Hanna’s mom really well, when she’s doing your physicals. Charlie and Hanna have friends, and then they have friends who they don’t get to hang with in public. This is really for the second group.”




Alex added, “Janet’s really great, and you’ll feel a lot better having someone who’s in the know doing your bloodwork and monitoring any changes and interpreting results in light of stuff you wouldn’t want to tell other doctors. And I needed her help for birth control because my body chemistry is not exactly normal anymore, so you should think about that too.”




Sam stared at her. “Tera, just how old are you, anyway?”




Alex slipped off her wig and mask and plastic makeup. “I’m a senior in high school.”




Sam exclaimed, “You’re A.L. Mack, the photographer! I saw your interview of Willow Rosenberg!”




Alex nodded, “Yeah. Call me Alex when you’re not calling me Tera. I used my tk to get those photos of Terawatt. I’ve been avoiding doing too much ‘A.L. Mack on the site of the latest Terawatt crisis’ footage, just because I don’t want to give the whole thing away.”




Sam stared at Jack. “And sir, you’re dragging a high school student into these ops?”




Jack calmly replied, “Yep. Two high schoolers, one college freshman, and I’ve got a nearly nine year old who is grounded from this stuff until she’s fifty. Maybe a hundred.”




“What?”




Alex pulled her wig and mask and makeup back on. “We rescued an eight year old back in September. She’s an extremely powerful pyrokinetic and a moderately powerful psi. She singlehandedly wiped out the entire research headquarters of The Shop after they murdered her father in front of her. And she killed Gojira while I couldn’t do much more than be Distract-o-girl. And she is not allowed on these ops for a long time. She wasn’t allowed on the Gojira op either, but she flew into the battlezone after being ordered not to. So she’s off all ops now.”




Willow said, “Action Girl turns seventeen in a couple weeks. Klar is out of high school, but still too young to drink. And then Jack has a small group of Orphans.”




“And Sergeant Harriman,” Jack added. “His superpower is an unnatural affinity for paperwork and an unnatural ability to manhandle bureaucratic knots.”




Alex chipped in, “Plus his daughter Wendy knows a little too much about what’s really at the base, because she’s friends with Hanna and Cindy and Charlie.”




Jack groaned a little. “And Grover. She found out about Grover when Cindy was having a little girls-night-out thing at her place the other week, and Grover was supposed to be over at my place watching sports with Charlie. So then we had to explain to Sergeant Harriman and his wife why their daughter also needed a Top Secret clearance.”




Alex groaned, “Crud! Didn’t he learn his lesson after the thing with the girls’ locker room?”




“Apparently not,” Jack replied. “Maybe a month of punishment detail will cure him of the habit. We’ll see.”




Sam guessed, “Grover is… Klar? Your invisible man? And he used his invisibility to snoop in the girls’ locker room?”




Alex spilled, “The girls’ showers. While the cheerleaders were showering. First thing he and his pal did when they gained invisibility. Apparently, it’s the first thing every straight boy on the planet wants to do if they get invisibility. It got out of hand. By the time we stepped in, there were invisible badguys, a couple murders, a couple attempted murders, and a bank robbery with a hostage crisis. And Grover can’t stop being invisible.”




Jack muttered, “Yeah, it’s all fun and games until someone stops being able to see in the visible spectrum.”







When they got off the Cessna, there were two cars waiting for them. Sergeant Scott in an official vehicle for Jack, and Charlie in another car for Alex and Willow. Alex puddled into a Terawatt gymbag and changed into the Alex clothes that were in there: sneakers, overalls, a t-shirt, and a knit hat. Then she left Sam to get shown around by Jack, while she and Willow went to help Janet.




They got there in time to help with their choice of baking, cleaning, beverage preparation, washing kitchen stuff, or arguing about which movies to watch. Willow went with the beverages, and Alex took over cleaning from Hanna. Janet hugged Alex for that and whispered, “Bless you.” Alex could tell Hanna didn’t like cleaning, and wasn’t doing that great a job. After all, Alex had months of monitoring Shar to use as a gauge.




But Alex just used her tk. She cleaned the living room and the den and the dining room all at the same time with six dustrags and the vacuum cleaner and the Dustbuster and a non-electric carpet sweeper. Then she had to get Hanna to tell her where everything got put away. So then she got dragged into the movie-picking argument, and so Charlie got outvoted on ‘The Princess Bride’ because the action movie he wanted to watch was too stupid and unrealistic, even if maybe it wasn’t fair that he was the only one in the room who didn’t know that. So they let him pick the second movie, so he chose ‘Blazing Saddles.’ He told Alex that he and Jack had been showing Hanna old westerns on and off for months so she’d get the jokes in it.




Alex went in the kitchen, where Janet and Willow were frosting a big sheetcake. “I got all the cleaning done, and we picked the movies. What can I do next?”




Janet shook her head slowly. “Willow and Jack keep telling me how amazing you are, but I didn’t think either one of those things would really get done. I think we’re all set, except I only have one ice cream scooper and three containers of ice cream. Can you call the general and remind him to bring over their ice cream scoops? Or else send Charlie over? And make sure Hanna doesn’t go along with him, or they’ll be gone for hours.”




Alex shrugged, “I can dish up the ice cream without a scooper.”




Janet looked around the kitchen. “In that case, I think we’re done. We have enough glasses and mugs out, and plates and flatware.”




Willow gasped, “Oh! I forgot to tell you! We have one more person coming!”




Alex said, “Yeah, Major Samantha Carter. We’re trying to get her to join the SRI. And you need to get her medical records and give her a decent exam, because that guy was not exactly Marcus Welby.”




Willow nodded, “Yeah, from what Sam said, he was not with the competence.”




Alex added, “And he’s a whiny creep. His real name is probably Creepy McCreeperson the Third.”




Janet smiled and pretended to be contemplative. “Hmm, I’m sensing some hostility here.”




Alex insisted, “If I told you all the creepy and incompetent stuff he was doing, first it would take until way after the party starts, and then you’d be too mad to enjoy the party!”




Janet did that tight little frown thing she did with her mouth when she wasn’t happy. “Maybe I need a full report after the party.”




Willow said, “Well, the only adult person who has to go home after the party is Alex, so after we ship the kids out of here, you and me and Sam can open a bottle of wine and Sam can tell you all about it. And you’ll need a lot of wine to keep from exploding when you hear some of it!”




Alex pointed out, “You forgot about Jack.”




Willow insisted, “I said adults. I love him dearly, but he is not an adult unless he absolutely has to be.”




Janet looked at her and said, “I’m taking the Fifth on that one.”




They didn’t stop giggling until Hanna and Charlie came into the kitchen to see why they were so loud.




Then the party was small but a ton of fun. Cindy and Grover were there, and Jack and Sam, and Wendy Harriman. And Graham came too! Alex gave him a hug. They watched ‘The Princess Bride’ while they ate cake and ice cream, and then they opened presents — Alex bought Charlie some Bruce Willis DVDs and she bought Hanna some Gundam anime DVDs — and then they had beverages while they watched ‘Blazing Saddles.’ That had some really naughty parts in it, especially when Willow told her what the Yiddish words really meant. How on earth did the censors let Mel Brooks name the songstress Lilly von Schtupp? Did they just not know any dirty words that weren’t English? Holy crud, Mel Brooks was so naughty he made Jack look like a choirboy!




After the party, Alex had to fly home on the Cessna all by herself. And she had all her homework done as much as she could for school next week. And she was missing all the talk with Sam about Dr. Burns and that Wilson guy and the other headaches she’d been putting up with. Even if there was going to be a lot of white wine and Alex wasn’t supposed to be drinking.







Jack heard Willow come in, and he just smiled. He knew Willow was a cheap date, and he knew Janet had plenty of white wine in her basement. It was really nice of Janet to put Sam up for the weekend, when she was also getting Cindy and Wendy staying overnight doing a ‘chick flick’ thing with Hanna. He figured it was going to be the most violent chick-flick marathon in history. He was expecting a lot more of ‘Thelma and Louise’ type movies and a lot less of the ‘Love Story’ type movies.




He wasn’t going to say anything about the movies Charlie and Grover were watching at Grover’s house. Grover had to have a special LCD screen so he could watch movies, so they were basically watching side-by-side tv’s, which cut down on the ‘movie-watching experience’ in Jack’s opinion. And he knew Grover had acquired some movies that were not appropriate for younger viewers…




There was a lot of rustling going on in the bedroom or the master bath. He was beginning to wonder if Willow was going to be talking to the porcelain god and maybe he needed to run in there and help her.




Willow stepped into the doorway and posed with one hand on her hip and the other hand raised high until she was touching the upper corner of the doorframe. She was dressed in a black nearly-sheer lace basque, a sheer black peignoir, sheer black hose with black garters, and shiny black four-inch spiked heels. Plus a huge fluffy blonde wig. She purred in a lisping German accent, “Is it twue what they say about… genewals?”







Alex woke up early Saturday morning, but Shar woke up before Alex got even half of her workout done. And Shar was so wound up about her upcoming birthday party that Alex couldn’t get much else done.




At least, later on that morning, Auntie Willow and Uncle Jack Skyped with Shar because they couldn’t be there in person. So Shar was happy to see them, and sad they couldn’t come out, and frustrated that Alex’s plan was taking so long to work. But it gave Alex over half an hour to do the rest of her workout. And when Annie Skyped to wish Shar a happy birthday even though she couldn’t be there either, it gave Alex the chance to take a shower without constant interruptions.




And then, after lunch, Alex and her folks and Shar all drove over The Party Palace. Alex had been there before, because they did themed parties, mostly for little girls. When Alex was little, she had been there for some fun princess-themed parties, and a couple Disney-themed parties, and even a cowboys-and-cowgirls themed party.




She had no idea what the theme was going to be until they walked in and were welcomed in by a woman in a Terawatt costume.




“Mom?”




Alex’s mom took her aside and murmured, “Shar really wanted it, and she thought you’d be thrilled. I didn’t want to upset you, because I didn’t think you’d be thrilled. Can you put up with it for a couple hours?”




Alex lied, “Sure.” Then she added, “As long as I don’t have to wear a Terawatt costume.”




Her mom smiled gently, “No honey, you won’t have to. That’s just for the ladies running the business.”




But with her mom and dad rushing around helping the ladies set up and get everything ready, Alex couldn’t complain to anybody. And with the Party Palace ladies right there, she couldn’t even scowl.




She finally asked one of the women, a friendly-looking twenty-something with a little badge that said ‘Annabeth,’ “Are Terawatt birthday parties a thing now?”




Annabeth smiled broadly, “Oh yeah! They’re huge this year! And not just in Paradise Valley. The whole national chain is doing huge business, especially in our biggest market, which is girls from three to ten, and our second biggest market, which is girls from eleven to sixteen. We’re even getting traction with Terawatt birthday parties for boys, and a year ago they were almost exclusively the comic book and action movie themes.”




“I had no idea.” Although, come to think of it, there had been an awful lot of little Terawatts trick-or-treating back on Halloween.




There were twenty-two little girls and four little boys who came, and about sixteen moms who stayed for the party. And any of the children who wanted to wear one of the shop’s Terawatt uniforms could.




Alex noticed that the Terawatt costumes for little girls were really inexpensive for the business compared to the full-on princess costumes. They were just a white long-sleeved leotard, white gloves, black tights, white kneesocks, and little masks. Four of the girls were already dressed like Terawatt when they got to the party, and Shar had brought her own Terawatt outfit to change into. Then another dozen girls and one lone boy changed into the store’s Terawatt costumes. Alex didn’t say anything, but Danny, the little boy, insisted that his superheroine secret identity was ‘Danielle.’ Most of the little girls treated him like one of the girls, but they were only around eight or nine after all. Alex noticed that none of the parents said anything, but ‘Danielle’s’ mom looked pretty tense about it.




And they had Terawatt-themed party games too. Everyone played ‘zap the supervillain,’ which was just pin the tail on the donkey, but with a poster of a badguy instead of a donkey, and little paper lightning bolts instead of donkey tails to pin on the poster. Then there was ‘Terawatt’s secret silver shape,’ which was really doing the limbo. They had several games like that. Sophie was totally the best at the limbo, because she was ridiculously limber from all her ballet and dance and stuff.




Alex was pretty sure Shar was using her telepathy and telekinesis a little, because she was a little too good at a couple of the games. Shar fibbed, “I was at a Terawatt birthday party last month, so I practiced the games!” Alex knew she was fibbing and gave her a stern look. After that, Shar didn’t win any other of the games.




And the ladies had a clear plastic cart for the cake so it was ‘floated in with Terawatt’s telekinesis.’ Alex didn’t say anything. She just quietly ate a couple pieces of the cake, which was pretty blah but the kids loved it because it had a big Terawatt on it in icing.




At the end, after the party wrapped up, and Sophie and ‘Danielle’ insisted on taking their costumes home, Alex helped with stuff. There were a lot of presents to get to the car, and leftover cake and ice cream to move, and stuff like that. And she couldn’t use her tk to move anything.




Her mom took her aside and said, “Honey, I know the whole thing was a little too much for you, but thanks for being a good sport and making Shar’s day extra-special.”




Alex just stared at the floor and murmured, “It’s okay. At least it can’t get any worse, right?”




Later on, she would wish she could have kicked herself right then.





195. …I’ll Cry if I Want To



Alex was thrilled to see the national news that night. Senator Kinsey was officially impeached, which meant that he was going to be tried for those crimes in the Senate, starting next week, and he was already making speeches to defend himself. She just really hoped Terawatt wouldn’t have to go testify. After all, it wasn’t like the Senate could find her to hit her with a subpoena.




And Ray came over to watch tv with her. He even stayed to watch Saturday Night Live. Her dad stayed up to watch it too, so that cut down on the necking-with-Ray time. But SNL had Pamela Anderson as the host, which was probably why her dad was still awake and watching it. Alex wasn’t the world’s biggest Pam Anderson fan, but she figured a ton of guys would be watching this episode.




And the show was pretty good. There was a sketch where Pamela Anderson was a really shy, body-conscious nerd who had to pretend she was an exhibitionist for her job at Playboy, and Alex was surprised that Ms. Anderson was a good enough actress to pull it off. Then there was a Senator Kinsey sketch, with Pam Anderson as the slutty secretary in the background. And the musical guests were good. And the SNL news was really funny, especially when they hammered Senator Kinsey, and they made fun of the Orphans blowing themselves up with a volcano.




But then they did a Terawatt sketch. With Pamela Anderson as Terawatt! And with the hair and makeup and costume, she really looked a lot like Terawatt, except bigger in the bust.




Oh crud, everyone in the world would think Terawatt looked like Pamela Anderson under her uniform! This was terrible!




Ray noticed she was getting upset, so he hugged her and murmured, “It’s okay. Really. And anyway, you have a way better body than her, and you’re a lot prettier, and her boobs are way too big.”




Her dad said, “Those aren’t actually boobs, Ray. I think they’re tethered weather balloons.” Ray thought that was funny, but she wasn’t in a laughing mood.




And the sketch was Terawatt walking into a fast food place to get some lunch but not having her wallet because she wasn’t carrying a purse and didn’t have pockets. And she couldn’t convince the clerks that she was Terawatt. “Look, I’m floating a foot off the floor!” And the clerks all said stuff like, “Special effects.” “Yeah, standard George Lucas stuff.” “I’ve seen better.”




And even more annoying, everyone in the skit kept saying everything was tera-this and tera-that, almost like Jack had written the skit. “This burger is Tera-great!” “Gee, those Tera-hooters are even bigger than I expected!” “Wow, this dessert is Tera-delicious.” And then, when Terawatt gave up and stormed out, another person in a Terawatt costume came in and said, “I am Terawatt but I cannot carry a wallet in this uniform. Would you spot me a couple burgers?” And she didn’t look anything like Terawatt. She was a short, chubby woman with brown hair and no wig. And the clerks looked at each other and said, “Man! This is the fifth one today!”




Then there were a couple more skits, but then the last skit was a burglary and the policemen just kept telling each other, “This looks like a Tera-crime!” “Yep, here’s a Tera-clue.” And Terawatt flew in but couldn’t figure out who did it, even though on the wall behind everyone, it said in huge letters, ‘THE MASKED MARAUDER STRIKES AGAIN!’




And finally the skit ended with Terawatt back at the Tera-apartment, and The Masked Marauder rang her doorbell and wanted to turn himself in if she would go on a date with him. And he was the nerdiest crook ever, and he was like a mean parody of the guys in the Science Club. He said, “Has anybody ever told you you’re… Tera-hot?” And Terawatt groaned, “Oh just seventeen times. This week.” Then the guy stammered a bunch and begged, “If I cooperate, when I get out again, can we have a Tera-date?” And she had so many supervillains turning themselves in to get dates with her that she had to check her Tera-schedule on her Tera-phone. So then he rushed off to the police station to turn himself in. And then the skit ended with Azure Crush — the real Azure Crush — coming out of the bedroom in a teeny weeny nightie and taking Terawatt off to the Tera-bed for some Tera-sex! Eww! Ick!




She just knew Jack was going to tease her about this for ages.




Jack? Even Willow would tease her. Everyone except Riley would tease Terawatt about this. From now on, she was going to be doing real Terawatt stuff and having policemen and bystanders making fun of her because of that stupid skit.




She was so unhappy she didn’t even want to go drive with Ray to go get an ice cream sundae. But Ray was a great boyfriend, and he knew she was really upset, so he didn’t tease her about it, and he just held her and rubbed her back and told her it would be okay. Even if she thought the sketch was stupid and offensive and really annoying.







At least no one in church was doing Terawatt jokes. And after she had lunch, Sam Carter and Willow wanted to Skype with her.




Alex led off, “Okay, no Terawatt jokes.”




Willow and Sam looked at each other in confusion. Willow asked, “What?”




Alex complained, “Last night, Saturday Night Live did an extended Terawatt skit. With Pam Anderson as me. And they had me sexing it up with Azure Crush. And being lousy at solving crimes. And too dumb to remember to put money in my utility belt. And… and I really hated it.”




Willow gently said, “It’s just a skit, Alex. They make fun of everyone. And anyway, Jack and I weren’t watching tv at that hour last night.”




Yeah, Alex had a pretty good idea what Jack and Willow were doing at that time of night, and she wasn’t going to talk about it.




Sam told her, “I don’t watch tv. I was working on the new computer the general borrowed for me. Unfortunately, I’m going to have to use something at least as big as Willow’s supercomputer to do the computations I have in mind, and I still don’t know if it will give me any useful results.”




Alex frowned, “Well, Jack will hear about the skit. And then he’ll watch it on YouTube. And then he’ll tease me about it. And parts of it already sounded like Jack wrote the stupid script.”




Sam glanced at Willow. “That’s not why we called. We were talking with the general about the weapon that the Orphans used on you.”




Willow rolled her eyes. “Someone wouldn’t stop making ‘Ghostbusters’ jokes about the thing.”




Alex admitted, “I didn’t get a good look at it, except for a weird-looking rifle barrel thing. Okay, I didn’t really get a good look at any of it.”




Sam glanced at Willow and said, “Well, after talking with the general, we decided it was a weapon specifically designed to target your silvery form.”




Willow said, “Jack was standing right there in the room with the guy, and the guy never even tried to shoot Jack with it, just stalled until you showed up to do the rescue-age, and when you went silvery, he shot you.”




Alex admitted, “I felt like I got dropped in a blender and vibrated at about a billion revolutions a second. It was pretty icky.”




Willow teased her, “Pretty icky? Don’t get too technical on us.”




Sam just went on, “Your morph looks like mercury. And no matter what colors you’re wearing, it always looks silvery. Do you know why mercury is liquid at room temperature?”




Alex thought she remembered what Mr. Hooper said. “Relativistic quantum mechanics? Didn’t Niels Bohr develop that?”




Sam beamed, “Exactly! It’s been conjectured for a long time, but the hard math didn’t turn up until a couple years ago.”




Willow chipped in, “At least one of the authors on that paper is probably an Orphan and has vanished, so he’s probably off with Walsh’s bloc now.”




Sam kept going. “You end up with an s shell where the outer electrons are stabilized, so instead of forming bonds between neighboring mercury atoms, the electrons stay associated with their own nuclei, and the weaker interatomic forces such as van der Waals bonds hold the atoms together. Normally, van der Waals forces just don’t have that noticeable an effect.”




Willow gushed, “We think they built a weapon to disrupt van der Waals forces! And it worked on you!”




“Crud!” Alex didn’t like the idea of an anti-Terawatt weapon that didn’t do anything else. Okay, she didn’t like the idea of any kind of anti-Terawatt weapon.




Sam added, “But it’s only going to work on you when you’re in your silvery form, where you’re using your telekinesis on an atomic level, adjusting your nuclear forces to a balance where the van der Waals forces become the dominant force.”




Willow added, “And if you’re doing telekinesis on an atomic level to get your silvery morph, then your electrokinesis is probably telekinesis on an atomic or sub-atomic level as well.”




Alex thought out loud. “So if someone points a regular firearm at me, I want to be silvery. And if someone points a laser at me, I want to be silvery. But if someone points anything weird at me, I want to switch back to normal.”




Willow grinned, “And speaking of which, Jack gave Sam a huge diamond!”




Sam blushed a little and insisted, “But not like that. An unpolished industrial diamond.”




Willow smirked, “I think Jack’s words were ‘now go use that giant brain of yours and make me a big ol’ laser gun.’ Isn’t that right?”




Sam said, “It’s a phenomenal find, if the general’s right about it. But we’ll need to do some x-ray crystallography, and some systems design, and some detailed spec work before we’re ready to cut the diamond, then we’ll have power transmission issues, and then if we get a beam that can cut through a concrete wall even with 99% efficiency, we’d still have massive heat diffusion problems.”




Alex grinned at her, “As someone we know likes to say, ‘eggggggcellent.’ If you can build it, I can power it and Yuki can cool it.”




Willow turned to Sam and said, “This is where Jack would say ‘if you build it, they will come’ so consider it said.” She looked at Alex and explained, “I love being able to tell him we already did his joke.”




Alex figured Jack was a really bad influence on Willow.







Alex got up Monday morning hoping for the best. But when she got to school, absolutely everyone was calling stuff tera-this and tera-that! And Alex couldn’t even complain out loud, because of the secret identity thing!




Kelly flounced by in a new skirt. “How do you like it? It’s tera-in!” And then Kelly’s minions had to compliment her.




“It’s tera-cool.”




“It’s tera-pretty.”




Alex just gritted her teeth and plastered on a smile. She lied, “I like the way you accessorized around it.”




Kelly smiled, “Thanks! Aren’t those the same overalls you wore last week?”




Alex pretended she wasn’t ready to zap Kelly right in the nose. “These? Oh no, the ones last Tuesday were a turquoise. These are teal. You can tell the difference, right?” Okay, that was a big lie, because she hadn’t bothered to look in her closet when she got dressed this morning because she was still really upset about the Saturday Night Live thing, and Shar was trying some Terawatt costume pieces as school clothes so Alex had spent more time fixing Shar’s wardrobe than focusing on her own outfit.




Kelly lied, “It must be the light here in the hallway. They look totally the same.”




“Oh yeah, they do.” Naturally, Kelly’s peons backed her up. What a surprise. Kelly’s peons would back her up if she claimed she could turn straw into gold.




“Whatevs.” Kelly flounced off down the hall, probably to go tell people Alex was wearing the same overalls as last week.




And Donna was calling the new school cheers ‘tera-great.’ And at lunch, Louis was calling the cafeteria chicken patties ‘tera-greasy.’ She really glared at him.




Okay, he wasn’t the only one. Those chicken patties were yick. At the next table, Donna’s BF was holding his chicken patties up and asking, “Okay, do you think these are coated in 10W-30, or do you think it’s 10W-40?”




And everyone in the caff was calling stuff ‘tera-cool’ or ‘tera-rad,’ or else ‘tera-sucky’ or ‘tera-lame.’ She was so upset she could hardly eat her lunch.




Ray saw how upset she really was, so he tried to tease her out of it. He put an arm around her and smiled, “Has anyone ever told you you’re… tera-hot?”




She just gritted her teeth and counted to ten. And then she counted to twenty, because counting to ten wasn’t doing it for her. She knew she wasn’t being a good sport about it, but she just wanted to zap someone. Or punch someone in the snoot with a big old tk punch.




Louis patiently told her, “You have to start saying it. It’s trending like crazy.”




She pulled out her phone and checked. Oh crud, ‘tera’ as a prefix was trending more than anything. It was trending more than Kim Kardashian’s new selfies and more than the hints about the trailers for the upcoming summer Marvel blockbusters and more than Lindsay Lohan’s latest arrest. Alex just wanted to bang her head on the lunch table.




She even texted Willow to complain. Willow texted back that it was all over the Terawatt fan websites too. And it was trending on blogs all over the internet.




Crud. So there was like zero she could do about it now, except pretend it wasn’t making her crabby. Even if it was making her really mega-crabby. Tera-crabby. As Willow pointed out, it wasn’t like Alex owned the rights to a standard prefix for scientific description of measurements.




She’d turned in her lit paper and Spanish homework and calc homework, but she still had to make up her chemistry pop quiz and chem lab. So she did that after chem class, which was normally a free period for her. Her teacher Mr. Hooper took her quiz paper and her lab write-up and grinned, “I’m sure it’ll be tera-great, as usual.”




She had to grit her teeth not to get mad at him.




When she left the classroom, Ray was waiting for her, because he knew how unhappy she was, and he was a really great boyfriend who might have gotten some boyfriendyness tips from a pretty smart guy who was really good with Willow.




So he gave her a big hug and asked, “Alex, are you okay?”




And she snuggled into his hug pretty hard and whimpered, “No, I’m really not. And I can’t make it stop.”




He rubbed her back and tried to sound reassuring. “It’s just one more stupid slang thing. It’ll be gone in a few weeks, and we’ll have something else.”




She really hoped he was right, but she didn’t really believe him.




She was grumpy while she was picking up Shar, and she was grumpy while she was fixing dinner, so Shar was being extra nice to her, and even her mom noticed she was upset. So her mom let her go up to her room. And Shar voluntarily stayed in the kitchen to help, which happened about once a blue moon when it wasn’t for desserts or candy or one of Shar’s personal fave recipes.




And Alex wasn’t sulking. She really wasn’t. But she was really unhappy, and she totally didn’t feel like doing homework, and she’d already pestered Willow and Nicole and Robyn and Ray. And she’d already been grouchy to Louis when he wasn’t doing anything that everyone else in the whole school was already doing.




Alex looked at the phone numbers on her tPhone, and she decided who she was going to call.




Terawatt was going to call Azure Crush and complain about that stupid skit and especially the sleazy Terawatt-Azure Crush bedtime thing at the very end!




She dialed that number. One ring… Two rings…




“Hi! Is this really Terawatt?” Wow, Az sure sounded excited about stuff.




“Yes, it’s really me, and I wanted to tell you I saw your skit with Pamela Anderson, and—”




“You did? That’s great! I’m so excited, I’ve been trying to get some serious stuff that’s not just showing up in a movie to take off my top, and my agent Bernie says this could be the first step—”




Alex gasped, “What? Your agent Bernie?”




“Sure! Everyone in Hollywood has to have an agent, or a whole agency, and maybe publicists once you’re making enough dough, and all kinds of stuff! And Bernie says this could be the first step to some decent roles! And Pam… She actually let me call her Pam, isn’t that awesome? She was really sweet… Well anyway, she’s a huge fan of yours, and she was worried you wouldn’t like the skits, and I told her you were great, and not at all stuck up, and you’d think they were really funny! And anyway, everyone knows you’re totally straight. And I think I was the only woman on the whole set who wasn’t all intimidated by Pam’s hooters, because when you see them in person… Holy fuck! And everyone there wanted to ask what you’re like, and whether you did personal appearances, and a ton of shit I have no idea about, but most of the writers would crap themselves if you agreed to guest host.”




Alex managed, “I don’t think I…”




“Oh, that’s what I told ’em, and anyway I said it would be a tera-bad idea because if you had to rush off for some huge crisis, their show would be fucked. But me? I’m not a big superhero who’s on call all over the world.”




Alex disagreed, “Az, you are a huge hero, and you’ve put your neck on the line for the whole country…”




“Oh sure, I couldn’t even beat up one walking hairball, and you took out the entire Evil Legion of Super Evil, or whatever Leno was calling it a couple weeks ago. And I got fucking pounded, and Action Girl got shredded, and you didn’t even have your hair mussed up. But thanks for calling. And hey, would you be upset if I wrote on my resume that I know Terawatt personally?”




Alex blinked at that. “Az, you do know me personally. But why would anyone care?”




“Oh you’re such a kidder! Everyone would care! Even Hollywood producer types would care! You’re… you! And I really appreciate the call, it was really nice of you, especially when I think about how I started out, but I know you’ve got way better things to do than call people like me. So thanks just a ton, and I promise I won’t give out your secret number to anyone!”




Alex stared at the phone after Azure Crush hung up. She’d been about to be really mean about that skit, and… And Az had been so pumped about getting a break as an actress even if it was only for a minute, and she had sounded so happy to hear from Terawatt…




And Az had been sure Terawatt was calling her to be nice and supportive and helpful. So now Alex was still grumpy, but she felt like an even bigger jerkhead.




She was still grouchy at dinner. Everyone noticed. Even her dad, who asked, “Alex, what’s wrong? You only had two helpings of casserole, and usually you have a lot more. And you hardly touched your salad.”




Shar pouted, “Alex is really hurt because people are hurting her feelings all day.”




Alex explained, “It was that stupid Saturday Night Live skit. Now everyone in the whole world is saying tera-this and tera-that. Like ‘this is tera-sexy’ or ‘you’re tera-stupid’ or ‘this show is tera-lame.’ And there’s nothing I can do about it! I can’t even complain about it in public because I can’t let people know I care about Terawatt so much. And it’s all over the internet now, and it’s trending, so even more people are going to be saying it tomorrow and the next day, and I don’t like it!”




Her mom put a hand on Alex’s shoulder, and her dad took Alex’s hand. Her mom frowned, “I know this is hard, honey. But really, if this is the worst thing that ever happens to Terawatt, I think we’ll be very lucky.”




Her dad said, “You spent so much time picking a name and working hard for that name to mean something, and… Well, it does. People are only saying this because you’re someone famous and important and… well, really special. Your name means something to everyone on the planet. Maybe you should let people have this.”




Shar suddenly hopped to her feet and ran off to the front of the house.




Alex’s mom pointed out, “Shar! You didn’t ask permission to get up from the table, or—”




Shar yelled, “It’s Louis! He’s here to see Alex, and he’s happy about something! And Marsha’s really proud of him!”




Alex’s mom and dad looked at each other. Alex suggested, “Maybe he’s got an idea. He knows how much this thing is bugging me.”




Alex’s dad looked at her mom. “We do owe him a huge one after he saved Ray.”




The front doorbell rang, and Alex heard Shar’s voice saying, “Hi Louis! Hi Marsha! Come on in, we’re in the kitchen because Alex isn’t eating right.”




Sometimes Alex wondered if Shar got that Too Much Information thing from Willow too.




Shar led Louis and Marsha into the kitchen, and Alex’s mom hopped up to get two more chairs, and Alex grabbed the chairs with her tk and floated them over to the corners of the table on either side of her.




Marsha whispered at Louis, “Go on and tell her!”




Louis glanced at Marsha and grinned, “Branding! That’s the answer.”




Shar asked, “Like cattle rustlers?” When most of the table looked over at her, she said defensively, “Well, Auntie Hanna said Charlie and his dad were showing her cowboy movies.”




Louis patiently explained to her, “No, branding in business is when you work to make a particular thing yours. Not just belonging to you, but so people on the street think of you when they think of that thing. And you design your branding concept so it says what you want about you and your thing. Like Ford trucks. For years and years, when people said ‘Ford tough’ they automatically thought of Ford trucks and how they lasted and lasted. People said ‘pickup truck’ and lots of them automatically thought of Ford Motor Company. Or think about the shape of a coke bottle. Nobody looks at that shape and thinks anything except ‘a bottle of ice-cold Coca-cola.’ They’ve got branding working for them. Or Xerox. They were so successful that ‘xerox’ came to mean ‘copy from a copy machine’ even more than the word ‘copy’ does.”




“Wow,” Shar said. “How come you know so much about this stuff and Ray says your grades aren’t that great?”




Marsha gave Louis a look, like she’d said the same thing plenty of times. Louis admitted, “I concentrate more on business than on classes. Mainly because I like business a lot more than classes. When I’m taking business classes in college, it’ll all work together in a nice synergy.” He looked at the confusion on Shar’s face and added, “That’s when things work together so well it’s like they work better together than you figured they would just from looking at the individual pieces.”




Shar stared at Louis really hard, and then suddenly said, “Oh. Okay.” Alex suspected Shar had just cheated by looking in Louis’ brain for a better explanation.




Louis turned to Alex and clarified, “We need to make ‘Tera’ a name brand. You want it to mean awesomeness and goodness and righteousness, right?”




Alex frowned, “Well, mainly I don’t want people using it with words like ‘slutty’ or ‘ugly’ or ‘stupid’ or ‘lame’ or a bunch of words you can’t say in front of Shar.”




Shar piped up, “Oh, I already heard those words. Uncle Jack said ‘crap’ and told me to fib to Aunt Barb that he said ‘carp’ but I don’t think Aunt Barb would believe that.”




Louis kept going, fortunately. “So what we need to do is use ‘tera’ as the whole word. We market it as the newest, coolest slang idiom. It’s tera to say ‘tera.’ It means… as awesome as Terawatt.”




Alex liked the idea. “But how do we do it? I mean, saying it isn’t the same as making other people say it.”




Louis grinned at her. “Au contraire, mon frère! I mean soeur. I think.”




Marsha muttered, “Vous stink at français.”




Louis kept going. “When we’re talking rad new phrases, it is the same as saying them to other people and waiting for them to say it to someone else.”




And he told her what he had in mind.







So the next morning, Alex was working on Louis’ master (business) plan even before the first bell.




She sought out Kelly’s posse and then stood where they’d walk past her. “Oh hi, Kelly! That blouse is totally tera.”




“Huh?”




“Tera! You know, awesome.”




“You mean tera-awesome, don’t you?”




Alex rolled her eyes. “Come on, that’s so last week. Just say ‘tera’.” She looked over. “And D, those shoes are so tera! Did you get ’em at Nordstrom’s?”




Kelly gave her a suspicious look. “Where’d you hear this weirdness?”




Alex pretended to be surprised Kelly hadn’t heard it yet. “It’s so trending! And it’s all over the cool websites!”




And it was. In a sense. Because Willow was perfectly capable of yanking the trending scores off every major website and twiddling them so Alex’s new word was the hot numero uno trend. And anyone who checked would find dozens of websites with people already using ‘tera’ the way Alex wanted, because several of them were Terawatt websites, and several were Willow Rosenberg sites, and a bunch were sites run by or written by Willow’s computer pals.




And then, as soon as everyone started checking the new trendy word, ‘tera’ would jump by massive percentages over its previous numbers, and it really would be busting the trending scores.




So, as soon as Kelly walked off, rapidly googling ‘tera’ while trying not to let anyone else see, Alex headed for Donna.




Nicole was already there, and had obviously used the cool new word on Donna. So Alex walked up and smiled, “Hey Nicole, that skirt is so tera. How’d you get your mom to buy it?” Because Alex knew it was a birthday present from Robyn. And everyone who knew Nicole knew her mom shopped like Nicole and her sibs were all stuck going to that Catholic school where Libby was going these days.




Nicole smiled, “Thanks, Alex. That hat is pretty tera too. And the skirt? Robyn. Robyn has totes got mom wrapped around the pinkie, because if I bought this, mom would have a cow, but Robyn bought it for a b-day prez, and so mom’s like ‘that Robyn is so cute!’ And I get to wear it.”




So then Alex checked her phone. She had six text messages already. Willow had most of the Terawatt fans using ‘tera’ already. Ray had used ‘tera’ on the b-ballers and their GFs. Louis had used it on Marsha in front of Marsha’s friends. Mina had used it in front of a bunch of Science Club and Robotics Team guys. Robyn had told the goths and skaterboys to be using it before the cheerios grabbed it. And finally, Willow had texted: Miss Hollywood said ok.




Wow, this might really work. Although Alex sort of wondered if some of Willow’s connections who were saying it on the web were really just some of Willow’s pseudonyms.




Before Alex left school that day, she was hearing the new buzzword all over the place, because everyone wanted to be cool. And on the way to pick up Shar, she got another text from Willow: H says ET tonite.




So after dinner, Alex even checked to see what time Entertainment Tonight was on, because she never watched it. And she sat and watched it until they covered this thing for Kim Kardashian, and there were tons of reality tv stars and stuff there, and there was Buffy Summers smiling for the camera and talking to the ET ‘correspondent’ Joe Zee.




Buffy smiled at him and said, “I love your suit. It’s so tera!”




“Tera-stylish?”




Buffy smiled and shook her head. “That’s so last week, Joe! It’s tera! It’s awesome. Because, you know, Terawatt’s made of the awesome. Just ‘tera,’ nothing else.”




“Well, your dress is pretty tera too, Buffy.”




Alex turned off the tv and just grinned like a goofball.




Her dad leaned over the couch. “How did you get Buffy Summers to pimp your new rad lingo?”




“Dad!” she squeaked. He was a great dad, but he was like years out of date. “Nobody pimps anything anymore, except actual pimps! And ‘Pimp My Ride’ which is a stupid show.” Seriously, ‘rad lingo’? Had anyone ever said rad and lingo in the same sentence before?




“Okay, for us oldsters, how did you get a tv starlet to say ‘tera’ for you?”




Alex explained, “Okay, you know she’s our secret Orphan in Los Angeles, right?” He nodded his head. “Well, she didn’t want to have anything to do with me or the badguys, but Acid Burn has been calling her to chat, and texting with her, and pretty much just being an actual friend instead of most of Buffy’s posse who are mostly in it for what they can get out of her. And Acid Burn asked Buffy to say ‘tera’ the next time she was on tv, and she went out of her way to be seen and interviewed just to be nice to Burn.”




Her dad asked, “So is this going to work?”




Alex shrugged, “I think so. Willow’s got it trending all over the net, and now it’s on tv, so we’ll see. I’ve got my fingers crossed.” He looked down at her hands, so she added, “Metaphorically, anyway.”







But Louis was right. By the next day, the whole school was saying ‘tera’ the way she wanted, including some of the teachers and teacher’s aides. And it was trending like crazy all over the web. And by Thursday night, there were news anchors and reality stars saying it on tv to be cool.




And on Saturday night, Saturday Night Live did a big sketch where they all acted like total jerkheads who were patting themselves on the back for inventing the cool new hipster word, and so they were trying to dream up the new cool phrase to use, only they were all acting like morons, so their ‘cool phrases’ were the worst things ever.




“My underwear is really itchy!”




“That needs an Atron-ectomy!”




“Who pooped their pants?”




“I’m not gonna pay a lot for that creamed corn!”




And on and on. Then it ended up with them picking one chunk out of most of the ‘cool phrases’ to make their new phrase, and it was totally embarrassing to say.







In the real news, things were even better. It made all the papers that General Anthony Kremer of the U.S. Strategic Command was clamping down really hard on Dr. Burns and the other jerkheads who hadn’t been nice to Sam. Even if the headline was a really bad doctor pun with the phrase ‘surgical clamp’ in it.




And Senator Kinsey’s impeachment trial was still dragging on, but more really bad stuff had turned up and he was pretty much doomed, and his numbers were dropping fast in the polls. Willow sent her a copy of an editorial from a paper in Kinsey’s home state where they said that pretty soon, Kinsey wouldn’t be able to beat homeless people in an election. That really made Alex grin.




So by the start of April, things were pretty tera.




196. If It Happened To You



Alex wrote down what Mr. Hooper was putting on the whiteboard. Whiteboards had that stinky chemical smell from the markers, but at least they didn’t have that awful chalkboard skritch when people didn’t know how to write with chalk.




Her tPhone buzzed in her overalls. She concentrated and let it buzz. Willow had messed with her phone so it had a phonecall buzz, a text buzz, an email buzz, a data download buzz, and this: an SRI buzz that was in Morse code. At least this time it wasn’t an SOS buzz, which would mean another Code Terawatt. And it wasn’t an FYI buzz that she could ignore until she felt like it. This was an L8R buzz that meant she needed to call back later. And the signoff letter wasn’t J for Jack, or R for Riley, or G for Graham or B for Bill Lee, or H for Hanna or K for Klar. It was W for Willow, so now she knew without looking that Willow had sent it, and wanted her to call back later, but it wasn’t an emergency.




Mr. Hooper wrapped up the day’s lecture with a couple comments on LeChatelier’s principle, which Alex was sure was totally going to be on Friday’s quiz, and would probably come up in the Wednesday lab or next Wednesday’s lab. She glanced over at Wade like ‘look what is coming soon,’ and he gave her a quick nod that he agreed.




She made a mental note that she was going to make sure she had one of the best lab partners in every class she ever took that had labs with partners. That would probably be a massive help in college classes, even at Corcoran.




She drove home and flew up to her room before calling Willow. But Willow was on the East Coast, and Alex was calling in the middle of Willow’s dinner which was at Jack’s house with Jack and Charlie. Oops.




An hour later, Willow called back. “Alex, I’m really sorry, but I’m trying to be a good step-mom even if we’re still at the find-the-rabbi-for-the-wedding stage of things.”




Alex insisted, “It’s my fault. I totally forgot you were all East Coast-y now.”




Willow told her, “And Jack keeps making all these really naughty ‘Willow is bi-coastal’ cracks when we’re somewhere I can’t do anything about it.”




Alex rolled her eyes. “I am so totally shocked to hear that.”




Willow giggled, then said, “So anyway, the thing I called you about is the silvery morph deal. I was having a conference call with Sam Carter, who’s back at NASA but preparing to move to the Team Two base. And we were brainstorming about whether you could pick something up from pulling, say, a t-virus victim or a hate plague victim into your morph. And Sam is so totally of the brilliance! And she’s so pretty too. I don’t get why there isn’t a line of guys that would go all the way around the Pentagon trying to date her. If I wasn’t with Jack and she wasn’t of the strictly het, I would so tap that.”




Alex reminded her, “There weren’t that many guys who wanted to date you, and you’re gorgeous too. I think it’s this weird guy thing that smart girls intimidate ’em in a way they don’t know how to deal. And powerful girls — and no, I don’t mean like Az — freak ’em out too. Lots and lots of guys need to be the macho guy who’s stronger and smarter and tougher and makes more money and is more important and all that stuff. Women like you and Sam and Jo Lupo are just kind of too scary to deal with.”




Willow complained, “So we’re just supposed to act stupid and pathetic to get a guy? Who would do that?” Then she paused and added, “Oh yeah. Tons of us. Like Buffy. And Libby. Ugh.”




Alex pointed out, “And you should see the difference between Donna running the cheer squad like an extra-bossy CEO, and Donna being all flirty and helpless around her boyfriend. We just need to keep looking for good boyfriends for Jo and Sam and some of these other women.”




Willow agreed, “Yeah. And Janet! Guys don’t want to date military, and they don’t want to date someone who’s going to be bossy, like a doctor who’s a Chief Medical Officer, and they sure don’t want to date a mom. Hanna has no idea Janet pretty much put her social life on hold for years when she committed to raising a teenager.”




“Ooh. Right.” Alex was so totally glad she had her mom and dad, because raising Shar without them would be a huge headache. And not being able to go out on a real date with Ray for the next seven years unless she hired a babysitter first? That would be mega-cruddy.




Willow segued, “So while we’re talking about getting up close and personal—”




“No sex talk!” Alex squeaked.




“—Sam and I were talking about your morph. And you’ve never once gotten sick from pulling someone into your morph, right?”




Alex agreed, “Right. But I never pulled in a t-virus zombie or a hate plague victim.”




Willow said, “But you should’ve at least gotten someone else’s blood antigens and gotten sick from that, like you got a transfusion of the wrong type blood. And that never happens. Sam and I talked about it. You’re probably putting some sort of telekinetic partition in between you and whoever you’re hauling around.”




Alex hedged, “Okay, maybe, but I don’t really wanna bet my life on that.”




Willow exclaimed, “We thought of that too! Sam had a thought experiment we talked over, and I had the idea. We pour a bottle of tequila in an NBC bag, seal it shut, and let you carry it around for an hour. Then we’ll check your BAL.”




“What?”




“Blood alcohol level,” Willow explained like it was obvious.




Alex complained, “Mom and dad’ll kill me! I can’t do that!”




Willow kept going, “And then we’ll check and see if you get a hangover from the congeners.”




“Wow, that sounds even less fun.”




Willow just added, “And we’ll do it out here and maybe we won’t tell anyone.”




Alex groaned. “I don’t like lying to mom and dad. And Shar will pick it out of my head, unless she picks it out of your head first, and then I’ll be totally in trouble. And I’ll be setting a bad example for her.”




Willow said, “Sam suggested a dose of radioactive iodine instead, but I think that’s more likely to have an unexpected side effect.”




“Eww. Can’t we try it with, say, a couple quarts of distilled water?”




Willow pointed out, “Detecting an extra couple parts per trillion of pure H2O in your blood might be pretty much impossible without some pretty hefty quantitative chemistry work and probably a bunch of before and after samples.”




Alex tried again. “How about diet coke? You can check for the artificial sweetener. I could just carry a couple two-liter bottles around in my morph for an hour.”




Willow thought it over. “Good idea! That would probably work. Let me ask Bill Lee if he’s got a better suggestion.”




Alex figured anything would be better than a bottle of tequila. She’d never be able to explain that one to her mom. And how would she explain it was Willow’s idea? That would get Willow in all kinds of trouble.







And then on Tuesday, Alex got to school and Louis showed her the new Time magazine. There was another huge article by Joe Frady, who was still trading on his ‘I am an Orphan and I know more about Orphans than anyone else’ deal.




This time the front page title and his article’s title were both ‘The Evil Empire.’ For someone who was supposed to be Mister Well-Informed, he didn’t even know they were called The Collective, and they were split in blocs, and Maggie Walsh was important in the main bloc.




Or maybe he did know but he wasn’t saying so, because he was The Collective’s new mouthpiece, and sooner or later he’d try and tank Terawatt. Or maybe Jack and Willow.




On the upside, Frady pointed the finger at the American Orphans he’d already ID’ed in his previous big articles, plus a couple more the SRI already knew about, like Julia Harrison who had apparently changed her last name and vanished, and the IT guys hadn’t tracked her down yet. And then he really hit on the internationals. He fingered Khan N. Singh and about two dozen of Singh’s minions who were also Orphans. He also pointed at nine other Asians who were part of Jack’s ‘these guys are probably Orphans’ lists that Willow and Jack’s IT people and some other DHS and State Department and CIA experts had put together: he named two Russians, three Chinese, two Japanese, one guy in the Philippines, and one woman in Hong Kong. One of the Russians was some uber-brainy academic named Karenin who Willow said wrote awesome papers and was going to be like the next Nietzsche if no one intervened. Then Frady tagged about a dozen Europeans, including both Ashfords, and a couple Australians too. And he called the badguys The Evil Empire or else just ‘the Empire’ so often Alex wondered if he was going to try and trademark the name or something.




On the downside, he outed Jill Valentine, which really only helped Frady himself, and maybe The Collective. It sure wasn’t going to help Jill’s work with the Iowa people.




During second period, while she was studying in the school library, her tPhone buzzed in the ‘L8R J’ code that meant Jack wanted her to call later. She peeked at the text he’d sent. Jack wanted a conference call in the middle of her lunch hour. Okay, that was manageable.




She had gotten in the habit of parking far enough out that her car wasn’t in danger of getting dinged or smacked by any of the really bad drivers of the school. That also put her car out where she could change into Terawatt if she needed to, not that she needed to during school hours on a regular basis or anything. But it was far enough out in the parking lots to provide some privacy. So she just asked Ray to eat lunch with her in her car so she could have a cover story. He was good with that, because he was a great boyfriend.




So Ray got a couple sandwiches and a couple pieces of fruit in the cafeteria line, and they took their lunches out to Alex’s car. She managed to get all of her lunch finished before it was time to call in.




“Terawatt, calling in.” She had her earjack in, so Ray was only going to hear her end of the call.




He still whispered, “It’s so weird hearing her voice coming out of your mouth.”




Meanwhile, Jack was teasing her because she was the last one on the call. Team One, Team Two, Willow, the IT guys that Jack was still calling the Pep Boys, Riley, and Jill Valentine were all on already. Jill was back in Iowa meeting with CDC and National Guard people on Jack’s behalf. Riley was still in the Congo with his Sam.




She lied, “Well, I could have gotten on two minutes earlier, and then you could have listened to me chew my food for a while.”




“Mmm, apples and celery no doubt.” Then Jack got down to business. “This is just a quick FYI. Since that dork Joe Frady is calling our little friends The Empire, I want us to be using that phrase instead of The Collective. That’ll help mask our real level of intel, and make it sound like we’re getting our information second-hand or maybe third-hand. Or we’re watching too much Star Wars. If we can convince even one of these blocs that we’re grubbing our intel from reading old Time magazines, it may help at some point. Having the India bloc underestimating me helped a lot more than I expected. And we’re not spreading this around, but at least five of the Orphans who Frady identified died on the Congo op. The leader of India Team Two and his science officer, and also Kelly, Homolka, and Ross of the primary bloc’s Team Two. I didn’t get a chance to look at the corpses of their Team One people, so there may have been even more Orphans on Frady’s list who went to The Big Gene Splicer In The Sky.”




Alex asked in her Terawatt voice, “Do we know how Frady’s getting all his intel?”




Jack said in a smirky voice, “Nope! But we do have a bunch of DHS types running around pissing themselves because he has intel they don’t, and they don’t know where he’s getting it.”




Alex thought it was pretty obvious. “Someone’s telling him.”




Jack said, “In the immortal words of Homer Simpson, ‘D’oh!’ Frady’s acting like he’s digging it all up through great reporting skills, but he’s got someone feeding him this stuff.”




Riley asked, “Is he aware he’s being used by one of the blocs?”




Jack groused, “I figure he knows because he’s shilling for them. Or else he just doesn’t care, because he’s using them just as much. And we’re not intervening, because if it’s Guess Number One, he’ll shaft us for The Evil Empire, and if it’s Guess Number Two, he’ll still shaft us. A guy like that would gladly step on the corpses of every Orphan in the SRI to get to where he wants.”




“Which is probably a Pulitzer or two and a permanent job as Time magazine’s most important reporter,” Willow tossed in.




“And tons of attention, plus money and babes, unless I miss my guess,” Jack added.




Alex had seen pictures of Joe Frady, so she was figuring he was already knee-deep in babes, because he was Orphan-level handsome and probably Orphan-level aggressive. He probably made Lord Rupert Giles look like a librarian.




Jack then asked, “Okay, thoughts on who in The Empire is giving him the big scoops.”




Willow said, “We can rule out the India bloc. He pointed out a ton of stuff they don’t want pointed at.”




Jill added, “And subtlety doesn’t seem to be one of their strongpoints.”




Riley pointed out, “Sir, most of the Europe Orphans who Frady ID’ed were already known, like the Ashfords, or else just died, like Homolka. Granted, the only people who are going to know that last part are people who have the clearance to read your after-action report… and Walsh’s bloc. So my best guess is that the primary bloc has someone feeding Frady information.”




Jack replied, “And we’d like to know who that is. Big Cheese told me that a certain agency who can legally perform surveillance within the U.S. is sniffing around Frady, trying to find out who that leak might be.”




Jo suggested, “Sir, just playing devil’s advocate here, but we know we didn’t get every one of the America bloc. He didn’t reveal any ‘new’ Americans except two Orphans the DHS already knows about. So maybe it could be someone in what’s left of the America bloc, trying to sabotage the other blocs.”




Jack replied, “Good one, Lupo. Keep thinking those twisty, conniving, scheming thoughts, and you too can be a general one day.”




Alex had to bite the inside of her mouth to keep from giggling. Jack was so naughty! Did other generals know he talked like this about being a general?







Alex was expecting she was done with Terawatt stuff for the day, but on her way home from school, she got a phonecall she couldn’t answer because she was driving. And then right away, her phone buzzed in one of the secret codes: SOS W. Oh crud.




She pulled over and parked, then called back. She even made sure she was using her Terawatt voice. “Burn, it’s Tera. What’s the crisis?”




Willow’s worry came through the AutoTune. “There’s a hostage crisis at a bank in Salinas! I know they have police and SWAT and stuff, but there’s a lot of crooks, and they already shot one hostage, and they’re going to shoot another one every hour until the police give them what they want, and you only have forty-five minutes until the next shooting!”




Alex pointed out, “There aren’t any direct roads to get over there, and—”




“And you’re Terawatt! You don’t need a road, I can program in a GPS heading to the bank, and it’s like forty-six miles from your current position, so you can make that in half an hour!”




She could do it in less than that, since she’d practiced her flying shapes so much in Davenport. “I think I can do forty-six miles in twenty-three minutes. But I need five more minutes to get home first. Maybe ten, if I hit all the lights wrong.”




Willow pushed, “Okay, great, I’ll have a compass heading and a GPS heading ready, and I’ll make Jack call the Salinas police force and tell them they’re about to get ‘paranormal assistance’ so they don’t have to do anything crazy before the deadline and they just have to give us the details on the badguys and the bank.”




Alex flipped the phone to speakerphone and got back on the road, pushing it as much as she dared when she absolutely could not get stopped for speeding or anything.




Oh crud, the traffic light up ahead was already green, and it was a long light going the other way, and there was no way she could make it.




The light just stayed green. And stayed green even longer. What?




She drove through the intersection and asked, “Burn? Did you do something I need to know about?”




“Umm… Maybe? Your traffic light grid’s set up for remote control during emergencies or when the mayor’s in a hurry or whatever, so I figured it would be okay to help superheroines get to critical crime scenes…”




So Alex felt really guilty when she made all the lights on the way home. She pulled into the driveway in only three minutes, which never happened.




She dashed into the house with her backpack and her gymbag, flew up to her room, and dropped off her backpack before she flew into her gymbag and changed into Terawatt. She flew down through the garage into the stormwater runoff system, and she went straight up as soon as she got to the big creek. “Okay, which way now?”




But Willow already had a compass heading ready on the tPhone, so Alex jetted off toward Salinas at about five thousand feet above the ground. She just stayed in her fish shape and only popped her tPhone out of her morph a couple times to make sure she was still on the right heading.




It didn’t take that long to get to the outskirts of Salinas, and the GPS heading pointed her right at the bank. She waited until she was about five thousand feet directly over the building the bank was in. “Burn? I’m here. Situation report, please.”




“Wow, that was pretty fast. You have fifteen and a half minutes if the badguys are sticking to their schedule. The police think there are six to eight crooks, twenty-four bank employees including the business payroll and loan groups upstairs, and maybe fifteen or twenty bank customers. They don’t know where the badguys are holed up or anything, because the crooks were smart enough to take out the remote feed from all the security cameras except one in the lobby where they go to talk to the police so they’re not out in the open and shootable. Salinas SWAT says they could really use your help pronto.”




Alex frowned, “Gotcha. I guess I’m gonna have to search the whole bank area. What do they have?”




“Big fancy lobby area with a line for up to six tellers. Behind the line area, four desks for bank officers to meet with customers. Four tiny offices on one side for higher-ranking bank people. On the back side of those offices, they’ve got four or five drive-up tellers behind bulletproof glass, and the police say everyone’s been herded out of the drive-up teller area but the security cameras they can see there are still active so they can’t make an assault through there without alerting the badguys. A secure area on the other side of the teller area where they’ve got a big vault and a lot of customer safety deposit boxes. A big stairway or elevator behind the lobby to go up to the payroll and loan offices for their whole city-wide chain. And there’s supposed to be four or five security guards, including one manning a room where they have the security monitors, but SWAT thinks at least one of those guys is probably working for the badguys.”




“Oh crud.”




Willow added, “And I called someone to take care of picking up someone else who you’d normally be going to pick up pretty soon, so that’s all set.”




“Crud.” Her mom was probably not going to be thrilled about that. She said, “Going in. Give SWAT a heads-up. I’ll call back later.”




She dove down to the roof and found the HVAC unit for the bottom four floors of the building. It was a really good thing someone had big signs posted on all the units for the repair guys. Then she dove in and flew down to the bank’s ductwork.




The ducts were pretty small. Nobody but her and rats could get through these things. Well, Danielle could, but Alex decided she was going to lump Danielle in with the rats.




Not that rats or anything had been through the ducts, because there was dust and mold on everything, and spiderwebs and other yuck. These things were just really blech.




Okay. It looked like everyone was herded into the middle of the loan area. There were four crooks with pump-action shotguns standing there threatening some really scared people. She zoomed through more ducts and found three crooks with semi-automatic rifles behind heavy desks overturned in the lobby, getting ready to shoot any police who came crashing in. There were two more crooks working with power tools in the vault, cutting into people’s safety deposit boxes. And there were two more crooks in the security camera monitoring room. Three security guards were tied up and gagged and dumped on the floor, and one guard was sitting at the monitors pointing out stuff to the crooks.




Great. Tons of crooks, and a crooked security guard. She needed to take these creeps with the monitors out first, so they wouldn’t see what she did in the rest of the bank. Then she could free the guards and let them guard the badguys. The hostages in the loan section would need to be saved next. Then the creeps in the lobby would go down, and the guys in the vault could wait until last, because they wouldn’t hear anything going on in the rest of the bank.




The guard at the monitors murmured, “You promised no one would get hurt.”




The crook wearing the plastic Richard Nixon mask snarled, “Shut up, prick. Or your wife and kids’ll have more holes in ’em than that fuckin’ bank manager.”




Oh crud! He wasn’t a crooked security guard, he was another victim! How was she supposed to save the day and save the guy’s family too? And what would have happened to his family if she’d just barged in and clobbered everyone she thought was a crook? She felt sick to her stomach, even if she was a silvery blob and she didn’t really have a stomach at the moment.




She darted through the ducts to another vent into the monitoring room, so she could see the guy’s uniform shirt. His last name was Waldhern. Okay, that might be enough information, given who she had on her side.




She looked at a wallclock. She only had thirteen minutes before the crooks grabbed someone else and shot them. Assuming the clock was right. Or the badguys didn’t jump the gun.




She darted back through the ducts to another floor of the building, and she flew into an empty office. She went normal and checked the time as she called Willow. “Tera here. We have a problem. Eleven crooks, and they have the family of a security guard named Waldhern.”




“Uh-oh.”




Alex asked, “Can you find where he lives and call his house and see if his family’s even there?”




Acid Burn said, “Well, we might have already pulled up lists of bank employees and former employees and security guards for the bank, even if those are supposed to be behind a firewall. Waldhern, Robert Keith… Ooh, this isn’t good… Home address has changed in the last two years, but next of kin is listed as Alicia Waldhern at the old address. Insurance still covers her and two kids. I think we’re looking at a divorced dad. Hang on…”




Alex hung on. She heard a ringing phone, and then a really nervous female voice, “H-hello? Robert?”




Willow went with her perkiest voice ever. “Hi! This is Kathy, with Wonder Cruise Vacations, and we’d like to offer you a five-days six-nights cruise in the beautiful—”




An angry male voice snapped, “Fuck off, bitch!” The phone line went dead.




Willow unhappily said, “I think we know where the badguys have Robert’s fam. I’ve got the address, so I’m giving you a GPS heading. It’s about ten miles away. Even at your speed, getting there and back in time is gonna be cutting it close before those creeps shoot someone else.”




Alex scowled and thought it over for a second. “Call the police and give them a full FYI. I’m taking out the bank robbers here and then heading over there.”




Willow winced, “Okay, if you say so. I’ll have the GPS and compass headings and the street addy and everything else I can think of. Good luck.”




Alex went silvery again and darted into the ducts. She headed straight for the monitoring room.




A fast blast of lightning, and those crooks were down. She flew into the room and used her tk to untie the other guards. She ordered, “Mister Waldhern, I’m stopping these crooks and then flying to your old house to save your family. Whatever you do, don’t call that number. It will put your family at risk.”




Then she flew down the hall. As she zoomed past, she hit the guys in the bank vault with another blast of lightning, dropping them instantly. She darted at ceiling level through the lobby area and used her tk to pinch all those crooks’ carotids closed before they realized something was going on. They keeled over in seconds. She went silvery and dove under the door into the loan area. She came up behind the badguys and hit all of them with lightning bolts before they even knew she was there.




She announced, “We have another hostage crisis. Robert Waldhern’s family. If all of you could just stay put for six minutes, we can save them too. If any of you run out of the bank or make a phone call or anything, the crooks holding his family hostage might see it on live tv and kill them at once. So please, just stay here for six minutes. That’s all it will take.”




She flew out of the room and went silvery to dive into another vent. Then she flew up to the HVAC system on the roof, and she headed straight up a couple thousand feet before checking her tPhone. She headed off in the direction Willow had programmed into the phone, pushing as fast as she could.




It took very nearly five minutes just to get to the house. It was half of a small duplex, and Alex immediately wondered if she needed to take out both halves of the duplex. She dove down to the roof and puddled down the outside wall before sliding under the Waldherns’ back door.




There was a very frightened woman sitting in the middle of a worn couch with two very frightened children huddled against her. A nasty-looking fat guy was standing over by the phone, while a creepy guy was sitting in the kitchen drinking a beer and watching a tiny tv. Both of them had shotguns, but both of them had the guns pointed at the floor and a tang safety and their fingers way away from the trigger guard. Who knew badguys learned gun safety too?




She grabbed both badguys by the carotids and ripped the guns out of their hands just in case. They both keeled over as she went normal and flew into the living room. “I’m Terawatt. You’re safe now, and I already rescued Mister Waldhern. Run over to the closest neighbor you can trust.”




The woman whimpered and pointed at the fat guy, “Him! Dick Kerricksen. He lives in the other half of our duplex, and there’s more of ’em over there now.”




Alex carefully said, “I was worried about that. Give me thirty seconds, and then run for a trustworthy neighbor. The police will be here in minutes.”




The little girl looked up from where she was clinging to her mom’s side. “Wow. Terawatt! I wanna be like you when I grow up!”




The little boy nodded, “Me too!”




The mom smiled unevenly. “I can’t thank you enough.”




Alex said, “Just take care of your family. Your ex-husband is going to need a lot of support too.”




She went silvery and dove under the door into the garage. It was a shared garage. The Waldherns’ half had an old mom car with scratches and dings on the sides. The other half had three expensive motorcycles that looked practically new. Alex figured there was a message there.




She dove under the door into the other half of the duplex, and came up in the kitchen, where a bleached blonde in just her undies was smoking a cigarette and frying up some hamburgers. With her over-teased hair and her bad makeup, she looked like she was trying to be the poster child for white trash criminals. Alex zapped her and made sure the cigarette and the frying pan didn’t burn the woman.




She found two more armed guys on a couch watching tv coverage of the bank robbery. She zapped them before checking the rest of the duplex. No one else.




She called Willow. “Burn, it’s Tera. Five perps on both sides of the Waldherns’ duplex. All five unconscious, but we need police presence ASAP.”




“Already on their way, traveling without sirens.”




Alex said, “Sounds good. Tell the police I’m leaving the front doors open.”




“Roger that.”




Alex glared at the three unconscious crooks. She was figuring that the crooks would have murdered Robert Waldhern’s family and him too, just to keep from being identified. Jerkheads.




She flew off over the street. Mrs. Waldhern and her kids were waving excitedly at her. She waved back and took off for home.




She even got back soon enough to pick Shar up at Boys and Girls Club. And her mom didn’t say anything about Alex not getting dinner in the oven when she got home from school. And Shar hardly complained at all about not getting to go fight crime with Alex.







On Thursday, Alex found out that the late-night talk show hosts had all been doing ‘Evil Empire’ jokes. David Letterman had done the Top Ten ‘Signs Your Group Will Be Called The Evil Empire’ and for every number they used a tie-fighter noise. Louis had a YouTube video of it bookmarked for her. Jay Leno had an old clip of Maggie Walsh talking at a conference, and they dubbed in a Darth Vader voice saying ‘I find your lack of faith in genetics disturbing.’ Jimmy Kimmel had an ‘Orphan or celebrity’ bit that ended with Matt Damon pretending to be really mad that no one thought he could be an Orphan. And there was lots of internet humor about the Empire too. Some of the stuff was really funny. 




There was one internet sketch Louis found that was making fun of the Collective, only it was called “The Empire of the Aunts” which Alex knew was a joke about the H.G. Wells story or else the movie that was supposed to be based on it but probably wasn’t. The skit had three old ladies knitting away in rocking chairs and ordering people around and making a mess of things because they were old and hard of hearing and forgetful. “What? What? Speak up, Maggie! What? Blow up a volcano? No, I didn’t sign off on that, I thought you said ‘brew up a mojito’! You need to stop mumbling!” “What? What?” “I said that girl needs to stop mumbling!” “I think she’s got a speech impediment, I can hardly understand a thing she says!” “Now which one of you told that silly girl that you loved dinosaurs? We’ve got a T. rex the size of Sheboygan walking through my dahlias!” “Oh stop complaining, that dino poo is great for your rhododendrons!” “Which ones? The regular rhododendrons or the man-eating ones Maggie gave me for my birthday?”




Oh, and there was a text from Jack that he wanted Tera on a video conference call at six the next morning, so they could talk with Shaman. Well, at least it wouldn’t mess with her schedule and getting Shar off to school.







Alex spent almost two hours working on the ‘wall’ for Terawatt’s secret lair. Mainly that meant finding good photographs of file cabinets and bookshelves and chem lab equipment, and making sure they all were lit the same way, and printing the pictures off on her dad’s good printer, and then positioning everything just right on her blue background sheet so she had a fake wall to go behind her when she was being Terawatt on a video call, and it really looked right. And it all folded up neatly and went in her dresser when she wasn’t using it.




So the next morning, she was up before six and changed into Terawatt and ready in the home office with her tk holding her new ‘wall’ up behind her, and she dialed into the call about thirty seconds early, just so she wouldn’t be the one that Jack teased.




“Terawatt here. Anyone else on?”




But she could see screenshots. Jack and Graham and Action Girl and Sergeant Scott were already on in one window. And Riley was on in another window, and the background looked like he was calling from inside the sat-phone jeep at the Doctors Without Borders compound.




Jack smirked, “Tera, I love what you’ve done with the Tera-lair.”




Alex looked behind her and smiled, “What, this old thing? I just did a little redecorating.”




Jack told her, “Well, that feng shui is important in a secret lair. You wouldn’t want to have the trapdoor opening up over your bathtub or anything. Unless it’s a really big bathtub. Full of sharks. With frickin’ laser beams on their heads.”




A stiff British guy’s voice cut in, “Are you sure this is right?”




And Debbie Thornberry said in the standard teen exhausted-with-parents voice, “Honestly! No, like this.”




Suddenly, there was a new window on Alex’s screen, and it was the Thornberrys in their CommVee. Sir Nigel, and Lady Marianne, and Debbie, and a pretty redheaded teen with a big smile and no glasses and a lot more blinking than was really necessary. Unless you were just learning how to wear contacts. Alex had seen that over-blinking thing tons of times, including with Annie. A couple of the cheerleaders had gotten contacts just as soon as they needed corrective lenses so no one would ever see them wearing glasses, and then there were the goth girls who went for freaky lenses, and even a couple girls like Cora who were into anime and wore those circle lenses so their eyes looked about twice as big as normal.




Oh, and just in case Alex wasn’t smart enough to figure out who the redheaded teen was, Darwin was sitting in Eliza’s lap looking really smug.




Sir Nigel smiled, “Middle of the afternoon. Dashed civilized time for a conference call. I was half-expecting we’d need to be on in the middle of the night.”




His wife rolled her eyes. “We’re not that far ahead of Washington.”




Debbie complained, “I still have to TiVo everything good except the British shows.”




Jack started off, “I want to make one thing clear. Shaman has no team who can back her up on an op. I am not going to consider Darwin as backup, after the after-action reports I read. So we are not going to give her assignments and throw her into the deep end of the pool. What we are going to do is give her the ability to alert us when one of you thinks there could be a Code Terawatt, so we can fly in and have her as part of a bigger team.”




“Good show.”




“I’m glad to hear it.”




“What…ever. I mean, I spent hours designing her uniform!”




Eliza grinned, “Colonel Finn got the dental surgeons at the compound to look over my teeth and take a couple x-rays, and they took off my braces! And then he got me these amazing contact lenses!”




Marianne Thornberry smiled, “We really cannot thank you enough on that. Eliza has lost her glasses before when she was on her own, and she was in quite a pickle.”




Alex asked, “What did the SRI get her?”




Jack explained, “She’s a little young for LASIK, since her eyes will probably change some more in the next five or ten years. So we got her some extended-wear sports lenses. They’re harder to put in and they take a little more getting used to, but they don’t fall out and they don’t drift off under your eyelid.”




Marianne insisted, “And I looked them up on the internet. They have to be ordered for the shape and size of your cornea, and they cost an extravagant amount, so I want you to know we can buy the next sets.”




Jack staunchly replied, “Shaman is one of our people too, and we take care of our people.”




Sir Nigel smiled, “So I noticed. That fold-up satellite phone the colonel gave Eliza is not exactly consumer electronics. I told her she needed not to lose it, because it’s undoubtedly military hardware.”




Riley said, “I had one of the doctors scan her eyes so we could get the right size of lenses, and we might have asked the company to make it a special order. Also, I checked her out with one of our earjacks, and also a compact taser for large predators who don’t want to listen, particularly if they’re humans.”




Jack added, “I had my bosses put in a special request to the United Nations, and we’re trying to get international deputization for Shaman as part of their new Superhero Support Initiative. Right now, the only countries speaking out against the SSI are North Korea, Pakistan, India, Somalia, and Uzbekistan. And we already knew why North Korea and India would be problems on this one. But I don’t want Shaman treating this as grounds for getting into as much trouble as she can.”




Debbie groused, “Like she doesn’t already do that!”




Marianne said, “With her braces off and her new contact lenses, Debbie gave her a makeover.”




Sir Nigel smiled, “She looks just like you, dear.”




“Just like I did over twenty years ago, you mean.”




Debbie announced, “So I gave her a Terawatt makeover. Out with the icky pigtails for Shaman, and off with the glasses, and now she’s at least wearing a decent sunscreen foundation for a change!” She held up a piece of paper with a badly-drawn Eliza pretty much the way she looked when Alex met her, except there was a big ‘S’ on her shirt and a tiny black mask like burglars in cartoons wore. “Can you imagine? This is her idea of a costume.” Debbie held up another picture. “Now this is my idea of a costume.”




Alex was impressed. That was pretty good artwork. And a pretty stylish outfit. Instead of Eliza’s clothes, the redhead in Debbie’s drawing was wearing a stylized, feminine version of the safari outfit Sir Nigel usually wore, down to the short pants.




“I gave the top some darts to make it look like she’s got more boobage, and it has a slight peplum to give her more hippage, and these lines on the safari jacket will make it look like she has more waist, so now she’ll have more of a Terawatt shape, even if she doesn’t have your curves. And she’s got a better hairstyle and with a little makeup and a Terawatt mask, she won’t look anything like my little sister.”




That was really smart. Alex added, “And that uniform has pockets for her sat phone and earjack and anything else she wants to carry along.”




Debbie announced, “And I’m making it right now!”




Marianne rolled her eyes. “What she means is I’m doing most of the work on it, while she criticizes my seamwork.”





197. Indian Love Call



Alex texted some more with Eliza and Debbie during the day. Both of them were kind of freaked that Terawatt wanted to text with them, and Alex couldn’t really tell them yet that she was just an ordinary teenager like them.




Okay, none of them were really ordinary. Even Debbie, who acted like a typical teen but had been keeping Eliza’s secret for a while and had rushed off and rescued Eliza plenty of times. Oh, and Debbie was still mad at Darwin because that shirt Darwin wore everywhere used to be Debbie’s lucky shirt years ago, before some annoying chimpanzee stole it and wore it so Debbie never wanted to touch it again. The Thornberrys led really unusual lives.




School on Friday was pretty ordinary, other than that. The Friday chem ‘pop’ quiz that everyone in the whole class knew about ahead of time was pretty much exactly what Alex had guessed. Mr. Hooper was kind of predictable in some ways.




Then Saturday morning was fun. Well, she had to get Shar going, which was kind of frustrating, because Shar wanted to get out the door and off to Sophie’s about an hour before they were going to leave, and that meant Shar wanted to skip the important stuff, like bathing and doing her chores and eating a proper breakfast and letting Alex do her morning workout.




But then, after Alex drove Shar over to Sophie’s house, she went over to Ray’s house and hung out with Ray for most of the day. Ray was just finished with his morning workout because he was being really serious about off-season training for basketball. He was still in the shower when Alex got there, so she spent twenty minutes helping Ray’s mom in the kitchen and talking about Ray’s basketball career. His mom still wanted him to be a lawyer when he grew up, but Alex was pretty sure Ray was determined to find a job that made him happy and let him be ‘superheroine support’ as he called it.




Once Ray was dressed, they drove over to the Valley Mall and hung with Louis and Marsha for a couple hours. Alex thought ‘Valley Mall’ was a dumb name, since all the malls were in their valley, but it was still way better than when it used to be the Atron Mall. Alex wanted to look at the same stuff as Ray and Louis, which meant video games and videos and toys. Anyway Marsha knew not to try shopping for clothes or shoes or stuff like that with Louis, since he’d managed to get them kicked out of three stores, and it sounded like one of them maybe wasn’t even Louis’s fault. The lingerie store where he got them thrown out by calling her ‘Jeff’ really loud and telling everyone she was a guy in drag trying on women’s underwear in the changing rooms? Totally Louis’s fault. Even if Marsha and Louis still cracked up every time they told that story.




And then that night, Saturday Night Live had a Maggie Walsh sketch with one of their comediennes made up like Maggie in a safari outfit and doing a Steve Irwin accent and showing a crowd of people her creations. And she did all the Steve Irwin things, like pointing at something awful and saying ‘isn’t she a beeyootee?’ And then whenever anyone in the crowd complained, she’d feed him or her to the monster. It was funny, but really sick. But maybe Jack was right, and you needed to be able to laugh at some of this stuff or else you’d go crazy.







The Imam listened as his favored mullah encouraged the freedom fighters and led them in prayers before they loaded themselves onto the jets he had ‘creatively borrowed’ from the Pakistani and Indian air forces. Some of them needed to be cargo planes.




He smiled in appreciation at his mullah’s attention to detail.







Khan Noonien Singh paced back and forth across his command room, grinding his molars. This was not to be tolerated!




Tran was already here and had just given him the news. That was as expected, since Tran was his councilor in charge of espionage, intelligence, disinformation, and cyberwarfare. The man waited patiently for the arrival of the other four councilors. That was as expected, too. Tran was a very patient man for an ‘Orphan’ as the annoying Americans called his people.




Karenin was the first of the other councilors to arrive. Khan was also unsurprised at that. Ever since Karenin had been identified by that puppet of the main bloc, and then the Russian police had turned up some of Karenin’s early activities, the man had needed to maintain a very low profile. Still, Karenin didn’t need to be out in the city or meeting lots of people in order to function as the ‘idea man’ of the council.




Gupta, Lee, and Marzakian followed in short order. He waited until they were all arrayed about the command table. Then he angrily announced, “Our mole in the primary bloc has just let us know that they are preparing for some sort of indirect assault. I want everyone called back, and I want all our positions on full alert.”




“Should we prepare any of the emergency plans?”




He snapped, “Naturally!”




“Then we’ll need to leave two of our people in their current positions. Otherwise they won’t be in situations where they can send out launch codes.”




He nodded, “That’s a valid point. Are the intercontinental missiles ready?”




“The politicians and the generals still believe our scientist that they require more testing, but we have eight ready to fire from silos once we take over their launch sequences.”




He said, “Very good. Our enemies have to learn that if you poke the tiger with a stick, you will be bitten.”




His science councilor Lee gingerly suggested, “I’ll just make sure our crisis rocket is fully prepared.”




He scowled at that. “What makes you think we will need it? We are not going to lose this battle!”




Lee cringed. “No sir. Of course not. But it has to be prepared and maintained on a regular basis, and we need simulations so our people are prepared in case we need to evacuate, and thus this is a good excuse.”




He sighed and reluctantly allowed, “Very well. You may perform a full simulation, but the costs will come out of your budget, not Marzakian’s.”




Lee reluctantly nodded. It was just as Khan had expected. The man was excellent as a scientist, but didn’t have the stomach to lead.







Alex was helping her dad in the back yard and showing Shar how to plant flowers. With your hands. Shar really wanted to try it with telekinesis, but these were plants Alex’s mom had just bought and Alex wanted to make sure they didn’t get mangled or squished or anything. And there was nothing wrong with doing it the normal way, especially when her dad had these really great gardening gloves for everyone.




It was hardly even two pm when her tPhone went off. By then, everyone in the whole house knew what it meant when the ringtone was ‘My Little Pony.’ Her dad still thought it was funny, except for the part where it might be a call that Terawatt was needed somewhere. Still, it wasn’t as bad as when Willow called and used the ‘Jaws’ ringtone. That was never good.




She glanced over at her dad, who just nodded and said, “Go.”




She ran into the house and went silvery so she could drop off her dirty shoes and pants and gloves. Then she flew into the home office. “Tera here. Go.”




Jack said, “It’s Khajuraho, which means—”




“Khan. Or Singh. Whichever.”




Jack smarted off, “The singh-ing kan-man who isn’t named West. Yeah, his home turf is being invaded by a team of supers that flew in either directly from Pakistan or used it as a flyover. Based on what we’ve got as a possible backtrack, I think we’re probably looking at Islamic terrorists with superpowers, flying in using stolen military planes, and probably departing from an area in Pakistan with a couple suspected big terrorist training camps.”




“Oh crud.”




Jack kept going. “First reports suggest that Singh’s people weren’t immediately overrun, and they’re fighting back, but things are escalating, and there’s a lot of collateral damage across a decent-sized chunk of the state of Madhya Pradesh. But it didn’t become an SRI tasking until the Indian Army just admitted to the U.N. that they think they’ve lost control over at least a quarter of their nuclear arsenal.”




“Oh crud!”




“Yeah. Acid Burn thinks it’s probably P$ychon4ut, but she can’t find a way into the Indian private military net to do anything about it, because it’s physically isolated from the internet. The Blackbird’s on its way to Camp Atron. Grab your uniform and head on over to the tarmac. We can get you there in four and a half hours, and nobody else I trust is going to be getting there for a lot longer. I’ve got Team Two alerted, but they’ll need close to eighteen hours after they take off. Teams Three and Four are already out on ops and so it’ll be a while before we can get them moving your way. I alerted Finn even though he’s still on compassionate leave, but he’s having to scramble just to find a way to a real airport we can use. It’s hot and dry in Khajuraho right now, so Tsurara’s abilities would be really limited, but I put in a call anyway. And your buddies in London are off on some super-secret case in Northern England that I can’t find out about but I was told it’s not a Code Terawatt. Yet. If this is like the ‘little tasks’ Harry’s boss got sent on when he was younger, then it may not be a Code Terawatt, but it’s probably at least a Code Action Girl.”




Okay, all of that sounded really, really bad. “But Jack, how will I know what to do? And who am I helping?”




He sounded like he was grimacing. “You’re helping the people of India, and you’re stopping monsters, and you’re fighting anyone who’s hurting innocents because this is probably a red-on-red battle… oh, and if you can hurt whichever side is winning, so they’re more likely to wipe each other out, then good. And you need to expect that you’ll have sat phone contact with us, but otherwise you could be on your own for up to twelve or thirteen hours. We’ll have a filled fannypack with a sat phone for you when you get in the Blackbird, but you’re the only thing on Earth with your kind of capabilities. Sorry.”




Crud.




He paused for a moment. “Look, you know as much about superbattles as anyone else in the world, and you’ll be able to talk to me and Burn whenever you feel like it. You keep acting like you’re not good enough or you’re not smart enough or you’re not whatever, but you are. Every single time, you come through in the clutch. Maybe Carter built that maser, but you did everything else around the ISS, including saving her ass. Maybe Pyre got you out of that collapsed building, but you were the one who figured out how to use Pyre to take down Gojira. You outfought an entire team of North Korean supers. You outsmarted Danielle Atron. You even outsmarted Wacky Maggie when you were in Ogden’s Marsh. You keep winning, and it’s not because you’re lucky. It’s because you’re that powerful, and you’re that skilled, and you’re that smart. You can do this!”




She swallowed hard. “Okay. I can be at the landing strip in fifteen minutes.”




He replied, “You have… lemme see… about twenty minutes before the Blackbird comes in for its first touch-and-go. I’d say good luck, but I know you won’t need it.”




“Anything else?”




She could hear the smirk all the way across the country. “Your codename is Zok. You’ll know anybody else by their codenames.”




“Jack!” Stupid codenames. She should have known he’d get back to the Herculoids one of these days.




She dove under her bed and changed into her uniform, then flew down to the kitchen to grab a snack. Shar and her dad were already inside and waiting to see what was up.




She told them, “I’ve gotta go. It’s a badguy-vs.-badguy battle in India. Only they may have stolen a bunch of India’s nuclear missiles.”




“Can I firebend ’em?” Shar asked hopefully.




Alex just gave her a look. She told her dad, “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Willow’ll keep you in the loop.”




He looked really worried, but he just hugged her and murmured, “Go be the best superhero out there.”




She used her tk to snitch two of the apple fritters out of the box on the counter, and she took off. She even got to the runway early enough to finish one and start on the other before she spotted the Blackbird coming in.




Maybe it was because she’d gotten faster since the last time she did this, or maybe she’d gotten a little tougher, but she ‘stuck the landing’ on her first try. It did sting, but it wasn’t bad. She puddled in, locked the port in the canopy, and even got two more bites of her apple fritter before she had to go silvery as the jet rocketed upward.




In her seat was a stuffed-full fannypack, and there was also a weird computer tablet that was about seven inches by five inches and was hooked up to the Blackbird’s electronics. The fannypack had a bunch of energy bars, three high-calorie juice packs, and one of those small sat phones she had to synch up to her earjack. She went ahead and pulled the fannypack into her morph, and turned on the tablet. Then she just stayed silvery and held the tablet with her tk so she could read it.




It came up with a written message from Willow that there were files on the tablet to study, and then Alex could call Jack and they’d text. Also, anything they texted would be encrypted, but it still might get intercepted, so she should be careful.




Well duh on that. If it was hooked up to the Blackbird, it probably had to go through the standard military channels to get to the SRI, so thousands of people would have a shot at intercepting their transmissions.




But the files Willow had already uploaded onto the tablet had a ton of information. There was a map of India at a dozen different scales so she could zoom out to look at where Khajuraho was in relation to other important stuff in the country, and she could zoom in to the point where she could see a street map of Khajuraho with important landmarks on it.




Whoa, Khajuraho wasn’t all that far from Bhopal. She knew a ton about the Bhopal chemical leak disaster from her dad. Methyl isocyanate was nasty stuff, and it wasn’t the only thing that got released in that industrial accident.




Alex memorized as much as she could from the regular maps and the topo maps and the population maps. Then she moved onto a file on the monuments of Khajuraho, and a file on possible Singh strongholds in and around the city, and a file on the Singh family, which was chock full of important politicians and stuff. There were even a number of scientists listed, including several university professors and a husband-and-wife archaeology team Alex thought she might have read about somewhere.




Then there was a big file about the military forces of India, and their nuclear arsenal. Oh crud, this could be so horribly bad. The Indian Army had nuclear missiles in some silos and some nuclear missiles on special launching trucks. And they had tons of missiles.




They had Agni-I short-range ballistic missiles. They had Agni-II medium-range ballistic missiles that would supposedly fly up to 2500 kilometers. Alex had to stop and do the math in her head, but that was like 1500 or 1600 miles. They had Agni-III and Agni-IV intermediate-range ballistic missiles that were supposed to be able to go up to maybe 5000 kilometers. They had Agni-V intercontinental ballistic missiles that would go even farther. And they had Agni-VI intercontinental ballistic missiles under development that would have special countermeasures and multiple warheads. Crud.




And just in case that wasn’t bad enough, the Indian Air Force had jets specially equipped to be able to carry nuclear payloads, and they were working on subs that could launch nuclear missiles too. Wow, they were really going for that whole ‘nuclear triad’ thing that the U.S. and the Russians had been pushing for decades. And, just because all of that wasn’t horrible enough, there was a note that Pakistan was believed to have between ninety and a hundred ten nuclear warheads of its own, and if any India nukes flew in their general direction, there would be retaliatory strikes that would get their own retaliatory strikes from India, and so on and so on.




Alex had no idea what she was supposed to do if Khan Noonien Singh managed to launch a bunch of nuclear missiles. It wasn’t like she was The Hulk and she could just go smash all of them.




Oh. Jack helpfully included another file, just in case. Making a nuclear missile inoperable. That totally did not give her a warm, fuzzy feeling.




Oh wait, these things wouldn’t arm themselves if they didn’t launch and go through their flightpath first. There was a list of a dozen things she could do just to keep the missiles from firing, especially if they were the vehicle-mounted ones. And there were directions on disarming several types of nuclear warheads. That was less okay. But all these warheads were chunks of fissile material held far enough apart that they wouldn’t go boom on their own, with explosives around them to cram the pieces together really hard and set off a chain reaction that would typically be designed to go off hundreds of feet above the ground for maximum badness.




Maybe Terawatt needed to start an international program to halt nuclear proliferation. On the other hand, if she succeeded, then there would probably be what she was going to see today: international efforts to start superpowers proliferation. She didn’t like the idea that people might be thinking she was Exhibit A that superpowers were the new nuke.




There was even a file from Willow titled ‘DO NOT DRINK THE WATER.’ She read that one really carefully. Okay, if she ran out of stuff, she could find someone with bottled water. Oh. But she had to check that the seal wasn’t broken. And she should stay away from ice, anything that might have water mixed in like fruit juice, and any fresh fruits and vegetables that someone washed… with the tap water she wasn’t supposed to drink. Ick. Americans had no idea how good they had it with good drinking water… except in Ogden’s Marsh, Iowa.




She read over all the stuff a couple times. She figured she had more than enough time, since it was a four and a half hour flight. When she thought she was ready, she used the little attached stylus to pop up a chat program with a simulated keyboard at the bottom of the screen.





Zok: Tara, you there?




Tara: Hang on a sec.




Tara: Okay, we’re both here.




Zandor: Tundro got transport. Looks good so far. But ETA unknown.




Zok: I read everything. I don’t think I can remember all of it, but I read it.




Tara: You always remember the stuff you need to.




Zandor: And if that doesn’t work just use your laser beam eyeballs on it.




Zok: :-(




Tara: Keep it up and you’ll be sleeping with Gloop and Gleep tonight.




Zandor: Uh-oh.






But once Jack got done being a smarty-pants, he typed a lot of really useful stuff for her. A lot of it was about the Singh family and how powerful they were in Indian politics. And how the Indian Armed Forces worked, because Big Cheese and Top Banana and some of the Joint Chiefs were trying to get as many potential nuclear missiles shut down as they could. So the subs weren’t armed with nukes yet, and the bombers were grounded, but a lot of the vehicle-based nukes in the northeastern part of the country were probably under Khan’s control, and there were probably missile silos in that state too but the Indian government would neither confirm nor deny.




And he had details on where the fighting was going on. The map Willow popped up on the screen showed a ton of damage all around the area outside Khajuraho, and ongoing battles all around the outer edges of the place. The map looked to Alex’s inexpert eye like maybe six attacking forces had hit, all at the same time, and spread out like a big hexagon to surround the city and keep any of Singh’s people from getting out. It also looked like it would pretty much destroy the entire surrounding area and kill an incredible number of innocent people.




Not that Alex thought either side would care. Well Singh would care, because those were his peons and losing them would damage his political base. And the other side would care, because the more people they killed, the more ‘successful’ they could claim they were.




After Alex signed off and went back to reading the stuff on the tablet, she wondered what the heck people would think if they ever decrypted that chat that Tara and Zandor had with their flying dragon. They’d probably think someone was on drugs. Really weird drugs.







It took four and a half hours to get over India in the Blackbird, and by then the pilot had alerted her that he was going to have to head straight to the closest military airfield that could handle a Blackbird, because he was low on fuel. That meant she was going to have to fly about a hundred miles to Khajuraho once she bailed out.




Still, she’d left home a little before two thirty in the afternoon, and it was only around seven in the evening back home. But India was on their own private standard time with no daylight savings or anything, so it was 7:30 am local time. She had read a thing from Willow on why they were half an hour off what you’d expect, and it made sense internally, but it just seemed really weird to Alex. 




She left the tablet still hooked to the Blackbird’s electronics ports, and she flew out of the Blackbird while it was at about forty thousand feet and still going maybe eight hundred miles an hour. With that kind of speed, she had no trouble zooming off toward Khajuraho way faster than normal. And at eight miles up, she could dive down really hard and not lose too much speed too fast, even if the wind resistance made things way too hot.




And she was still way too late, even if she was still silvery and partly-aerodynamic. She arrived before eight in the morning, and there were fires and damaged buildings everywhere. It looked like the battles had stretched out most of the way north toward Rajnagar and south toward Ghura, and the small town of Khajuraho was mostly wrecked, except for a central area where the fighting was still going on.




And… Oh crud, someone was firing off surface-to-air missiles at her.




At least two someones.




Make that four someones. Crud!




There were three little things shooting her way from south of Battlezone Central, and one really massive thing firing at her from what she figured was a Singh stronghold. This was so not good.




She took a guess about what she was facing, and she dove right at the three things she figured were rocket-propelled grenades.




Those things were either going to smash into her and blow up, or fly really high and blow up because of their little timers. They weren’t going to track her or blow up as soon as they got close to her. No, that big thing was the threat. It was a lot faster than her, and it might have weird guidance stuff in it, and Jack had told her some missiles were tv-guided and some guy could guide the thing right into her. If it was just infrared-targeted, then it probably wouldn’t even track her.




She dove between the rocket-propelled grenades, and she looked behind her to see the stupid big missile curving to chase after her. She was hoping it would ram into one of the RPGs and they’d blow up and take out the other RPGs, but no such luck.




She zoomed at the ground, and the big missile kept curving, so she just let it follow her. A bunch of guys below her with machine guns and RPGs were using a damaged building for cover, so she aimed for the ground right in front of the thing. The missile came after her.




Okay, she could work with that. She slowed down a teensy bit so it would get closer, and she dove right at the ground in front of the wrecked building. Then instead of crashing into the ground like a doof, she cut back away from the building and toward the battlezone. The missile couldn’t make a turn that sharp, and it smashed into the ground with a huge explosion that pretty much took down the front of the wrecked building too, so the badguys there had no cover. She hoped they were retreating, and not getting to shoot more people. But just in case she darted back to the now-collapsing wreckage of that building and caught up with the terrorists who were running out the back. She zapped all of them and grabbed their weapons with her tk.




She ignored the three RPGs exploding over head, and she made for the sounds of battle. And there was a burning building before she got there. With someone up on the top floor screaming for help.




Oh crud.




And the back half of the building was already collapsing.




Crud! The Orphans and the super-terrorists were going to have to fend for themselves for a few minutes. She flew up to the open window, and the woman stared at her like she was a hallucination. Then the woman looked at the flames on the wall behind her, and tried to give Alex two little kids.




No way was Alex letting this lady die from saving her own kids. Alex grabbed the lady and the kids and pulled all of them into her morph. Then she puddled straight down the outside of the building and a safe distance away, just in case the front of the building collapsed too.




She let them out of her morph and asked, “Is there any one else in there?”




The woman burst into tears and hugged her kids and babbled something Alex couldn’t understand. Hindi or something. Probably Hindi, but Alex had no idea.




“Do you speak English?” The woman just babbled some more and cried a lot more. Alex looked around. There were people hiding in nearby buildings and trying not to get killed by badguys. She yelled, “Does anyone speak English?”




No one answered her. She at least had learned how to say ‘no I do not speak your language’ in a couple languages, just in case. Not that she knew how to say it in Hindi.




She leapt into the air and went silvery. Then she flew around the building, using her tk to smash windows and check for people trapped inside the place. She found a family of six, an old lady, and a family of four. Each time she pulled them into her morph and puddled them out to safety. By the time she did that, the front of the building was starting to fall down too, and she just had to pray that she had gotten everyone out.




She flew off toward Battlezone Central and tried calling Willow. It took her about twenty seconds before she realized she still hadn’t had time to synch her earjack to the sat phone in her fannypack. Duh!




She used her tk to turn it on, and…




Oh crud!




She flew right into a battle between a badguy and other badguys. To the north, in a defensive position, there were a dozen people with machine guns. And they were facing off against a giant half-human, half-spider thing that had to be thirty feet long, with the body and legs of a spider, except the legs were way too thick to be spidery, and where the head of a spider would be, there was the torso and two arms and head of a man. If a man was covered in black spider hairs and had a mouth like one of those movie Predators and was about three times bigger in every direction than a man was supposed to be.




Had these people heard about Spiderman and not seen a picture?




The man-spider thing seemed to be pretty much bullet proof, but every time it tried to close in, one of the defenders would sling a grenade at it. It spit poison and skittered back, but the poison was like a gallon of whitish goo that splattered against the defenders’ wall and took out two of the defenders. The grenade exploded and hurt the man-spider, but not enough to make it run off.




And in between the fighters and the man-spider, off to the side but trapped, there were four children hiding under a stone porch-like thing. Crud!




She swooped down and grabbed Mister Spider by his carotids. At the same time, she hit the row of soldiers with blasts of lightning. That took care of both sides. She went silvery as she dove under the porch-thing. Then she pulled the kids into her morph and puddled way off to somewhere safe before she let them go. She tried to tell them to go home but they didn’t seem to understand English either.




Okay, if a Hindi speaker flew into Paradise Valley, pretty much nobody there would know what he was telling them either. She totally needed a ‘universal translator’ thingie like in the sci-fi tv shows. Too bad even Willow couldn’t make one.




Ooh, that reminded her. She used her tk to check that the sat phone was on, and then she synched it with her earjack. That took less time this time than it did for her to eat two energy bars and wash them down with a juice pack.




She tried, “Burn? Terawatt calling Acid Burn. Come in, please. Terawatt calling—”




“Burn here! Oh, we’ve been really worried when you didn’t call in sooner.”




Alex frowned, “I’ve only been here for a couple minutes.” She checked the clock on her tPhone and saw she’d bailed out of the Blackbird over half an hour ago. “Oops, I think I lost track of time. I was searching for people in a burning building.”




Jack butted in, “No getting stuck in collapsing buildings anymore, okay? That’s a standing order.”




She got as snarky as she could. “Yes sir, general sir!”




Willow burbled, “I tried calling and you didn’t answer, so I tried remotely linking to your sat phone and that didn’t work, so I was really getting worried, and—”




Alex confessed, “It wasn’t on. I had it off when I was in the Blackbird, and I forgot to turn it back on. Then I didn’t get why I couldn’t call you. Duh. Sometimes I’m so—”




Jack angrily cut in, “Don’t you dare say what you’re about to say, or I will rat you out to your parents!” Then he sounded a lot more patient. “Look, you’re all alone, you’re in a foreign country, you’re behind enemy lines… Hell, you’re behind two enemy lines! People make mistakes under pressure. This was a small one, and it’s fixed. In the words of Phil Esterhaus, let’s be careful out there.”




Alex figured it was a tv or movie reference, but she had no idea who it was or why he’d be saying it. Jack watched way too much tv. And if a teenager thought he watched too much tv, then he watched way, way, way too much tv.







She started circling around the central area, looking for pitched battles to control and innocent civilians to rescue. Boy, were there a ton of them. Khajuraho was only supposed to be about twenty thousand people, not counting tourists, but everywhere she went there were fires and battles and wrecked buildings and everything else you should avoid.




Oh crud, there was a wrecked building, and people were trying to dig into the wreckage even though there was gunfire going on just a block or two away. She flew in and asked, “Does anyone speak English?”




Still no luck on that, but a twenty-something man in torn clothing was holding a crying two-year-old and he frantically pointed at the rubble. The little girl — well probably a girl, but the kid was covered in dirt and dust probably from being too close to a collapsing building — was crying what sounded like ‘mom’ over and over. Crud!




Alex flew over to the guys unsuccessfully prying at the heavy wreckage. She used her tk to pull the prybars and other stuff so the guys ended up being pulled around and facing her. She put up her hands in a ‘stop’ gesture and then went silvery so she could dive into the tiny gap they were working on.




Oh crud, she hated doing this. She didn’t think she had been all claustrophobic and stuff before she got trapped under that building for half a day thanks to Gojira. But this was creeping her out. She kept going anyway.




She could hear sobbing and crying up ahead. She ran a small spark between her… well it wasn’t her hands, since she was silvery, but it was between parts of her that weren’t touching so there was actually a little spark. That gave her enough light to see.




There was a woman trapped in a tiny pocket and nearly squashed flat under a big slab of something. The woman was covered in dust, and her right leg… Oh crud, her right leg was trapped between two chunks. It looked like her calf was pinched in between the rocky edges the way a calf was not supposed to be.




Alex wasn’t sure she could even get the woman out without leaving a piece of leg behind. But if Alex didn’t do something, the woman would die down here while that family stood helplessly not forty feet away.




She used her tk to rip a strip off the woman’s shirt sleeve and tie it tightly just below the woman’s knee. Then Alex took a deep breath — well, metaphorically, because she was still silvery — and carefully pulled the woman into her morph.




Once the woman went silvery too, her leg oozed out through the crack and came along for the ride. Then Alex puddled back out.




She went normal with the woman held in her arms, although she had to use some tk to help lift because the woman weighed almost as much as Alex did. Alex checked that she could lift into the air with her utility belt and fannypack and the woman too, and she could just barely manage it. She was going to have a miserable headache afterward, but she needed to get this woman to a hospital ASAP.




“Does anyone speak English? Where is the nearest hospital?”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice murmured in her ear, “Rajnagar, pretty much due north. There aren’t any close Red Cross emergency sites set up yet, because it’s a new battlezone and they’re still mobilizing.”




Several people yelled and jabbered at Alex, and she didn’t understand any of it. The people she figured were the husband and kid wanted to run over and hug mommy but they were freaked by the superheroine. She so didn’t want people to be freaked out by her powers. Or by her.




Alex insisted, “Rajnagar! I am taking her to Rajnagar. Hospital?”




One of the men nodded eagerly, “Rajnagar!”




Alex took that as an okay, and she went silvery, pulling the woman back into her morph, and flew off to the north. She had to pop her tPhone out of her morph to get a GPS heading from Willow, but it didn’t take that long to land at the emergency room entrance of the hospital and fly the woman in. As soon as she put the woman on a gurney, she was besieged by doctors and nurses and who-knew-what.




She just asked, “Does anyone speak English?”




Several doctors and nurses did, thank heavens. It still took a minute or two to explain what had happened and where the woman was from.




Alex refused to stick around and fill out forms. It wasn’t like she knew anything about the woman, so what was she going to write down? She just flew out the door and headed back toward Khajuraho. She didn’t go silvery, but she put a tight little tk envelope around herself to make herself more aerodynamic and to cope with the wind resistance. She muttered into her earjack, “Crud, I really need to know how to say ‘I don’t speak Hindi’.”




Willow instantly said, “Mujhe Hindi nahi malum.”




Alex choked, “What?”




Jack swore in amazement, “Damn, woman! You said you didn’t speak Hindi! Don’t tell me you learned a whole new language just since I was in the Congo!”





198. A Passage to India



Willow admitted, “No, I still don’t speak it, but I can say ‘I do not speak your language’ and ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ and ‘help me’ in maybe sixty or seventy languages I don’t know. It just made sense to memorize a big chart I found. It also had ‘where is the restroom’ but I don’t think Zok needs to know that one right now.”




Alex just said, “Tell me that again.”




“Mujhe Hindi nahi malum.”




Alex tried, “Moo-zhe hindee na-hi mal-um.”




Willow said, “Not perfect, but good enough. Just say it to yourself a dozen times so you don’t lose it.”




Jack asked, “Can you tell me how to say ‘kiss my grits Mel’ in Russian?”




Willow fussed, “You stop teasing that nice Captain Gates!” She paused and added, “Anyway, you’d have to use ‘grits’ as an English loan word, because I don’t think there’s a Russian word for hominy grits. And ‘Mel’ would just be ‘Mel’.”




Jack just kept being naughty. “Well, I know how to say ‘kiss my something’ so I guess I’m good.”




But Jack acting like that made her feel better. Like he wasn’t worried, and he knew she’d do fine.




Willow cut in on Jack’s silliness. “Uh-oh. Zok, there’s an area just north of the town center that’s got a lot of tourist hotels and stuff, and some people there are calling for help on their phones and the NSA just picked it up when some of them called home, and… oh crap, there are YouTube videos.”




Jack said, “Wow, I guess it’s Flamey the Wonder Ouchy 2: Electric Boogaloo.”




“Stop it!” Willow fussed. “There’s a woman firing off bursts of flame, and there’s a ton of people in soldier uniforms shooting at her, and they’re wrecking the whole place.”




“On it,” Alex said.




Jack warned her, “Those may look a lot like official Indian Army uniforms, but they’re not regulation. I can tell that just from Will’s YouTube videos. Those have to be Singh militia. Watch your back.”




“Gotcha.” Alex just kept going. It wasn’t like she hadn’t already figured out that some of the badguys were wearing those uniforms. The only new problem she could see was that people getting videos of the battle were going to see her taking down ‘soldiers’ and that would end up all over YouTube. That wouldn’t be good for her rep.




She flew over a hill and across a little lake, and saw the ‘tourist’ area for the first time. Wow, that was totally nicer than the places she’d already seen. Even if it was getting blown up and shot up and smashed up and burned up by a battle between a Fire Lady supervillain and, well, other villains.




Oh crud. She wasn’t going to have to worry about looking bad when tourists filmed her fighting ‘soldiers.’ There were no more soldiers left. Fire Lady was busy hovering over three tanks and turning them into molten metal. There were a couple Armored Personnel Carriers that were blasted to pieces, and a couple wrecked trucks, and maybe three dozen burned corpses that Alex could see. That probably meant there were a lot more dead bodies around but out of sight.




This was going to be like fighting Pyre. But grown up and able to fly too. Great.




Fire Lady was dressed like a soldier, in a long-sleeved camo shirt and long pants and boots, but she also had some sort of turban-thing wrapped around her head so only her eyes showed. And there was a big corona of fire all around her.




Fire Lady faced Alex and angrily yelled something in a language Alex didn’t know, but it didn’t sound like the Hindi she’d been hearing.




“She’s yelling in Arabic, I think,” Willow guessed.




“Definitely Arabic,” Jack supplied. “Apparently, you’re the filthy enemy and your disgraceful uniform shows you are a whore of the Great Satan so you must die.”




Alex figured Jack had learned a ton of Arabic because of old Spec Ops stuff he wasn’t allowed to talk about that was probably anti-terrorist stuff she really didn’t want to know about.




Fire Lady thrust out one arm, and a blast of searing fire came at Alex. It wasn’t a ball of fire. It was like a huge beam of heat surrounded by flames.




Alex darted to the side, and Fire Lady tried to track her with the fire-beam. Alex retaliated with a tk punch to the face, but she couldn’t put her full force behind the punch when she also had to keep herself in the air.




Fire Lady reeled backward, but quickly recovered and her corona of fire got even bigger. Alex threw a bolt of lightning at her, but the energy just sort of fractured and dissipated when it hit Fire Lady’s huge corona.




Oh crud. High temperatures disrupted electromagnetic fields. And apparently a big corona of fire was enough to disrupt her lightning blasts. She really hated it when science didn’t work in her favor.




Fire Lady laughed at Alex and tried to hit her with another huge beam of fire. Alex dodged to the side again, and gave Fire Lady a tk punch right in the nose, which didn’t knock her out but hurt enough that she lost her fire-beam.




And Alex knew what she was going to have to do. She started backing up like she was afraid. Fire Lady came right after her, like a big bully who couldn’t wait to pick on someone who wasn’t as big and strong.




Okay, that was exactly what Alex wanted, but she still didn’t like bullies.




Fire Lady followed after her, although Alex had to go slow enough not to outrun her and have it turn back into a ‘let’s shoot Alex with fire-beams’ fight. But as soon as Fire Lady followed her back over that little lake, Alex flew right at Fire Lady.




Fire Lady put up both hands and launched twin fire-beams at Alex’s torso.




Alex darted toward her foe and upward, which she hadn’t done before. Fire Lady’s arms went out to the sides, trying to catch Alex if she did the same old escape maneuver, but Alex wasn’t where she was expecting. And maybe Fire Lady had never had to fight a three-dimensional battle before. And Alex was going at her top speed, which was about a hundred eighty feet a second. So Alex was almost on top of Fire Lady before the terrorist had time to react.




The twin beams of fire moved back toward each other and upward, but Alex was already really close, and moving upward at a really steep angle. As she passed over Fire Lady’s head, she stopped abruptly and dove straight down, going silvery as she went.




Fire Lady tilted her head back to spot Alex, and got another tk punch in the face, just as Alex dove right down on top of her.




Alex used all her tk in a telekinetic wall going straight down on Fire Lady’s head. Along with all her tk force, she was falling with her full weight right into Fire Lady’s face. Fire Lady shrieked in surprise as Alex hammered her in the face and drove her straight down.




Alex didn’t scream. The heat inside Fire Lady’s corona was brutal. Like ‘Mark 77 in a spider cave’ hot. She just gritted her teeth that she didn’t really have while she was silvery, and she pushed down as hard as she could. They plummeted like a rock.




Like a pair of rocks, one of which really didn’t want to fall. They hit the surface of the lake with a huge burst of steam and an eruption of boiling water. Alex just pushed harder.




Fire Lady’s corona winked out amidst a cocoon of steam bubbles, and Alex pressed down until her head felt like it was going to split open. Fire Lady was trying frantically to fly back out of the water, but her fire powers seemed to be shot. She tried to blast Alex with her hands, but Alex was able to shove those arms aside with some spare tk. It probably didn’t matter, since fire wasn’t coming out of her hands anymore. Just enough energy to create huge bursts of steam around her palms.




Alex used some spare tk to grab Fire Lady by the carotids, and knock her out. Then she flew back up to the surface and over to the edge of the lake. A couple dozen tourists who didn’t have enough sense to run away from a superbattle were standing there filming with their camcorders and phones. It didn’t seem to occur to those bozos that if Alex had lost, what would have come out of the water would have been very, very angry and not at all interested in being filmed.




Alex gave Fire Lady a high-voltage jolt to knock her out for a while, and arranged her so she was mostly in the water but her face was not. Alex knew it was dangerous to just leave the enemy like that, but she couldn’t bring herself to just kill an unconscious woman.




She went normal, and everyone, even the tourists filming her, applauded and cheered, like this was a sporting event. Not that she thought superpowered fights, maybe to the death, were ever going to be an Olympic sport.




Okay, she just really hoped that those Mixed Martial Arts guys didn’t try to arrange anything like this. That would be mega-dangerous.




“Te-ra-watt! Te-ra-watt! Te-ra-watt!” Someone was getting the whole place to cheer for her. Man, that was totally embarrassing.




She arced a big spark between her hands and announced, “This woman is extremely dangerous, and this area is extremely dangerous! Please evacuate and move north toward Rajnagar, which should be safer!”




Crud, her hands were turning a sort of sunburned pink. She went silvery and dove back into the water, but now that the fight was over, she was starting to feel it. The burning feeling wasn’t bad yet, but she’d probably picked up a whole bunch of first degree burns.




Extra crud. Even under the water, she could feel the burning feeling, and it was all over the place. Her arms and legs and chest and even her face. She was probably going to look awful for days, right when people knew Terawatt had been fighting a fire-wielding supervillainess.




She gave up on the ‘keeping burns under cold water for a while’ thing and flew straight up. She just stayed silvery as she headed south toward more of the fighting.




She was really getting hungry, too. It was a good thing she had a bunch of energy bars and juice packs. And also…




Oh crud. There was a huge silvery morph that looked like someone had crossed her morph with the Downingtown blob and added on a bunch of weapons from the last ‘Transformers’ movie. Seriously. It looked like her morph oozing slowly across an open area in front of a huge old temple, only a whole lot bigger. Maybe four times bigger in every direction, which would mean it might be sixty-four times heavier than her. And it was moving really slowly, because it had half a dozen heavy weapons sticking out of it. There were three Miniguns, two grenade launchers, and a big boxy thing around four tubes. She knew from stuff other-Sam Carter had shown her in other-Hermione’s dimension that the boxy thing was a system holding four individual anti-tank weapons.




Across the open area was a line of Singh militia guys firing at the glob with machine guns. And behind the militia were a dozen trucks in a row. A dozen trucks carrying nuclear missiles and facing away from the temple.




Crud. She couldn’t let the militia guys keep those nukes, but she absolutely couldn’t let a terrorist glob grab half a dozen nuclear missiles and puddle off to do really incredible badness with them. She swooped down toward the conflict.




The militia guys cracked out the RPGs and the glob instantly got serious. It opened fire on the militiamen with all three Miniguns. It was grim. The row of militiamen might as well have walked into a hundred machine guns. Or a dozen claymore mines.




The closest missile vehicle took a lot of damage, too. But the missile wasn’t going to go off from shooting up its truck. The glob didn’t seem to know that, and was trying to aim the Miniguns away from there.




Alex knew from reading the articles on that tablet that the missile wouldn’t go boom unless someone electronically gave it the right launch codes, someone else operated the truck properly so the missile could launch into the sky, and then it went through a full sub-orbital trajectory. If it took enough damage, all that would happen was it might become completely incapable of ever exploding, and also fissile materials could get spread all over the place, making a really nasty clean-up problem over a small area.




Still, there were half a dozen of the militia lurking around the corners of the trucks and shooting uselessly at Globbo. Meanwhile, Globbo didn’t seem to want to shoot anywhere near the trucks.




And Globbo apparently had her trick of being able to see in more than one direction at once, because two of the Miniguns suddenly swung around and pointed at her. Globbo opened fire with both.




She went silvery as she used the rest of her tk to push the bullets down so they missed her by a mile. Well, at least by forty feet. One Minigun ran out of ammo, so Globbo dumped it and stopped shooting with the other one too. Then it switched to one of the grenade launchers.




Crud. She hated getting hit with grenade fragments.




And about a dozen horribly-mutated terrorists came up from behind her and took aim at her too. Crud.




These guys all looked like Doctor Deemer’s dead assistant. They were hairy and caveman-ish and asymmetrical and had some weird, non-human facial features just to be extra-creepy.




Well, Fire Lady could have been due to anything, including GC-161. The man-spider could have been something else freaky. But this huge silvery morph guy totally had to be a GC-161 victim. And the mutated terrorists had to be from Deemer’s research work. So that officially made this another Maggie Walsh nightmare, along with extra-icky help from Danielle Atron. Mega-crud!




The mutated terrorists fired at her with AK’s and RPGs and a couple slightly fancy things like those Strela-2’s that two of them had. She used her spare tk to shove everything they fired at her down and into Globbo. The Strelas wouldn’t fire if they couldn’t find a big heat source, at least according to Jack, and sure enough, they didn’t fire, much to the aggravation of their users.




The bullets from the AK’s didn’t do much to Globbo, but she managed to aim the RPGs right into him. They glooped into the silvery morph and then exploded pretty awesomely, hurling chunks of silvery goo all over the place.




She gasped in horror at the idea that she had just killed someone.




But Globbo wasn’t anywhere close to dead. He whirled around and opened fire on the other terrorists, and he was a lot better armed.




Alex took the opportunity to zoom over to the vehicle-mounted missiles. The vehicles couldn’t lift the missiles into launching position without hydraulics. The missiles couldn’t launch without rocket fuel. Without launch codes and both those things and a successful launch, the nuclear devices wouldn’t arm.




Perfect.




She flew down the row of vehicles, unhooking hydraulic couplings and letting hydraulic fluid spill all over the place. She would have poured out the rocket fuel too, but she didn’t want a Gojira-sized explosion hazard around nuclear missiles and an important historical site.




Then she flew back. Every militia guy was still facing Globbo and his own terrorists, who he was still blowing up with his grenade launchers. She zapped every one of the militiamen while they were facing away from her. She fried every truck’s electrical system too. After all, she didn’t want some terrorist stealing one of these trucks and then having time to fix the hydraulics so he could so mega-bad stuff somewhere.




“Zok to Zandor.”




“Zandor right here, Zok.”




“Just found a dozen vehicle-mounted missiles on my position. Hydraulics trashed and truck electrical fried, but fuel is still in ’em and nukes are still sitting there. Also, this is definitely a Collective plot. I’ve got Maggie threats and Danielle threats. Right now, I’ve got a glob that looks like the Downingtown blob met Danielle in silvery morph and they had a baby.”




“That sounds totally of the ugh.”




“Damn it! We absolutely have to find a way to get you more support!”




“It’s okay. But there’s a lake just north of the tourist hotel area north of town, and at its southern edge we’ve got another Code Walsh. She flies and fires super-hot beams and she has a fire corona that doesn’t bother her. It was like fighting a flying adult Pyre.”




“Are you okay?” Willow worried.




“Yeah. I’ve got some first-degree burns, but nothing major. And there’s a ton of burning buildings and wrecked buildings and injured people. We need the Indian Army and the Red Cross and a whole lot of aid workers.”




Jack complained, “We’re doing what we can, but the Singh family’s putting heavy political pressure on the army to stay out of one of their personal fiefdoms. Top Banana and friends got the subs secured and the jets grounded, and they’ve manually recovered all but about forty-two vehicle-mounted missiles.”




“Forty-two?” Alex checked.




Willow butted in, “No Douglas Adams jokes, okay? I already got barraged with ’em when someone saw that forty-two pop up.”




Alex admitted, “I didn’t even think of that.”




“Grasshopper, we must work on your quip-fu,” Jack intoned in a bad ‘old Chinese guy’ imitation that was probably supposed to be someone on a tv program.




“You are gonna be getting some something-fu if you don’t stop it,” Willow fussed.




Jack got back to business. “So the good news is they’ve manually taken the official silos off-line. If you got twelve trucks, that still leaves thirty possibles, and any experimental silo-based rockets they don’t want to admit they’ve got. And they still won’t let Acid Burn into their private milnet, even though we warned them they’ve probably got P$ychon4ut loose in there right now.”




“Okay, I’ve still got a glob to stop, thirty vehicles to trash, and maybe a bunch more Orphans and supervillains to smack.”




“Good luck, Zok. Give ’em that laser-beam butt.”




“Zandor, you are about to be sleeping under the living room in your septic tank if you don’t stop it.”




Alex made sure not to giggle. She landed so she had as much tk as she could, and she walked toward Globbo. He still had two grenade launchers and that four-missile box thing. He’d dumped everything else as soon as he ran them out of ammo.




He swung the grenade launchers her way. Automatic grenade launchers. Not good. She used her tk to yank all four of the missiles out of the box and shove two of them point-first into the barrels of the grenade launchers. Then she twisted the missiles in the barrels. She didn’t have enough tk to break stuff to pieces, but she did have enough to make Globbo think she could.




He hastily ditched the four-missile box and the grenade launchers, and he rushed her. As a big blob, that meant he puddled really fast at her. She let him get within about ten feet.




She leapt into the air and as he rolled under her, she hit him with a massive electrical charge. He flinched like a dropped water balloon and tried to puddle away from her.




Only now he was sort of limping, if puddles could have a limp. She hit him again, and he sagged, rolling off to one side and flattening out. She blasted him once more, and he stopped moving. He slowly dissipated until there was just a really fat, ugly naked guy surrounded with about three tons of white goo. Yuck!




She landed on a clean area and used her tk to drag the guy out of the goo so he didn’t smother. There was no way she could lift him. He looked like the world’s fattest terrorist. She wondered if the GC-161 had done that to him too. But she could slide him across the slippery goo and dump him on a clean patch of dirt.




Once she was sure he was still breathing, she took off into the air. She still had more people to rescue. And thirty trucks to find and wreck.







Khan looked up from his study of the battle when one of the militia rushed in to hand a private message to Tran. He fumed, “Well?”




He didn’t want to be abrupt with Tran, but the battle was going badly. Very badly. He had expected to be able to handle the terrorists, but they had moved on his hidden positions as if they had inside information, which was probably a reasonable assumption. Then their superpowered threats had overwhelmed every one of his outer positions and were now threatening every one of his interior bulwarks. He had expected that no superheroes could arrive in time to interfere, but Terawatt had shown up — somehow — and had been humbling both sides ever since the early morning. He had assumed that Terawatt’s reputation was overblown, and he had been very annoyed to find out that, if anything, her abilities had been underestimated.




Tran tilted his head at the messenger, who ran out the door. That meant it was going to be bad news, and Tran didn’t want Khan to take it out on the militiaman.




Tran said, “We lost twelve of the missiles a couple hours ago. We lost a second dozen only an hour and a half ago. The last six in Khajuraho have just been stolen when a team of the super-terrorists killed our forces and a dozen more terrorists drove the vehicles away.”




Khan cursed under his breath. They were slowly losing all their nuclear deterrents too, and the last dozen vehicle-mounted missiles were within a hundred kilometers, so someone like Terawatt might be able to find them as well, given enough time. It was not to be tolerated. He checked, “Do we still have Plans Chah and Sāt on the table?”




Tran bit his lip. That was a clear sign he knew that Khan would not like his answer. “No, Leader. Terawatt apparently disabled the former in a matter of seconds, and the terrorists have taken out our people we needed for the latter.”




“Then what do we have left?”




Karenin spoke up. “We can launch the nukes we still have under our control, before we lose every one of them.”




Lee ventured, “We have the crisis rocket ready for we Orphans. We can start a global nuclear battle, make an escape into High Earth Orbit, and remain there in cryo-sleep for the agreed-upon time interval until the radioactivity levels die down enough to make our return feasible.”




Khan clenched his jaws and refrained from upending the worthless table with his maps and deployments. “Very well. Do it at once. Recall our remaining people and start putting them in cryo. And do not refer to us as ‘Orphans’ in my presence ever again!” He turned to his computer lead. “Begin countdowns on all the nuclear missiles we still control. Once I notify you that the crisis rocket computers are passing all evaluations, you may join us on board.”




P$ychon4ut nodded, “Yes, leader.”




He turned to Karenin. “Marcus, are you sure about this?”




The man nodded ponderously. “Yes, leader. The primary bloc has anti-missile defenses we won’t be able to bypass, and they won’t be targeted by the retaliatory strikes of the nuclear nations. I need to infiltrate them and begin preparing for your glorious return far in the future.”




“So you’ll become a philosopher?”




Karenin smiled coldly, “I prefer the idea of a ‘sage’ providing expert advice to the masses. We have to teach them that knowledge and power, not love, are the essential vocation of humanity. They have to understand that there is no absolute limit to either knowledge or power as long as we are in charge.”




Khan slapped him on the shoulder. “Good man.” He turned to his other councilors. “Lee, you and I will be the last people placed into cryo, after we are certain the rocket’s flightpath doesn’t need adjustment. Marzakian, do we have everything onboard that we might need?”




His logistics expert nodded carefully. “Yes, and we have planted five supply caches that are in places with low probabilities of being targeted by any nuclear strikes. Everything we will need will be ready when we return.”




“Then start now.”







Alex was still looking for the last eighteen vehicle-mounted nukes. She had already found the second dozen over on the east side of the town, hidden among several temples that looked way too old and valuable to have battles for nuclear missiles going on around them. She had wrecked the truck engines and the electrical systems and the hydraulics after zapping the badguys into unconsciousness.




But she was still searching. She’d spent way more time rescuing people from burning buildings and wrecked ruins. And she had managed to go through all her energy bars and juice packs, so she was really hungry. Mega-hungry. If she wasn’t freaking about those remaining vehicles, she would have listened to Jack and flown back to Rajnagar and gotten some emergency food and water at that hospital. She’d flown enough people there. Surely they’d help her out.




She checked her tPhone again. Holy crud, she’d been flying around here for six hours! No wonder she was starving. Where was the Indian Army and Air Force? Where was the Red Cross? Where was Riley?




There was still shooting going on all over the place, but it was dying down. This morning, it had been like two dozen pitched battles going on all at the same time. Now it was like a couple guys firing off guns once in a while.




She flew over what had obviously been one of the big battles of the whole assault. A fifty-foot giantess and a half-fly person and another weird blob-thing and some sort of half-man half-reptile thing had duked it out with what looked like an entire heavy weapons battalion, and there were no survivors. Not even the blob-thing, which was splashed all over the place like an anti-tank weapon had gone off inside a ton of Jack’s blue jello, and it looked extremely dead. And all the heavy weapons and vehicles were smashed, and there were dead militiamen all over the place.




She flew south, preparing to make a bigger circle around the town, when she ran into another battle. This one looked like most of the fighters had run away. There were five militiamen, two of them wearing fancy officer uniforms and looking way too handsome not to be Orphans. They were pinned down in the wreckage of a building by a human-looking terrorist who was a weird blue color all over, and was using tk to hurl stuff at the enemy. But they had a couple heavy machine guns, so Blue Tk Guy couldn’t get close enough to see what he was doing and finish them off. Every time he tried to take a peek from his position, he got his hair parted with bullets.




Just as she was zooming in, Blue Tk Guy threw a big glass bottle into the air. It looked like it was full of…




Oh crud. Was that a bottle of GC-161? It was sure the right color.




The bottle shattered as one of the Orphans shot at it. The liquid darted forward and splashed the five militiamen. The three normals ignored it and wiped goo off their faces.




The two Orphans didn’t. They screamed in pain and slowly went silvery and collapsed and… She zoomed into the little hidey-hole the five guys had.




The two Orphans were turning into silvery muck on the ground. Not silvery puddles that could reform as people. No, they were dead. Totally dead. The three normals stared in horror at what had been their bosses. The poor guys were probably afraid that was going to happen to them.




But there was no way Alex could explain to people who didn’t speak English what this stuff was, and what it meant for them. She just zapped the threesome and called Jack.




“Zok to base, are you still there?”




“Yeah Zok, we’re here. Problems? Tara’s gonna be mad at me if there are more problems. Tundro’s probably still half an hour out, even after he got some serious support from the air force and the army.”




Alex scowled, “We need to check what GC-161 does to Orphans. I think the terrorists just used it as an anti-Orphan weapon. It hit three normals and two Orphans. The three normals? Nothing. Yet. I zapped them to keep them down for now. The two Orphans? Horrible silvery-morph death. I need you to get my GPS location and dose the three militiamen with antidote ASAP and get samples of the silvery dead-guy goo and check that I’m right about this. And we need to make sure our Orphans don’t get hit with this stuff!”




Willow worried, “I’m sure Bill can come up with a testing regime, and I got your GPS. Are you okay?”




Alex frowned, “Yeah, but I’ve got another super-terrorist to fight, and I haven’t found the last eighteen missile-trucks.”




Jack groused, “Well, if that’s not cheery enough, Top Banana got an Indian general he knows to admit off the record that they’ve got a new ICBM test program going, only the guy insisted there’s nothing to worry about because they’re not ready for testing even if they’ve got eight of ’em set up in silos already. So guess who’s in charge of the research program?”




Alex groaned, “An Orphan.”




“Ding ding ding! Give the lady a kewpie doll!” Jack snarked. “Yeah, a thirty year old genius who’s so good-looking every woman on the program has thrown herself at him. So Top Banana’s busting his chops trying to get his Indian equivs to wise up and realize Khan’s probably got those missiles ready to fire and completely under his control.”




“Plus eighteen missiles on trucks,” Alex griped.




Jack said, “You go get that super-terrorist. I know you can do this.”




“Zok out.” She went silvery and zipped out of the hidey-hole. Then she made a big detour and came after Blue Tk Guy from behind. The guy was already walking through the rubble to check on his enemies. She just zapped him one in the back of the head and dropped him.




Then she darted over to where he had been lurking. Oh great. Three more terrorists, and they were all armed with AK’s. She zapped them before they realized she was even there.




There was a little covered area they had apparently been using as some sort of command post. She looked around. Grenades, another bottle of probably GC-161, some other nasty stuff, and a military radio. Plus a map.




She used her tk to pull the map over, and she checked it out. It was totally a map of Khajuraho, with all kinds of intel she could have really used when she got here. The guys had been marking on the map too. There were markings for attack points, and markings for where battles had been fought. And markings for where the missile trucks were! Ooh!




One row of trucks where she’d fought Globbo. One row of missile trucks over on the east side of town. She’d taken those out too. And six trucks right where she was, only there were no trucks there now. Crud. And someone had drawn arrows on the map like someone else was going to be heading south out of town on one of the few roads into Khajuraho. Extra crud.




She took off into the air and headed south. “Zok to Zandor.”




“Zandor here.”




She growled, “Looks like the terrorists just got six missile-trucks and are driving them south away from the warzone.”




“Crap! Stop that if you can. Remember, if you run one of those trucks off the road, the nuke won’t detonate. India makes really reliable nuclear devices.”




She tore through the air above the road. “It’s not exactly an interstate, so I could be able to catch up with ’em pretty fast. But these guys didn’t have the last dozen marked on that map.” She still went silvery so she could go faster. She just held her phone out of her morph so she could talk on it.




“Okay, that may mean they’re better concealed, but it may mean they’re well outside Khajuraho.”




That was totally not what she wanted to hear. She pulled her tPhone into her morph and pushed as fast as she could. She had no idea how long ago those creeps had taken those nukes. She had no idea how fast you could drive a big, long nuclear-weapon truck on that little road.




She tore along, maybe four hundred feet above the road, hoping she could catch those trucks before terrorists escaped with vehicle-based nuclear missiles that had launch codes the Collective would probably give them for free, along with fun ideas on where to shoot them.




And there they were, way up ahead. She checked her tPhone, and it had only been eight minutes. Okay, she was now about sixteen miles outside of the town and still closing in on the trucks. She figured she’d make a fast pass alongside the row of trucks and zap every driver and let the trucks run off the road so she could…




Crud! There was a big flash of yellow light! It was somewhere near the front of the line of trucks, just where the road curved tightly around a big hill.




She closed in fast as the trucks all slammed on their brakes. There was another flash of yellow light, and the lead truck veered off the road. It crashed onto its side, and the second truck smacked into it pretty hard. All the rest of the trucks screeched to a halt as armed terrorists leaned out of the shotgun windows to take aim at someone or something just around the curve, out of Alex’s sight because of that hillside.




Alex swooped in and darted along the line of stopped trucks, zapping the badguys in the cabs and yanking their AK’s out of the trucks. She zoomed around the curve and found…




A teenaged Indian girl floating about fifty feet in the air and wearing what looked like a sari made of yellow light. The girl extended her arms and fired off another blast of the yellow light, only it hit like a tk blast, sending two armed terrorists flying.




Alex zapped the downed badguys and checked that there wasn’t truck fuel or rocket fuel leaking all over the place or a fire starting in someone’s engine. Then she flew over to the girl. She opened her mouth to say something forceful and impressive.




“Oh! Terawatt! You are the real Terawatt! I am so honored! I chose a superhero name because you use one!”




Wow, the girl spoke really good English, but she had an accent like Raj in ‘The Big Bang Theory.’ Okay, more like Raj’s sister.




Alex said, “I’m pleased to meet you. You can call me Tera, if you want.”




“Oh! You can call me… Ayananta! In English that would be ‘solstice.’ Or you can call me Kiran. That is my real name. Kiran Singh.”




Singh? Oh crud!





199. Aerial Act



Alex tried not to cringe outwardly when she heard the girl’s name. She checked, “Singh? As in Khan Noonien Singh, who’s in the middle of all the trouble in Khajuraho right now?” At least Alex already had a plan in mind if ‘Solstice’ raised her hands to blast that stuff at her.




Kiran shrugged. She moved her arms, and her ‘sari made of sunlight’ uniform faded away, revealing a teen in American jeans. And a Terawatt t-shirt. And she was still floating in mid-air. “I think not. We are not a part of the wealthy Singhs with all the political connections. There are too many Singhs to keep track of, if you do not mind me saying so.”




Alex felt really funny about having Kiran wearing a Terawatt t-shirt. She admitted, “I’d prefer it if you didn’t have any connections with him. His people tried to kill me in the Congo last month, and we have reason to believe he stole a large part of India’s nuclear arsenal.”




“Eww,” Kiran winced. “I didn’t know. I mean, I just managed to talk my father into letting me fly up here to help. He does not like me being so ‘Western’ and he does not like me revealing my powers. I did not know that nuclear weapons were… Oh my God! Are those atomic bombs? I… They could have exploded!”




Alex tried to reassure her. “They’re a lot safer than you think. They won’t explode until they get the secret launch codes first, then get launched from the trucks, and then go through a proper flightpath. Oops. That reminds me. Hang on.” She spoke into her earjack, “Zok to Zandor and Tara, come in please.”




“Tara here, Zandor’s getting another cup of coffee. You’re really making him nervous, even if he won’t admit it. He hates it when he has to send trained soldiers out into the field. Sending you out all alone is making him so upset I had to make him take some Maalox. Not that he’s ever gonna admit it.”




“Tara, I need you to mark my GPS location and get the Indian Army here ASAP. I’ve got six missile-trucks, two of them crashed, blocking the road from Khajuraho. And I’ve got about a dozen terrorists out cold. And I’ve got an Indian superheroine. Solstice, AKA Ayananta, I think. AKA Kiran Singh, but not related to you-know-who. She has telekinetic powers—”




“I have light powers!”




“—that go with a sunny yellow light. But the concussive blasts she does are totally tk, not light beams. And she can create a yellow ‘sari’ uniform around herself that’s definitely more tk than light. And she can fly, which is totally telekinesis and not photons.”




“You mean I don’t have light powers?”




Willow murmured, “Okay… There’s millions of Singhs… but I’ve found a Kiran Singh, daughter of P.D. Singh and J. L. Singh, husband-and-wife archaeologists.”




Alex checked, “Are your parents P.D. Singh and J. L. Singh, the archaeologists?” Kiran nodded eagerly. Alex murmured into her earjack, “Bingo.”




Willow gasped, “Eww! Kiran’s from Bhopal, and her mom was one of the victims of the Bhopal industrial accident when she was helping in a soup kitchen, and her mom was sick for a while and… Oh. Doctors were totally of the surprised that her mom could have healthy, normal children after what the biochemicals did to her. I guess that ‘normal’ part is right out.”




“What part is right out?” asked Jack from way away from his mike.




“The part about you acting like an adult for more than ten seconds at a time,” teased Willow.




“Oh! Well that goes without saying!” Jack said.




Alex just insisted, “Tara, give Zandor the details. Get an Indian Army NBC team to this spot ASAP to recover these weapons.” Then she looked up and asked, “Solstice, would you stay here until the Army comes to handle these things? We’ve still got terrorists who could wake up before I get back.”




“Back from where?”




Alex told her, “Back from Khajuraho. There’s still fighting, and there’s still terrorists loose, and there’s still a bunch of threats to the safety of your country loose and pretending to be goodguys.”




Kiran nervously agreed, “Okay, if you’re sure these things are safe now.”




Alex flew north, back toward the fighting. But she was starving and really thirsty, and she was getting an awful headache, and she was so tired she just wanted to go take a nap for about a month. And she still had another dozen vehicle-mounted nukes to find, and who knew how many superpowered terrorists, and all of Khan’s jerkhead Orphans.




She totally needed a much bigger fannypack. Maybe something the size of her flat camera pack that would have enough room for a case of energy bars and a box of those juicepacks. Even if she would look stupid flying around carrying twenty pounds of snacks.




She got halfway back to the town when she heard it over her earjack. “Tundro to Zok. Tundro to Zok. Come in, please.”




She had never felt so relieved. “I didn’t know how much longer I could keep going!”




Riley tensely replied, “We have a crisis. We think Singh is launching Indian nukes right now as a counterstrike.”




“Oh crud!” She had never felt less relieved.




He went on, “I’m in a new Apache the Indian Army just got their hands on, so I’m all checked out as the co-pilot. We’re southwest of your position, heading toward a silo farm that’s east-northeast of your position. Meet us there if you can.”




She went silvery and took off toward the east before she even checked her tPhone for a GPS heading. “Zok to Tundro. On it. What about the one dozen vehicle-mounted nukes I couldn’t find?”




“Tundro. No one has found them yet. Khan probably has them hidden somewhere under camo or in a building so he can roll ’em out and launch before anyone can locate ’em. Someone else has that tasking, and we just have to trust them to do their job. We’ve got eight silos of intercontinental ballistic missiles that could target anywhere.”




Oh crud. And mega-crud! She checked her tPhone and picked up a compass heading and a GPS heading, along with a heading for Riley’s chopper, which was going a lot faster than she was.




She felt like she was slowing down. Maybe it was because she was trying to race a military helicopter. Maybe it was because she was just so totally tired. Maybe it was because she was starving and that was making her tired. Maybe it was because… something she couldn’t think of because she was too tired.




Maybe she needed a speedometer. Willow could make one if Alex remembered to ask.




She darted over a couple hills and found herself diving down into a flat valley shaped like a crescent roll. Maybe a croissant. Maybe some of those yummy rugelach that Mina brought to school back when it was Hanukah.




Maybe her brain should stop thinking about food.




Riley’s Apache was way ahead of her. It looked slender and deadly. If there was room for two guys in it, one of them had to be sitting behind the other, because there was no way there was room for two guys to be sitting side-by-side even if they were Siamese twins.




The chopper turned to the right and fired twice. One was a missile, but one shot off like a rocket out of a rocket pod. Both hit a big hole in the ground and exploded down in the hole.




Okay. She got it. Massive concrete covers protecting the missiles, but you had to retract the cover to fire the missile. So all the missiles were vulnerable for a few seconds, but it was only when someone was trying to launch the things.




And since the covers were open, someone was trying to launch the things. Crud.




The chopper tilted back the other way and fired another missile and rocket. She didn’t even see that silo. It was pretty far away. But the missile and rocket disappeared into a hole and then exploded, with a big blast that went straight up. She was really glad Riley was operating the weapons and not some ordinary guy.




The chopper kept zooming across the valley and turning from side to side, and Riley kept sinking missiles in the open silos. Alex was sure Jack would be making ‘use the Force, Luke’ jokes. And there would be ‘I used to bullseye womp rats’ jokes too.




She really missed having Jack out in the field with her. He made her feel better, like having a dad to protect her, and his jokes made her feel like maybe things weren’t as awful as she thought.




Riley was firing on the seventh silo when a pair of surface-to-air missiles came searing up from some camouflaged site on the ground. Both missiles hit the side of the helicopter, one right after the other.




“Riley!” she screamed into her tPhone. She pushed as hard as she could to catch up and pull him out of there. Because how could you possibly eject from a helicopter when those propellers over your head would chop you to pieces?




The chopper dropped hard, even with the propellers spinning. Riley’s calm voice came back. “Tundro to Zok. Target that last nuke. That is an order.”




Alex was nearly in tears even if she was silvery. But she did it. She raced ahead of the falling helicopter and headed for where the last silo had to be.




Only she was too late. There was already smoke or steam pouring out from where she was heading. She pushed even harder and cut up at a steep angle, just in case. The pain in her head was terrible, but she still wasn’t going to get there in time.




A huge missile shot upward. She hit it with a massive burst of lightning, and it ignored her. She kept heading forward and up. With a last burst of effort, she slammed into the base of the missile only ten feet above the fiery rocket exhaust. The impact nearly knocked her out. The rocket was speeding up. A lot. The acceleration was pulling the rocket out from under her. She started sliding downward. If she slid off the bottom of the rocket, she’d never be able to catch up with it. And the exhaust would probably barbecue her.




She used her tk to grab onto one of the missile’s little fins. But the missile was accelerating like crazy, and it was all she could do to hang on.




That was when she remembered the stuff from Jack’s thing about nuclear missiles. The file. She had less than sixty seconds before it dumped the first stage she was hanging onto, and the rest of the rocket blasted off to blow up some city.




Not only had she not stopped an ICBM which could be aimed at anyone, but now she was along for the ride. She really didn’t want to make any ‘Iron Giant’ refs, because she knew there was no way she could survive a nuclear explosion no matter where it went boom.




She was using pretty much all her tk to hang onto the rapidly-accelerating missile. She tried to find something inside it that she could switch off or turn to change the direction. But she couldn’t stop the rocket from firing, and she couldn’t find any steering stuff. And crud, it was going to separate soon.




She hung on as tight as she could, despite the pain in her head, and she used a tiny bit of her tk to unscrew a row of countersunk screws that were holding a huge panel on. That gave her a series of tiny grips she could hang onto and haul herself up. She just didn’t think she was going to make it in time. The acceleration was murder.




And then it stopped accelerating. That meant the first stage rocket was done and the stupid thing was going to separate before the second stage fired. She launched herself up the side of the missile and managed to get just past the ring between the stages just moments before she felt the clanks, and the missile released the no-longer-useful first stage.




She was silvery, so at the same time she was seeing the first stage drop away behind her, she saw the top of the missile come apart in two sections and fall away. It was a shroud. And she remembered from that file what the shroud meant. She wasn’t flying along on a nuclear bomb.




She was flying along on a bunch of nuclear bombs.




She was on a MIRV or a… or whatever the other thing was. She didn’t have to stop one nuclear warhead. She had to stop maybe four or five or ten of them. Crud!




If she remembered what Jack’s file said, she only had like a minute before stage two wrapped up and got dumped so stage three could start doing its job.




She reached out with her tk and… This stage had controls! There were nozzles! And directional controls!




She used her tk and turned the nozzles to put the thing off-course. She felt a sort of quivering through the whole stage.




And… then it adjusted. What? That wasn’t fair! She was riding a nuclear missile and going to get horribly killed and the missile wasn’t supposed to outsmart her!




She tried again, but once again the missile adjusted. There had to be something like a computer or gyroscope so every time she twisted a nozzle or tried to turn a directional control, the stupid missile corrected its course.




Well sure, the whole thing had to be built to handle Electro-Magnetic Pulses from anti-missile weapons and even other nukes going off. And it had to have course correction stuff to deal with the same kinds of problems.




Stupid rationally-designed evil-thing. She just wanted to scream in frustration.




She reminded herself she only had a few more seconds before the second stage quit on her and dropped off, and the third stage took over. She unscrewed two rows of countersunk screws and then more screws along the top, and let the panel pull free and dangle off the side. She grabbed the interior stuff, which on this side was just big tanks of fuel, and pulled herself up.




She was hoping the loose panel would mess up the missile’s aerodynamics, or get enough drag to pull the thing off course. But she was nearly out of the atmosphere, and the stupid missile just kept making adjustments. The panel ripped loose and went sailing off to burn up on re-entry… or fall on someone… or something.




She was looking at a fuel tank, so she slid into the tiny gap beside it. That way, she didn’t need every bit of tk just to keep from sliding off the stupid missile. She took all the tk she could spare and punched in a tiny spot on the side of the tank. It dented but didn’t punch through. She tried again and again, still with no success.




And the stage stopped firing. Oh crud! She leapt upward and just barely got past the ring before the second stage dropped away and the third stage started firing. She knew from Jack’s thing that she only had about a minute before the third stage finished its job and the ‘bus’ took over. The bus was what the missile guys called the Post-Boost Vehicle that the nuclear warheads and all the other junk sat on. Once the bus started throwing the warheads at their separate targets, they would be out of her reach and she was hosed. Some important place was hosed. The whole world was hosed.




The third stage started firing, but this time she knew it was a waste of her precious time to try and mess with the directional controls. Instead, she pulled herself up to the front of the missile and puddled in between the five nuclear warheads. Each one looked like a five foot high metal cone pointing upward. There was a bunch of other stuff there, like chaff packets. And conical metal shells that would be decoy warheads to make things harder for any anti-missile weapons. She yanked the chaff and decoys loose and threw them away. That gave her some room. And if she failed, she wanted the target country to have as good a chance as possible at shooting these things out of the sky.




Being on top of the missile instead of clinging to the side, she had all of her tk to spare now. She wasn’t sliding down the outside of the thing, she was being pushed against the ‘front’ side of the bus. Everything was bolted down, even the stuff that was going to get launched soon. So she used her tk to yank out bolts and ditch panels and get at everything. Bingo. There were the computer controls and everything else.




And she was already too late. 




The missile was way up above the atmosphere and the third stage was going to finish firing in a matter of seconds, and she could look down and see what the missile was probably aiming at. If her geography was right, she was on a nuclear missile heading for Moscow. Make that five nuclear missiles, because this was a MIRV.




She was about to start World War III.




Suddenly she remembered what Ray had said when they first watched “The Iron Giant” and the iron giant flew up into the sky to stop the nuclear missile. He had said, “What would Terawatt do?”




Ray believed in her.




And Shar had said, “Terawatt could totally stop the bad missile without getting blown to pieces.”




Shar believed in her.




She couldn’t let them down. She couldn’t let everybody down.




She felt like she’d be crying if she wasn’t silvery. She unbolted everything she could get her tk on, and she heaved. It felt like the top of her head was getting smacked with an ICBM, but she pried the first warhead loose, clamps and electrical connections and fuel systems and all.




Oh. Clamps. Right.




Okay, this time she knew about the clamps. She undid the clamps and yanked the second warhead out of its little nest. It took a lot of her tk, but it didn’t make her head feel like it was exploding. She yanked loose the other three warheads. Then she ripped loose the electrical connections to the engine system of the bus.




She was out of time. The third stage finished burning, and the bus unclamped itself from the third stage. But it didn’t fire its motors. It just flew through near space on an arc that was going to land it right in downtown Moscow anyway.




Crud! She had totally messed things up! She so needed the bus to have its wheels go ‘round and ‘round and go somewhere not Moscow.




She used a small burst of lightning to set off the electrical connections, and the bus fired. She kept the warheads piled on the front of the bus so she didn’t lose them, and she pushed hard on one side of the bus with her tk.




It slowly drifted off-course. She was looking down at Russia and Latvia and Lithuania, and she totally didn’t want this stuff crashing on anyone even if it wasn’t going to explode. So she pushed as hard as she could on the side of the bus, until it was firing off at an angle, right toward a big bay on the east side of the Baltic Sea. Maybe it was the Bay of Riga, but it was definitely a bay instead of some town.




That geography stuff she’d read after the Korea and Japan ops was totally paying off.




She figured she had maybe three minutes left to impact. Maybe less. And she still had five nuclear warheads on her hands. That was not good. It was mega not good. And what was left of the missile was now on re-entry, and as the bus cut into the upper atmosphere, things were starting to get really hot.




She undid the screws on all five warheads and ditched the outer casings. She could see the bombs in the middle of all the other junk. Each bomb was a bunch of chunks of fissile material held in a frame and sitting in some kind of reflector thing, with plastic explosive frosted all over the outside and scads of detonators to make the plastic explosive go off really evenly so the blast would slam the chunks together really hard to get one perfect chain reaction and an immense boom. She peeled the explosives off the outside of the fissile metals and pulled the chunks of radioactive metal away from each other.




She ended up with four chunks from each warhead. Each chunk was shaped like one quarter of a sphere that someone cut some slices off. And they were heavy. She held them in a circle around herself so each one was about a hundred feet away from her. She was too tired to figure out how far apart from each other they’d be, but it looked like they were maybe thirty or forty feet apart, which had to be good enough to keep them from detonating.




Now she just had to get down to the ground. She dove off from the bus with her mega-dangerous chunks of death, and she let the bus go flying off toward that bay. She went straight down.




Not that she wanted to. Oh no, she wanted to fly off at an angle to someplace she could turn the stuff over to someone she trusted, like maybe Finland because they were happy with the E.U. Terawatt Liaison Office deal. But she couldn’t fly and hang onto the metal chunks too. They were too stupidly heavy. Each bomb must have had forty or fifty pounds of the stuff, and she couldn’t lift that much and herself too.




She plummeted down through the atmosphere, trying not to turn into a blazing chunk of carbon. She spread herself out as flat as she could and heaved upward so hard that the pain in her head made her feel like she was going to vomit. She was still falling.




But she was slowing down. Pulling up with as much tk as she could when she was hanging onto the bomb stuff, she was only needing to slow down the equivalent of fifty or a hundred pounds with her ‘parachute’ which maybe wasn’t big enough to slow that much weight to something safe for a regular person to make a landing, but was big enough to slow her down to something that wouldn’t incinerate her as she fell.




She was spread out like a disk and was maybe ten feet across. That was totally slowing her down, and the thicker the atmosphere got, the more slowing down she did.




She needed to go read up on how big parachutes needed to be.




At least the heat of re-entry wasn’t so bad now that she was parachuting down instead of being rocketed down by a Post-Boost Vehicle. She couldn’t even spot the bus anymore. She really hoped it didn’t crash down on someone. With her luck, it would hit a ship in that bay and sink it. Or crash into a giant sea monster and make it really mad. Or… something else she couldn’t think of at the moment.




But the pain of using so much tk was a miserable drain on her. She felt so tired she wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep herself in the air.




She was getting closer and closer to the ground, even if she was still miles up. She couldn’t tell if she was going to land in very western Russia or maybe one of the former Soviet republics. Maybe Belarus or Latvia, if she remembered the stuff right. It would have totally been helpful if someone had drawn giant black borderlines along the edges of the countries so people falling from space could see what country they were going to go splat in.




She just kept falling. The pain in her head got even worse, and she felt so hungry it was like her stomach was going to have to eat itself pretty soon. And the ground kept getting closer and closer.




When she was maybe two or three hundred feet above what looked like a recently-planted field, she just let go of the chunks. She suddenly had enough tk to pull herself out of her dive. The chunks punched into the soil below her, and she pulled herself upward hard enough to stop. She managed to float down so she was a couple yards above the ground. So all she had to do was call for help. Or walk over to the busy highway maybe a couple hundred yards south of her, and hitch a ride.




She tried to fly toward the road, but her tk gave out on her and she fell with a soft thump to the ground. She needed to get back up. But she was just so tired! She didn’t know what to do. Maybe she needed to ask someone. She managed to pop her tPhone back out of her morph, even if it was a real effort.




“Tara to Zok, Tara to Zok, come in please!” Willow sounded pretty worried. “Zok, if you don’t answer me right now, I am going to tell your mother!”




Alex moaned, “Hi, I don’t feel so good. Is it okay if I just sort of… pass out here?”




“Absolutely not!” Jack snapped. “Pay attention to me! Don’t fall asleep! Look, you need to concentrate. You don’t have to do anything else, but I need you not to pass out on me, okay?”




“Tara to Zok. We’ve got your GPS location now, and we’ve got Russian military coming your way as soon as we relay the data. At least one of them is friends with Gates, so they’ll be nice. But we really need you to hang on until they get to you.”




Alex tried not to move, but the sky seemed to be spinning around. “Tara’s a pretty name. I bet you’d like someone if her name was Tara.”




“Zandor, she doesn’t sound so good.”




Jack said, “Okay, information time. Zok, please pay attention and remember this stuff. Do not drink the water there either. And if they take you to Moscow, don’t drink the city tap water. Believe me, even the locals don’t drink that tap water. Get some bottled water. And some food. They’ll probably offer you vodka. Do not drink it. It is not going to be good for you now. And plenty of that vodka is homemade, so it’s not good for anybody at anytime anywhere. Any ice they have may be made with untreated water, so avoid that too. We’ve got a Blackbird diverted to Moscow to pick you up, and it’ll land at a military air base. So just go with the nice Russian officers and try to hang on. Okay? Zok? Zok, please talk to me.”




Alex tried to close her eyes, but she was still in her silvery morph, so she couldn’t even make the spinning sky stop spinning. “The sky won’t stop spinning. Can you throw up while you’re still silvery?”




Willow carefully asked, “Zok, where’s the fissile material? Did it crash in the Gulf of Riga with the post-boost vehicle? Are the nukes still armed?”




“Uh no, I took the warheads apart and took the bomb-y stuff with me. I’ve got all twenty chunks, but they crashed in the ground about…” She had to take a look. “…maybe two hundred feet north of me.”




Jack checked, “How far apart are the sections?”




“Umm… maybe forty feet? They’re all in a big circle ’cause I was worried about the radiation, but they were too heavy and I couldn’t hold ’em all and me too in the air, and so I fell pretty fast, and now my head really, really hurts.”




Willow told her, “Now I want you to say ‘ya nee pa nee my you.’ Just try it.”




“Ya nee pa nee my you. Ya nee pa nee my you. What’s that?”




Willow explained, “Say it a couple more times. It’s Russian for ‘I do not understand.’ I doubt everyone who arrives will speak perfect English, even if they’re a lot more likely to know English than a bunch of Americans are to know Russian. Or Hindi. Or pretty much anything.”




“Hey!” Jack protested. “I’m telling Finn and Lupo you said that! And Miller and Gates too!”




Alex just tried to concentrate and say the thing in Russian, but her brain kept wandering off, and Willow had to correct her about three times. Maybe four or five times. She wasn’t really sure.




Jack told her, “Look, if you’re having communication problems when the Russians arrive, flip your tPhone to speakerphone and I’ll take a shot at talking everybody through things. I don’t want you ending up in a Russian hospital, either.”




Willow cut in, “Yeah, I mean, can you say ‘nosocomial infections’?”




Alex thought about it for a couple seconds. “Uhh, I don’t think so?”




Jack sounded like he was sadly shaking his head. “Oh Zok, Zok, what are we gonna do with you?”




Willow angrily answered, “Well, for one thing, you could keep her from going off by herself again! She could’ve died!”




Jack told Willow, “We’ve got to find a better way to keep her fed, for starters.”




Alex felt like her stomach wanted to rumble, even if she was still silvery. “Maybe you could fire roast turkeys at me in guided missiles. Mmm, I could sure go for some roast turkey. Or gravy. Or pumpkin pie. Or donuts. Or ice cream. Or ice cream with sprinkles. Or ice cream with sprinkles and hot fudge and Oreos and those little red cherry halves and a bunch of real whipped cream like grandma makes and—”




“Zok! Zok! Stop talking about food,” Willow insisted.




“But I’m really hungry!” She wasn’t whining. It just sounded that way. By accident. “Anyway, I deserve to get thrown in an evil hospital and have Doctor Three-Bums take away my clothes and be creepy to me and make me eat yucky hospital food! I let Riley get killed!” She started sobbing even if she was still silvery.




“Zok, stop it right now!” Jack snapped. “Finn is fine. Hardly even any bruises.”




“But… but his helicopter was crashing! I saw it drop really fast just before I tackled that stupid missile!”




Jack patiently told her, “He’s fine. Really really. The chopper got hit, but Apaches have a ton of armor for the pilots and lots of redundancy. The pilot got knocked for a loop by the blasts, so Finn took over the flight systems and did what we flyboys call an ‘auto rotation landing’ where you drop as fast as you can to keep the rotors spinning fast enough from the upward airflow, so you can then execute a flare just above the ground and pull off an incident-free landing. In theory. But Finn pulled it off. Well, almost. He’s fine, the pilot has a concussion and a crapton of bruises and a really sore tailbone from the landing, the helicopter got a little more damaged, and you’ll be happy to hear none of the other seven missiles were launchable after he got through with ’em.”




“Umm, so he’s okay?” Alex checked. She hadn’t really managed to track most of what Jack said.







Willow and Jack kept talking to her, but she was having a lot of trouble listening to them, so she puddled south to that big road she remembered seeing when she was coming down. Then she made herself go normal and wave at some oncoming cars, even if her mom had told her not to hitchhike and not to get in strangers’ cars and not to take candy from strangers and stuff like that.




Mmm, maybe they had some candy they’d share.




Two cars screeched to a halt and pulled off the side of the road. She walked over to the closer car as three Russian-looking guys hopped out of the car. “Do you have any food? Or bottled water? Or anything?”




She had no idea what they were saying, but she caught ‘Terawatt’ in there a couple times, so she said, “Yeah, that’s me. Terawatt. Food? Water?”




The three guys said more stuff she didn’t understand, so she tried, “Ya nee pa nee my you.”




Hey, that worked! They stopped saying stuff in Russian!




Two guys from the other car ran up and started taking pictures with their cellphones. She smiled at them and asked, “Do you speak English?”




“Da! Our Eengleesh was very finest!”




The other guy smacked him in the back of the head and said, “Yes, one of us can speak English, and the other one is an idiot.”




She sighed, “Oh great! Can I get some water and some food? I’m starving!”




“We’ve got vodka and some sodas and some sandwiches Ivan made that I would not feed to wolves.” He made a spitting-nasty-food-out-of-your-mouth face. The other guy complained a lot, or at least it sounded like it. And there were some hand gestures in there that were probably really naughty.




She hardly had to beg much to get two unopened cans of real coke. She sat down in the first car while the guy ran to the second car to get the soda. Okay, it wasn’t really a ‘sit’ as much as a ‘total collapse with legs not really working all that well’.




The guy was back in maybe seconds with the cans. Wow. The cans looked like American coke cans, except they had really cool Russian letters on the side. Maybe they’d let her keep the cans to show Ray and Louis and Shar.




She leaned back in the seat and pretty much poured coke down her throat. Then she let out a huge burp, and she drank the second can less like a frat guy chugging beer, which she had to admit she’d only seen in movies so she didn’t really know if guys really did stuff like that in college. She’d seen Jackson trying to chug a huge thing of beer and choking halfway through and then hurling all over the yard, but that was Jackson. College guys wouldn’t do that, would they?




Maybe she should ask Willow. Or Annie. She had no idea if guys at military academies did stuff like that, but she was pretty sure Riley never did.




The guys in the first car talked with the guys in the second car, and one of them dug out a couple granola bar things that were still in their wrappers. She wolfed them down and thanked them, and it looked like English-speaking guy was translating her thank-you into Russian for her, because all the other guys smiled at her and nodded.




By then she noticed that Jack and Willow were complaining at her because they’d been telling her for maybe twenty minutes not to do what she did because she wasn’t listening to them. She told them, “Hey Tara, I only drank a couple cans of coke and ate some granola bars still in their wrappers. And I feel better already.”




Jack fumed, “When you’re sick and helpless, I do not want you getting in cars with strange guys!” Wow, he sounded totally dad-like there. He’d be a really great dad when he and Willow started having little Jacks and Willows. Even if he’d probably teach ’em all kinds of mega-naughty stuff.




While she waited for the Russian military guys to show up, the guy Ivan who didn’t speak really great English stood over by the road and flagged down a couple more cars and managed to talk various people out of three unopened cans of soda, two still-sealed bottles of water, an unopened thing of M&Ms, and an unopened store package of dried fruits. Plus two bottles of vodka, which the other guys gave him a bunch of high fives for before they shoved the bottles in their cars.




After Alex ate all the snacks and drank all the soda, she felt a little better so she got out of the car and made sure she got pictures of all five guys along with their names and their email addys. And she sent Willow the pictures to go on the main Terawatt site with a message that they helped her out when she crash-landed in Russia. Jack was still grumpy and dad-ish about the whole thing.




Okay, the more she ate, the better she felt and the less space-cadet she felt. And her headache and nausea and exhaustion got better. And she started thinking a little more clearly, so she realized that she did a really stupid thing when there were people out there who would pay these guys a zillion bucks if they shot her in the head while she was sitting in their car and helpless. And there were probably half a dozen ways to drug her or poison her with a can of coke that looked unopened, starting with painting a biochemical around the opening or on the rim so she’d swallow it while she drank the coke.




Okay, she probably really was a ‘space cadet’ since she’d been to the ISS and she’d been in the Blackbirds a bunch of times and she’d ridden an ICBM from India to Russia.




Or maybe she was an actual astronaut. Kewl.







It took another hour and twenty minutes before the military vehicles drove up. By then she had learned all the guys’ names, and how to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ and a dozen other useful things in Russian, plus a dozen things she totally did not need to know how to say, like the Russian for ‘you have great tits.’ And she had her picture taken another hundred times. And she’d turned down Ivan asking her for a date about twenty times. The guy was totally persistent and he wasn’t even good-looking. Or suave. Or classy. Or smart. Or anything. The only thing he had going for him was he was willing to risk getting hit by a car in Russia to get her snacks… and trick people out of their vodka.




And boy, were those Russians bad drivers. Some of them acted like they couldn’t even see Ivan standing there too close to the road. A couple of ’em acted like it was a video game and they needed to hit Ivan to get more points. And then there was this truck going the other direction that was passing this other big truck and not caring about what was in the oncoming lane and a car nearly had to crash into Ivan and his car just to get out of the way.




So she was pretty glad to see the two military jeeps and the two military trucks. She flew right over. “Who speaks English? Because I only know about a dozen phrases in Russian.”




The officer who climbed out of the back of the first jeep said, “Most of us speak English. And you are Terawatt?”




“Da.” She gave him a grin. “And I hope you brought some people who can deal with radioactive materials.”




He looked worried at that. “You did not send the warheads into the Bay of Riga?”




She explained, “I disarmed all the warheads and pulled all the radioactive materials and brought them with me. They are arranged in a large circle just north of us.”




So she took the officer and a couple of his men over to see where she dropped the chunks. As she went she asked, “Could you get the names of those five guys and see that they get some sort of award or commendation for helping me? I’d appreciate it.”




Then it took a few minutes to show him the twenty holes in the ground. After that he had to order his people to go out and recover the stuff, and they had to go out in the field with shovels, and he had to get on the radio and tell them whatever he was saying in Russian. Maybe that they didn’t need bomb disposal guys, but they did need twenty lead boxes to carry the bomb stuff away.




She wished she had a way of disposing of nuclear bomb parts. Maybe Sam had a way of shooting them into the sun. Even if Willow had explained to her why shooting stuff into the sun took a lot more fuel than shooting it into outer space. She just didn’t like the idea of throwing her trash out where someone might run into it in a thousand years and have a big disaster.




So the soldiers had several Geiger counters, and they checked the holes and put stakes where people needed to dig. She didn’t say anything when one of the soldiers snuck up behind her and checked her with a Geiger counter, but she was sure the officer told him to do it. She was just glad it didn’t make that clicky sound, because being radioactive would not be good. Even being covered in radioactive stuff would not be good.




So, once the soldiers got started on dealing with the fissile materials, the Russian officer gave her a ride back to Moscow to a military base where the Blackbird was just arriving. The drive took several hours, but they had food. It was Russian military field rations, which were not exactly yummy, but she was starving.




Okay, they were pretty much the opposite of yummy. She was never going to complain about MREs ever again as long as she lived.




Then she got in a good nap. By the time they got to the military base, it was dinner time, and the Russian officer was just ridiculously pleased that she accepted his offer to eat with him and his group in the officer’s mess. She ate a ton, and it was all really pretty good, but she had to lie that she couldn’t drink alcohol because it did bad things to her biochemistry. The look on their faces was like ‘No more drinking vodka? Well forget the superpowers!’




So it was pretty dark by the time they escorted her out to the Blackbird and thanked her for saving Moscow from nuclear attack by Orphans and hugged her goodbye. She managed to sleep for most of the flight back to America. It wasn’t that long a flight. Even with the takeoff and landing it only took about two and a half hours, so it was afternoon again.




But part of that was because she wasn’t going home. The Blackbird landed at Andrews Air Force Base, which was still her least favorite air force base ever. Jack and Willow rushed over to hug her and make sure she was okay and then whisk her over to an SRI helicopter for a trip to the West Virginia base.




Willow hugged her again and whimpered, “We were so worried!”




Jack hugged her too and scowled, “You gotta stop doing stuff like this! I’m already turning gray.”




Willow smiled, “I think he looks distinguished.”




Jack fake-whispered, “I think she needs to have her eyes checked.”




But then, when she got on the helicopter, Janet was there too! Yay! With a bunch of medical equipment. Ugh. And a bottle of the Pedialyte stuff Grover had to drink on missions. Double ugh. This was the orange stuff, and it tasted like orange Gatorade if someone like Shar mixed it up for you and made it with too much powder and way too much sugar. Blech.




Janet and Willow made Jack sit in the front in the co-pilot’s seat so Alex could puddle out of her uniform and into a pair of nurse’s scrubs so Janet could examine her properly. Willow fed Alex from a picnic basket she’d brought. Hot roast beef sandwiches with onions and sliced sweet red peppers, hot chicken sandwiches with bacon strips and spicy dressing, a couple fish sandwiches with battered fish and tartar sauce and lettuce and tomato… Yum. And a bunch of diet coke.




Crud! She forgot to bring those Russian coke cans!




And after Alex had eaten and drunk enough stuff that she didn’t feel like she was dying of hunger, she remembered the dosimeter strip inside her leotard. After her last encounter with radiation, her dad had come up with a chemical to paint in a strip inside each of her leotards.




“Janet? What color’s the dosimeter strip in my leotard?”




Janet checked the tiny lines painted in the inside of the front and back of her top. “Some of them are still purple, and the others are blue. One’s a blue-green color. So at least the dosimeters didn’t get a dangerous dose. That’s really reassuring. But that doesn’t mean you’re perfectly safe either.”




It was still mid-afternoon by the time they landed at the West Virginia base. Mid-afternoon on Monday, which meant she was missing another day of school. Crud! It wasn’t like she loved classes and tests and stuff, like some of the Science Club people, but it was just a lot easier to learn the stuff if she could read ahead and then listen to the lecture and then ask questions if she didn’t get something.




But she was all checked over by Janet by then, and she was just suffering from an electrolyte imbalance and dealing with what was basically like a sunburn over maybe a quarter of her front side including her face. And needing more calories. So Janet gave her some ibuprofen and told her to have another sandwich.




Jack told her, “We’ll have a cover story for you. Your prospective mentor took you down to a South Carolina wildlife preserve to photograph animals, and he didn’t pay attention to how long you two were out, and you picked up a sunburn because no one told you where you were going to be heading so you didn’t bring anything like sunscreen or proper clothing when you left.”




Willow smiled, “And so you won’t get home until tomorrow evening either. We can do stuff!”




Jack smirked, “But I read Hanna’s last after-action report. No taking my fiancée and flying her a thousand feet in the air and doing the Peter Pan thing.”







Khan roared in fury as he stared at the readouts. He had been betrayed by his computer experts. The spaceship was not parking itself in High Earth Orbit. No, it was heading off toward the outer reaches of the solar system without enough fuel to slow to a stop and turn around and ever get back to Earth. Undoubtedly, it was P$ychon4ut, who had managed not to arrive at the crisis rocket in time to board before the launch. He wondered if there were any other moles in his bloc, and if he could trust Karenin, who had also stayed behind. He stood there and ran computations in his head.




Lee finally ventured, “It is just remotely possible. If I could come out of cryo and design a slingshot around Jupiter and go back into cryo. Then years later I would come out of cryo again and program a slingshot around Neptune…”




Khan considered the plan. It was his only shot if he wanted to come back to Earth ever again, instead of ending up drifting off into the emptiness of space, where his ship would slowly deteriorate and lose power over the centuries and millennia. “Do it.”




He studied the news reports they could still pick up. There wasn’t a nuclear war currently going on that would reduce Earth’s human population to something he could control more easily. He knew who was at fault. When he got back to Earth in a few decades, he would hunt down every descendant of P$ychon4ut and Walsh and the primary bloc and torture them all to death.




Assuming Lee’s mental calculations and manual adjustments worked perfectly. Otherwise, he was going to be adrift in space, cryogenically frozen, hoping some future spacefarers rescued his ship and were too stupid to realize what reviving Khan Noonien Singh would mean.





200. Off Hours



Alex let Jack sneak her off the helicopter while two guys in white ‘intern’ clothes hauled the medical gear off to one of those trucks the paramedics drove around on emergencies. This time, sneaking off meant going silvery and changing into the ‘Alex’ clothes in her Terawatt gymbag Jack had along, and then staying silvery and hiding in the gymbag while Jack carried it over to Janet’s car and tossed it in the back seat. She used her tk on herself so the bag only weighed what it was supposed to, because it would look pretty suspicious if people could see Jack was lugging a gymbag that weighed way over a hundred pounds.




When Janet stopped the car and said “All clear,” Alex puddled out and went normal in her Alex clothes and hopped out of the car with the gymbag.




She followed Janet into the house and used her tk to go toss her gymbag back in Hanna’s room. “Janet? Don’t you have more work hours? You’re not gonna get in trouble because of me, are you?”




Janet glanced at her watch. “It’s already a quarter of four, and the general signed me out until six just in case you needed something more serious than a couple roast beef sandwiches. I am kind of concerned about those burns, but I couldn’t find any sign of any serious effects from radiation exposure. Still, we’ll keep you around until tomorrow evening and spend time with you and keep an eye out for any suspicious symptoms.”




Alex remembered what those were, from the last time everyone had been worried about her radiation exposure. “Gotcha.” She really needed to cut out the getting exposed to radioactive stuff.




Janet smiled, “Maybe you’d like to call your family, even if it’s in the middle of school back there. And then we’ll fix dinner. It looks like we’re going to have a lot of company tonight.”




Alex grinned, “Good!”




So she texted Ray, and then called her mom and dad, and then Ray texted her, and then Nicole and Robyn and Marsha texted her, and she ended up not being much of a help on fixing dinner. Janet already had the lasagna made and in the oven before Alex got back to the kitchen.




“Oh! I’m really sorry. I said I was gonna help and everything!”




Janet smiled gently. “I think someone who just spent a whole day fighting supervillains and then doing whatever you were doing that had Willow so upset? They get a few minutes downtime.”




Alex winced a little. “I don’t think I can tell you what I was doing, if Jack and Willow wouldn’t.”




Janet nudged her with an elbow. “I’ve got a pretty good idea if they’re worrying about you being exposed to fissionable materials. And it’s not like it won’t be all over the news in a little while.”




Alex admitted, “It’s probably all over the internet already. There were people taking videos and pictures and stuff.”




Janet shrugged, “I have more important things to do than surf the internet during work hours. I can wait until the real news. Anyway, the important thing is that you’re here now, and you’re safe, and you hopefully didn’t get more than a sunburn.”




Alex just made a nice salad with the fresh veggies in the fridge, while Janet prepared a bunch of broccoli in a microwave steamer.




Alex checked, “Do Hanna and Charlie like broccoli?”




Janet smiled, “No, but they like this recipe. I steam it until it’s just cooked, and then I pour melted butter over it and add salt and pepper to taste. I got it off a cooking show I like to watch.” She looked over at Alex’s expression and admitted, “Okay, I do some stuff besides work and teen-raising.”




Alex just said, “I need to learn this recipe, because I’ve got a nine year old who thinks veggies are the Great Satan. I got a glazed carrots recipe off the internet that she really likes, and a recipe for a whole head of cauliflower with a tangy roux over it and you bake it and then scatter grated cheddar cheese over the top while it’s still hot so it melts. She eats that too.”




Janet grinned, “Looks like we need to have some recipe trading time.”




Alex checked, “Does showing someone ‘Naruto’ and then fixing them ramen count?”




Janet giggled at that. “I have to admit Hanna will eat anything if she’s hungry.” Then she frowned, “Part of me really appreciates that, and part of me would like to track down Mr. Heller and punch him in the mouth for treating a child like that.”




Alex knew Janet already knew Erik Heller was dead because of Marissa Weigler murdering him in Berlin last year. But she pretty much felt the same way when it came to how Hanna had been brought up.




They ended up talking about Hanna’s year in school as ‘the hot exchange student’ and how Charlie was really great boyfriend material even if he was just as snarky as Jack was. And then they talked about Janet’s friends on the base, and Alex’s friends back home, and how smart Sam Carter was. Alex even told Janet a little stuff about other-Sam’s adventures as a galaxy-traveling astrophysicist badguy-fighter, because other-Sam was pretty amazingly awesome, just like this Sam.




Then Hanna showed up, with Charlie O’Neill driving her home. Alex gave Hanna a big hug and gave Charlie a hug too. They started chatting about school, when Grover and Cindy showed up with Grover wearing a turtleneck and jeans and sneaks, and then Jack and Willow showed up too. Willow even had a picnic basket for bringing some food along.




Alex asked, “Is there blue jello in there?”




Charlie laughed really hard, while Jack pretended to pout.




Willow smiled, “Well, someone wanted to bring blue jello, but I decided an ice cream cake would be more fun.”




And Alex put it in Janet’s freezer and took a quick peek, using her tk to cut a little slice of the frosting away to look underneath, and then paste the frosting back down and smooth it over. Mmm. A thick layer of chocolate cake, a thick layer of chocolate chip ice cream, and probably chocolate ice cream for the frosting. Well, that was her best guess without tasting it. But it looked tera.




Cindy brought a green bean casserole with cream of mushroom soup for the sauce and crispy onions on top. It smelled great.




So Hanna and Charlie set the dining room table, and everybody served themselves in the kitchen and then ate and talked around the dining room table.




But only a few minutes into dinner, Charlie looked down at his smartphone and winced. He looked at Alex with big eyes. “Holy crap!”




Hanna calmly asked, “Evening news?” As Charlie nodded, Hanna explained, “Charlie checks the national and international news about four times a day to check on what his dad is getting up to. Or me. Or Alex.”




Willow bubbled, “There’s some great newsfeeds that focus on super-stuff, which mainly means Terawatt and Code Walshes. Once in a while, Batman too.”




Charlie showed Hanna the screen of his phone and told the table, “So Terawatt stopped a town full of Orphans and a squadron of superpowered terrorists, and then pulled an ‘Iron Giant’ on a nuclear missile headed for Moscow.”




Alex winced in embarrassment. “It wasn’t really like that.”




“The hell it wasn’t,” insisted Jack. “She was f- fracking awesome.”




Alex didn’t want to talk about it, so she said, “And maybe we’ve got a new superhero. She calls herself Solstice. Well, the Hindi word for solstice. Ayananta, or something like that.”




Willow complained, “Yeah, why do superheroes in comic books always have an English name even if they’re Chinese or Russian or African or whatever? That’s so ethnocentric!”




Jack smirked, “Whatever you say, dear.” Willow stuck her tongue out at him while Hanna and Charlie laughed into their hands.




Willow explained, “Jack showed me this tv show, and the wife is like a total B-I-T-C-H, and whenever the wife says something else mean or nasty or stupid or hateful, the husband just says ‘whatever you say dear.’ So now it’s our codephrase for ‘I think you’re totally wrong but I’m not gonna call you on it.’ And Jack uses it all the time.”




Janet firmly said, “Just as long as he doesn’t say it to me.”




Jack couldn’t resist. “Whatev—” Willow clamped her hand over his mouth before he could get himself in a lot more trouble. That really cracked Charlie up. And Grover.




Grover ate all the regular food, but that made Alex realize why he was wearing a turtleneck. You could see all the food getting chewed up in his invisible mouth. A turtleneck meant you couldn’t see it going down his throat. Still that would be better than seeing it digesting in his stomach. Unless you were a medical researcher and you studied that kind of stuff.




Alex had three servings of everything. Especially the lasagna, which had ground Italian sausage and lots of ricotta cheese, and lots of mozzarella and parmesan cheese too. Janet said she mixed some raw egg into the ricotta so it would be creamier and set up better when it got baked. Alex figured she’d try the green bean casserole on Shar some day, because Shar liked green beans more than some of the other vegetables they had for dinner.




Okay, she only had two servings of the ice cream cake, even though it was really great. But that was because Jack and Grover and Charlie and Hanna all had seconds too, so there were no thirds left on the cakeplate.




When Janet was ready to wash dishes, they all just moved into the kitchen and helped. Alex used her tk to wipe off plates in the sink and load the dishwasher. Jack and Charlie put away leftovers. Hanna put hand-wash things away as Janet washed and Cindy dried. Grover cleaned off the dining room table, while Willow cleaned off the counters. It hardly took any time at all to have everything all done. Then everybody sat in the living room and watched CNN coverage of the Khajuraho crisis and Terawatt. Alex mainly complained about the tourists and residents who didn’t have enough sense to run away when they were in a warzone with supervillains. Especially the tourists who stood there and filmed her fighting Fire Lady.




Janet just said, “No wonder you got those burns.”




Hanna sat up sharply. “You mean that’s not a sunburn?” She glared at Alex, “You didn’t tell me!”




“Umm, I really didn’t have much of a chance to.”




Jack muttered, “I’m just glad that’s not radiation burns.” Most of the room turned and stared at him. “What? You don’t think ICBMs with multiple re-entry vehicles just turn themselves off if you ask nicely, do you?”




Grover swore, “Damn! Alex, you’re major league! So I must be about single-A ball.”




Alex objected, “No! You were totally awesome in Korea!”




Jack glanced over at Charlie and said, “Yeah, you were like The Spy from TF2.”




Charlie and Grover snorted with laughter, while Willow frowned, “Jack, you’re not playing Team Fortress 2 at work, are you?”




Jack looked at her and put an arm around her shoulders, “Hey! I have to get some practice in if I want to keep up with my favorite Pyro.”




And that was when Alex found out that Jack and Willow had organized a Team Fortress 2 squad with Charlie and Grover and Hanna and a couple other players. Hanna was The Heavy on their team. Alex was totally not surprised. Not even the part where Hanna talked smack to the other teams in real Russian.




Like she didn’t know whose idea that one was.







Jack and Willow eventually left, and Charlie stayed for another hour or so because he totally knew what Jack and Willow would be doing as soon as they got home if he wasn’t there. Charlie admitted unhappily, “I’m not exactly thrilled with old-people sex going on just down the hall, but dad’s so damn happy these days. And it’s all my fault he doesn’t have mom anymore. I mean, could things be any worse than that?”




Alex patted him on the hand and told him, “Umm, yeah. Things could be a lot worse. Terawatt’s gone to other universes, and there are places where you didn’t shoot someone else. You accidentally killed yourself.” He winced and Hanna gasped. “Your folks’ marriage fell apart and your dad never really got over losing you. So it could be a ton worse.”




Grover said, “That’s pretty creepy that you know stuff about Charlie and Jack from some other dimension. Is that how you found me?”




Alex admitted, “No, but it’s how I knew about Willow. And Riley Finn. And a couple other people, including Maggie Walsh.”




Cindy said, “I bet a Willow from another universe would be really smart there too, and really awesome. I hope they get married and have some kids, because I bet a Rosenberg-O’Neill baby would be the cutest thing this side of ever!”




Hanna grumbled, “And I bet that a Maggie Walsh in another universe would be just as bad as this one.”




Alex decided to spill. “Other-Willow is not only an amazing hacker, but her world has magic. Real magic. And she’s a self-taught mage, and one of the most powerful mages in the whole world. And her world’s Maggie Walsh made a Frankenstein’s monster out of human parts and robot parts and demon parts and it figured out how to make more things like itself, and it tried to kill a whole military base and a ton of demons at the same time so it could make an army of cyborg-human-demons. Willow was one of the people who stopped it. And there were way worse things in that universe.”




“Wow.”




“Cool.”




“Are you supposed to tell this story?” Janet checked.




Alex told her, “I thought it over. Everyone here has the clearance. And everyone here already knows Willow’s more than just the CEO of a software company. And everyone on the whole planet already knows Maggie Walsh is majorly creepy.”




Charlie added, “Willow’s twenty-five, and incredibly smart, and she remembers like everything, and she’s got reflexes you have to see to believe. And she can pick up dad! Okay, I probably wasn’t supposed to see that part. I may not be as smart as she is, but you don’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to put those clues together. I did the math even before those Joe Frady news stories started coming out.”




Grover muttered, “No kidding. Everyone knows now. Even mom knows. She goes through the celebrity gossip mags and bugs Cindy and me asking if the hot ones between twenty-five and thirty-one are Orphans. Like I’d tell her even if I knew.”




They chatted about the kind of SRI stuff that was unclassified enough that Cindy and Charlie knew about it just from hanging around, and after a while, Janet reminded people that they had school tomorrow. Hanna went outside with Charlie and was gone for about fifteen minutes, so Alex took Janet into the kitchen and helped with the stuff Janet wanted ready for the next morning.




There was a box of Cocoa Pebbles in the cupboard along with the healthy breakfast cereal stuff. Janet caught Alex’s glance and muttered, “I’ve ruled out Grover. And Cindy. And a couple other people. I’m pretty sure now it’s Jack.”




Alex sort-of-fibbed, “Why would you think it’s Jack?”




Janet smiled slightly. “You mean, other than because it’s what Jack would do? Well mainly because Willow is lousy at lying. Or should I say ‘of the lousy’?”




Alex tried to be casual. “Hanna’ll probably outgrow the ‘bad cereal’ stage. Mom says she used to eat stuff like Honeycomb and Cocoa Puffs, and now she can’t stand ’em.”




Janet glanced at the clock and said, “You’re getting better at the subterfuge, too. Were you just going to stall me until Hanna came back inside?”




Alex admitted, “Well, maybe. But I was really sort of interested in tomorrow’s breakfast. And maybe a snack.”




Janet laughed a little and got out the ice cream. Then the two of them made a breakfast casserole in a big 9”x13” pan while they ate ice cream, and they had the casserole in the oven before Janet finished her single serving of vanilla. Alex was looking forward to being able to scoop up a few squares of that casserole in the morning and have a big breakfast without a lot of morning prep time.




Janet added, “Oh, and be sure not to drink or eat anything artificially sweetened between now and tomorrow morning. We’re going to try out Willow’s thought experiment but with your preference. Two two-liter bottles of diet coke.” She frowned, “Tequila? I don’t know what gets into that woman sometimes.”




Alex defended her friend. “Well, maybe she just sort of forgets that her BFF isn’t the same age she is. And if I hung out with Robyn more, I’d probably have had too much tequila at least once, which is sort of how Robyn ended up with a mega-embarrassing tat on her butt.”




Janet snorted into her glass of water. “Most of us have that kind of story, sooner or later. Come to think of it, my story like that is before I got into the Academy, but you are not to tell Hanna that.”




Alex smiled a little. “I probably shouldn’t hear any more about it, because we have a small problem at home. And the small problem already picked Willow’s brain a couple times and mom had to give her The Talk and The Other Talk. And when mom gave me The Other Talk, she totally didn’t need to cover stuff like Skype-sex or some of the other stuff Willow was thinking about. Some of it grossed Shar out enough that she even worked hard on not reading minds. For almost a month, before she started slacking off again.”




Janet frowned a little. “Isn’t she a little young to be getting all this ‘mature content’ already?”




Alex shrugged, “Well I think so. But a lot of her little friends are getting way too much mature content, just straight from the tv or movies or Netflix or parents or big siblings or whatever. When I asked her if Willow had been thinking about other girls, Shar said yeah, but she wasn’t weirded out by it, because her friend Toni has two mommies who kiss and hug a lot. So there’s a lot of stuff out there that nine year olds get exposed to, whether we like it or not.”




Janet checked, “And what’s she picking up from you?”




Alex blushed. “Well, Ray and I still haven’t gotten to third base, and he says he’s okay with that, so she says that about all she got from me is that kissing boys is totally great. I explained that kissing the right boy is totally great, and kissing the wrong boy can be pretty yuck.”




“Totally tera?”




Alex grinned. “Totally tera. Ray is the tera-est boyfriend ever.”




Hanna ran into the kitchen and slid into her chair. “No, Charlie’s the tera-est BF, and… Ooh! Ice cream!”




Alex didn’t say anything about Hanna having just about smeared all her lipstick off while kissing with Charlie, but she figured Janet had spotted it too. Alex just made an effort not to smile, because she totally thought Hanna deserved a great boyfriend and all the boyfriend benefits, like getting fifteen solid minutes of smoochies.




Alex and Hanna went back to Hanna’s room after ice cream and getting the food out of the oven, even if they were going to need to cover the pan and put it in the fridge in an hour or so. Then they changed into pajamas and talked about boyfriends and how great they could be and how lame some guys were and how it was cruddy that some girls had totally jerky boyfriends.




Finally, Alex slipped out of the bedroom, used her tk to cover the pan with plastic wrap and stick it in the fridge, and then she went to sleep on Hanna’s trundle bed.







In the morning, Hanna woke Alex up because Alex forgot to set an alarm on her tPhone. Alex had to rush through a shower and hurry through three servings of the really tera breakfast casserole while her hair was still wet. But when you have tk, you can move air through your hair and dry it and even style it while you’re doing something else. Then Janet gave Alex a key to the house and Alex changed into her Terawatt uniform. As soon as Hanna left for school with Charlie in Charlie’s car, Alex went silvery and hid in Janet’s car as she drove over to the HWAAA offices. Then Alex snuck in through the HVAC system and came out in Sergeant Harriman’s office.




And Walter Harriman was totally casual about having a silvery blob appear in the office and turn into a superheroine. “Oh! Terawatt. The general said you’d be swinging by, and he has a conference call he’d like you to be on. Go on in.”




“Thank you, sergeant.”




She rapped on Jack’s door with a little tk and walked into his office as soon as he called out, “Come!”




Jack grinned at her and waved her toward the nice chair in front of his desk. “Hey Tera, we’re going to have a call with Finn and Team Two and Team Four. Team Four managed to wrap up their op and arrange transport, so we got them down to Khajuraho just ahead of Team Two, and so they’re all helping out with rescue efforts and militia hijinks and busted nuclear missile trucks.”




“Sorry.”




He shook his head slightly. “Don’t be sorry. Trucks that just need new hydraulic fluid and maybe a new electrical system? Way easier to fix than if I’d been sabotaging them with C-4. They still had to round up another dozen terrorists, and all the usual less-than-fun that goes with warzones. And Lupo’s been making friends with Solstice. Seems someone has a huge girl-crush on a certain superheroine who’s ‘so awesome and tera and amazing’.”




Then he sat there in his chair and smirked while she blushed like crazy. Alex finally managed, “I thought she might like me when I saw she was wearing a Terawatt t-shirt under her tk uniform.”




He just smiled some more. “You made a good call. I would’ve been utterly suspicious when she gave us her last name. Okay, I was utterly suspicious.”




Alex admitted, “I was pretty untrusting too. But the t-shirt kind of sold me on the whole ‘not with Khan’ thing.”




Jack nodded, “Yeah, he probably had standing orders that anybody caught wearing Tera-merch was to be drawn and quartered. And then fed to the sarlacc.”




Willow slipped into the room. “Sarlacc? You aren’t telling her about my Slave Leia outfit, are you?”




Alex squeaked, “He would never! I had no idea!”




“Oops?”




Jack slowly shook his head. “Leia, Leia, Leia, what are we gonna do with you? Next thing, you’re gonna tell me you were kissing your brother in movie one.”




“Hey buster, it’s not my fault George Lucas didn’t plot ‘A New Hope’ out any farther than putting in sequel hooks!”




Jack just glanced over at Alex. “It’s a good thing we’re planning on an entire sewing-and-cosplay room downstairs. You should see the new sewing machine she bought. It looks like Singer went off and had a baby with whoever makes Stormtrooper armor.”




Willow stuck her tongue out at him. “It’s a serger. It’s a really nice Bernina serger that does embroidery and stitch designs and it’s programmable too, so it’s super-useful.”




Jack teased her, “It’s a good thing Will has her own money, because that thing cost more than Charlie’s car. I think it cost more than my car.”




Willow insisted, “It cost less than half of what your car cost. And I got it at a ten percent discount from the manufacturer, so it only cost me $12,599. Plus VAT and shipping.”




Janet walked in with her medical bag and a totebag. “General, is there a reason why your guards are overly suspicious about a couple two-liter bottles of soda? Or is this another Colonel Wooldridge issue?”




Jack rolled his eyes. “Wooldridge is pushing base security again. I think he thinks the TSA has the right idea when it comes to keeping everybody down to three-ounce bottles. Walter tells me he’s got the MPs driving the non-coms over at the mess up the wall about their bulk food purchases. Given what we’re up against, I hardly think our biggest concern is getting attacked by suspect soda bottles.”




Then Willow put a plastic punchbowl on the desk over against the wall. The desk looked like it was just a white formica top sitting on a row of eight two-drawer file cabinets. She and Janet started pouring the diet coke into the punchbowl. She explained, “So Janet takes a blood sample now. You go silvery and pull the punchbowl and the diet coke into your morph. Then you hold it for an hour, and we’ll have the conference call in the middle so you don’t get too bored. Then you pour the coke back out and Janet takes another blood sample so we can see if any chemicals in the diet coke got into your bloodstream. If small molecules don’t go into your bloodstream, then we figure anything bigger, like macromolecules and viruses, won’t either.”




Jack said, “And then I’ve got four liters of ruined diet coke to pour down the sink.” He saw where Alex was looking, and he said, “Oh yeah, the files. There’s no such thing as the paperless office in the military. And this is just the crap I have to keep on hand. Walter has enough paperwork to fill that warehouse at the end of ‘Raiders of the Lost Ark’.”




Willow said sadly, “Making a truly paperless office takes a lot of work up front, and a lot of effort to change the way people do stuff. We were only able to do it at Red Tree after I designed a whole bunch of stuff for Mindi and Jerry so they weren’t writing paper notes and taking paper orders and collecting paper receipts. And then I had to take away all of Mindi’s post-it notes and notepapers and her typewriter and her printer and the funny notepad from her husband. She was pretty cranky about it for weeks. Jerry only stopped complaining when the customers he met with in person were totally impressed that we had a fully-computerized system and then they started asking if we could design one like that for them. That was when I had to start hiring other programmers, because I totally wasn’t interested in extending the on-line form entry system to a general business system. When we turned it into a web-based system and people found out, everybody and their brother wanted to either buy it or sue us so they could get it cheap. We sold it right away and let the big boys fight over it. Someone oughta check whether computer company lawyers are some sort of Wacky Maggie apocalyptical evil.”




By then, Alex had already let Janet take a hypodermic of blood from her arm. And it only took a couple seconds to go silvery and pull the punchbowl into her morph. It didn’t even feel as weird as she was expecting. Then she just stayed silvery while Janet went and took her blood sample over to the base hospital for testing.




The conference call started about fifteen minutes later. Before the call, she just stayed silvery and talked with Willow and Jack about how to test whether GC-161 would do mega-bad stuff to Orphans like Riley and Jo. Jack wanted to know what the heck Danielle Atron was doing for The Collective if GC-161 was a toxin to Orphans. So Willow went off to run her own conference call while Jack and Terawatt talked to the folks in India.




Then the conference call was great. It was such a relief to hear from Riley that he was fine. He was all healed up already from the bruises he’d picked up, and he wasn’t mad at her for leaving him to maybe crash and get really hurt or worse. In fact, he sounded really pleased that she had done what he told her to, and really proud that she took out an ICBM without turning it into a nuclear contamination crisis.




And everyone else was doing SRI and HWAAA taskings. There were terrorists to round up and terrorist corpses to try and ID. There were Orphan corpses to try and ID, and Orphan bases to search through. There were people to rescue, and Red Cross workers to help, and vehicle-mounted missiles to get fixed and get back to the Indian Army.




Lieutenant Lupo said, “There’s also a huge backlash here over Khan Singh’s family’s political pull and India’s nuclear weapons program. Singh’s escape rocket was hidden inside a part of one of the local historic monuments, and it destroyed the temple when it blasted off. An awful lot of people are angry about that. And the army didn’t manage to stop all of the last dozen vehicle-launched missiles. Four of them were launched. Three got shot down or knocked out with self-destruct codes, but one detonated while it was still inside the national border, and the death toll from that one is going to be in the hundreds of thousands, and the number of seriously injured is going to be a lot higher.”




“Eww.” Alex didn’t bother to keep quiet. That was bad.




Jack said, “As long as it didn’t detonate over Pakistan, because the Pakistanis would definitely have retaliated, and they have maybe a hundred nukes of their own.”




Riley added, “And the U.N. people here are definitely pushing the General Assembly to censure Pakistan, because everyone’s certain the terrorists launched from one or two supposedly-secret terrorist bases there. And they used a stolen Indian Air Force cargo jet plus three Pakistani Air Force jets which were not officially listed as stolen. Yet. Lieutenant Marshall is trying to help the U.N. and state security groups ID the terrorists from DNA samples, because a lot of them are never going to be identifiable from pictures.”




Alex thought about some of the things she had fought over there, and she totally agreed on that one.




201. Off Days



So after the conference call, Willow came in and gave them the update on her conference call. She had called Bill Lee and Lieutenant Marshall, and then the three of them called Alex’s dad and big sister, and they had talked it over. They figured Danielle was more than smart enough to adapt GC-161 to give Orphans powers even if the default formula really was bad for Orphans. And they all figured that could be tested just by trying out GC-161 on blood samples from the Team Two Orphans when they got back from India. And Annie had some ideas on safe ways you could make GC-161-like compounds, and Alex’s dad had some ideas on ways they might be able to protect the SRI Orphans from GC-161 exposure.




And then at the end of the hour, Janet came back. Alex went normal and poured the punchbowl of diet coke down the toilet in Jack’s tiny private bathroom. The fizz was mostly gone after being poured into a punchbowl and left for an hour. Janet took another blood sample and rushed off to go do hospital stuff.




Willow smiled at Jack. “Well, I know you have stuff to do, and I told Walter you were dying for some extra paperwork to fill up your day since I was going to be busy elsewhere…”




Jack stuck out his tongue in a pretty good imitation of Willow. Then he said to Alex, “You have fun today, and I’ll see you at dinner. And if you show any symptoms at all of radiation exposure, I want Terawatt at the hospital bugging Janet ASAP. Understand?”




Alex grinned at him and snapped off a salute. “Roger that!”




Jack grinned and made ‘shoo’ gestures with his hands. “Scram! Beat it! Hey you kids, get offa my lawn!”




Willow told Alex where her car was parked, and so Alex went silvery again and flew back out through the HVAC system on the roof and hid under Willow’s car until Willow came out. Then Alex puddled in as Willow got in the car, and Alex hid on the floor until Willow pulled into a garage.




“Okay, you can come out now,” Willow said.




Alex went normal, even if she was in her Terawatt uniform. “Okay, but I am sort of noticeable now.”




Willow smiled, “Jack brought home the Annie Farrell bag, so you can go out with me in disguise and no one will see Terawatt or Alex Mack. No one’s gonna see Willow Rosenberg either, because I’m wearing a disguise too.”




Alex teased, “It’s not gonna be that Psylocke costume, is it?”




Willow giggled. “Nope. First I’m gonna take you up to see where our new house is gonna be, and then we’ll come back here and I’ll put on my wig and fake glasses, and we’ll go off to a mall an hour away where we can just mall-walk.”




Alex reminded her, “Well okay, but if I’m in the Annie Farrell disguise I can’t shop for clothing or anything like that.”




Willow shrugged, “Okay, but I’m not really big on the clothing shopping thing anyway. I’m more computer games and books and DVDs and looking for stuff for cosplay. Most of the clothes shopping I do is on-line, unless I’m getting something that’s got to be tailored properly like a business suit. Or lingerie. And swimsuits.”




Alex asked, “How many DVDs do you and Jack have total? And aren’t you worried about Charlie seeing some of the naughty stuff you’ve got?”




Willow blushed a bit. “Yeah, there might be one cabinet of DVDs I have to have a lock on. Anyway, I’m pretty sure Charlie goes over to Grover’s house to see stuff of the porn-ish type, or at least R-rated stuff he isn’t watching with Hanna. Hanna’s not interested in slasher flicks and monster movies, because they don’t scare her and she can’t stop complaining about how stupid the ‘heroes’ act in ’em. Right now she’s watching a lot of Hitchcock so Charlie and Jack can show her ‘High Anxiety’ in another week or two.”




Alex just shook her head a little. “I am totally glad I’m not the one who had to give Hanna that whole The Talk or The Other Talk because Hanna’s whole experience with sex was pretty much watching reindeer do stuff and have babies.” She knew from talking with Hanna that Hanna’s ‘dad’ had told her the basics about menstruation and how to deal with it in a frozen wilderness, but he hadn’t really given her the ‘birds and bees’ talk. Mr. Heller had probably figured he and Hanna weren’t going to live long enough for her to need that talk, and he’d very nearly been right. The big jerkhead.




So Alex slipped into the casual Annie Farrell outfit she hadn’t gotten to wear in London: the padded leotard, a loose top and pants, casual shoes, the wig, and the glasses. Then Willow drove her over to where Mrs. Murdock’s house used to be. Willow had a bunch of pictures on her phone of the old house. The pictures weren’t too promising. The front yard was all overgrown. The back yard was this really steep drop that looked like it was about a seventy-five degree slope. The house had an old-timey kitchen that didn’t even have room for a real fridge, which was in the dining room. There was one really old bathroom and two not real appealing bedrooms and a living room. And if you were sleeping in a bedroom and you had to go to the bathroom and there were other people in the house, forget about having any privacy. And the house had a deck which was old and hanging out over that huge dropoff. No wonder Willow didn’t like it.




That wasn’t what Alex saw when Willow drove up to the site. The front yard had been leveled and looked like it would someday be a nice play area. The house was gone. The big space under the house was now a lot bigger, and it was a huge poured-concrete basement area at least the size of Jack’s entire house, with big openings for maybe bay windows on the dropoff side. And the construction crew was already putting in the first floor and building the framing for the walls.




Willow showed her the blueprints she had worked up with a cooperative architect. The house looked like it would have room for maybe two visiting couples in the den and the library on the first floor, and then upstairs there was room for a master bedroom and bath plus three other bedrooms and a playroom and two bathrooms for kids.




“Willow, how many kids are you planning on having?”




Willow blushed. “I’d never figured I was the mom type, but since Jack I really want a boy and a girl, and we might have to have more than two kids to get one of each gender. So… at least two.”




Alex couldn’t help smiling. Domestic Willow was really cute. “Just don’t turn into the Octomom.”




“Ick. Like that’s gonna happen. I’ve got a doctorate to earn before we’re even gonna hatch baby number one.”




When they went back to Jack’s house, Willow put on a sloppy oversized sweater that concealed all her curves, a pair of ugly cat-eye glasses, and a long brown wig.




Alex pointed at herself and asked, “Isn’t this a lot of work just to go to the mall?”




Willow nodded, “I just need to get out of the house, and I’m pretty tired of Willow-pics showing up on Instagram and Tumblr every time I go shopping or to the gym or anything. You know there’s something wrong with the world when you’re trying to be a software company CEO and computer security consultant, and you’ve got ‘Hustler’ trying to get you to pose nude for them.”




Alex reminded her, “Yeah, I already got that part.” She was just lucky that no one knew where Terawatt lived.




Willow said, “Right. Like I could forget. Poison Ivy had another pre-trial hearing, and three different skin mags offered to defend her for free if she posed naked for them. Boy, she was not happy about that. Still, they don’t know she is naked. Everyone thinks those leaves are like a fancy bathing suit.”




They walked out to Willow’s car. Alex admitted, “Well, I’m not sure she’s really ‘of sound mind.’ She spliced herself with plant DNA, which is pretty much a sign of non-mind-soundness right there, and now she wants to protect plants a lot more. How much of that’s because of stuff that happened to her brain when she mutated herself?”




So they drove off to a shopping center in a town about an hour’s drive away. They talked about Poison Ivy, which led to the Batman, which led to what a crab Bruce was, which led to whether he was being nice to Julie, which led to boyfriends, so they just had a normal girltalk deal about Ray and Jack and Charlie and how Louis turned out to be a way better boyfriend for Marsha than Alex expected, which probably wasn’t fair to Louis. And then they talked about Shar, and their families, and growing up, and all that stuff.




Alex finally asked, “So I saw a picture of Cordelia Chase. Is she an Orphan too? She’s really pretty.”




Willow scowled, “No, she just has Chase genes and her mom’s genes, because, hello, trophy wife! Her mom made a whole deal about ‘natural childbirth’ and all that, but she had Cordelia while she and Mister Chase were in Monaco, so she probably lied about the ‘natural’ part and did the ‘all drugs all the time’ thing. But she popped an heiress so she was done and she spent the rest of her time keeping in shape and being the queen of the city and lording it over all the other moms. Plenty of moms complained about Mrs. Chase when I was really little and they didn’t know I could understand what they were really saying. Cordy’s a late summer baby anyway, and nobody ever accused her of being a brain or even a great athlete, just a ‘shake your pompoms’ cheerleader. I know her birthday, because she always told people that if they went to my birthday party, they were off the invite list for her party, and she had like over a month to check up on people to see if she needed to disinvite them. The only people who ever came to my b-day parties were like Xander and Jesse and the other outcasts. Jonathan and Marcy and like that, people who were never gonna get invites to her party anyway.”




Boy, one of these days, the SRI was going to have an op in Brazil, and Alex was going to make sure to go give Cordelia Chase a stern talking-to. What a jerkhead.




So then they talked about childhood friends, like Xander and Ray and Nicole and Jesse and Robyn and Fritz. And fun stuff they did as kids with their parents. And whether having an older sister was great or cruddy. Alex told Willow a ton of stories about Annie, since none of them were really bad. About the worst thing she had to tell about Annie was the time in high school when that jerkhead intern at the lab was getting Annie to do all their project for him and Annie was so busy mooning over him that she took over their whole room with research junk and Alex ended up moving out into the backyard shed… which might have been okay if they hadn’t gotten their once-a-year downpour that very week and it turned out the shed roof was no longer waterproof.




Willow had a bunch of stories about her and Xander and Jesse when they were really little, so Alex told her some Ray stories and some Robyn stories and some Nicole stories. They just chatted about old stories and how their non-classified lives were going, and they ended up sitting at the mall drinking soda and chatting for hours. They never did get to the bookstore or the videogame store. The most they managed was going to this really cute greeting card store so Willow had birthday cards and Christmas cards and Hanukah cards and Halloween cards and other holiday cards and stuff like that, because she needed cards for Jack’s family and friends, and the SRI soldiers she had met, and the SRI scientists she had done stuff with, and the SRI superheroes, and on and on. She just needed about ten times more cards than she’d needed one year ago because she had so many more great people in her life, and she insisted on buying Alex lunch to thank her for all of it.




Okay, Alex had a calzone from the little Italian place in the food court, then two burgers from the burger place, then a large special from the Chinese place, and finally a banana split from the ice cream place. She was hungry after spending all that time being silvery that morning, so it wasn’t her fault.




On the way home while they were alone in the car, they talked more about some of the classified stuff in their lives, and that was fun too, except for the ooky parts Alex just skipped over. Willow was really enjoying doing her DHS work from an office in Jack’s building, and Walter and the other people there were really nice, even if the base MPs had to do whatever the crankypants base commander wanted. And Willow was helping Cindy take some on-line college courses that Cindy was totally stressing about, and really Cindy just needed to learn how to study effectively and how to write a paper quickly, so she didn’t use up so much of her time.




Then, when they got back to Jack’s house, they took off the goofy disguise stuff and spent the rest of the afternoon fixing a big dinner with a couple desserts, and just having a great time chatting in the kitchen. Cindy came over too, and the three of them just chatted about guys and movies and recipes and phone apps and other cool stuff. Okay, they did get into a fun argument about which Hollywood stars could secretly be Orphans, although Alex knew they couldn’t tell Cindy that Buffy Summers really was one. There were a lot of very hunky movie and tv stars in the right age group.




Hanna and Charlie came by after school, and Jack came over from work, and then Janet, and finally Grover arrived. Jack and Charlie had to get the card tables and folding chairs out so there would be enough room for everyone.




And after dinner, Janet said, “I have an announcement. There was no detectable trace of any of the chemicals we were looking for in Alex’s blood, not even elevated CO2 levels, so I think we can assume Terawatt can carry someone or something dangerous in her silvery morph and not get contaminated.”




Willow smiled naughtily and told everyone, “And I have an announcement. In a couple weeks, the Pulitzer Prize committee is going to announce the winners for this year… and A.L. Mack is gonna have to go to Columbia University in May for the big luncheon to accept her Pulitzer for Breaking News Photography!”




Everybody clapped and congratulated her, even though Alex frowned at Willow, because she had totally not wanted Willow to go bust into the Pulitzer website and peek at the list of winners.




And Willow had a fancy sheetcake that said ‘Congratulations Alex!’ on it. Jack had picked it up from some bakery and hidden it in the trunk of his car. Alex ate three pieces of it, because it was really awesome, with chocolate cake and a sort of orange marmalade filling between the two layers of cake, and a chocolate-orange buttercream frosting over it, and little half-slices of candied orange standing up to decorate the top so it was really pretty too.




Then it was time to leave, so she hugged everyone and thanked them all and then changed into a clean Terawatt uniform. She went with Jack, who drove his official car down to the airstrip. Then she puddled into a totally oversized picnic basket that Jack carried onto the Cessna while she used her tk to float above the wrapped up stuff someone had loaded in the basket.




Once Jack set her down, he told her, “You can pop out now. And you can eat everything we packed in the basket, if you want. And I am not letting you starve to death on ops anymore. That scared the heck out of me. Be sure to tell the Tera-mom that she needs to call me up and yell at me some.”




Alex flew out of the basket and went normal. “She is not the Tera-mom, okay?”




But Jack just gave her a smirk. And a hug. “Maybe you won’t need to do anything big except school jazz until the Pulitzer luncheon. Just remember to eat before you go into the luncheon, okay? They probably won’t have enough food for the room otherwise.”







It turned out that Jack and Willow had packed some stuff in the picnic basket for Alex to eat on the flight home. There was a big serving of blue jello. She had a pretty good idea whose idea that was. There were two more pieces of that yummy chocolate-orange cake. And there were a couple chicken salad sandwiches. And there were plastic forks and spoons in there too, along with a couple paper napkins that said in big party-style letters ‘because you’re tera!’ Alex smiled when she saw that. And she ate everything before she got home.




Okay, so she ate the cake first. It wasn’t like she needed to go on a diet or anything.




When she bailed out halfway between Edwards Air Force Base and her house, she was going a lot faster than her normal top speed, so she got home before 7:30 at night.




When she flew through the water runoff system and into the garage, everyone was waiting for her in the kitchen. She hastily checked, “Is everything okay?”




Her dad smiled, “Shar got really excited about five minutes ago when she realized you were on your way here.”




Shar was having a bowl of ice cream for dessert, so she just nodded and said, “Mmm-hmm!” around a big mouthful of chocolate ice cream with a ton of maraschino cherry halves on it.




Her mom admitted, “We were pretty worried when the news reports started coming in, and Ray showed us the YouTube videos of you fighting supervillains.”




Alex scowled a little. “Boy, you’d think when there’s a supervillain who just killed a whole ton of soldiers and melted their tanks and stuff, people wouldn’t stick around filming it when the supervillain fights Terawatt. Those doofuses could’ve been burned alive if Terrorist Fire Lady had won that fight.”




Shar swallowed a big mouthful of ice cream and insisted, “Terawatt always wins! Everybody knows that!”




Her dad carefully pointed out, “Well, it is true that everyone I know thinks you’re pretty much an unstoppable force of nature. People think you stomped that giant spider—”




“I didn’t.”




“—and Gojira—”




“That was mostly Shar.”




“Nuh-uh!” Shar argued.




“—and you saved three continents from silicates in one day—”




“I only did some of it.”




“—and you saved Santa Monica and you saved Iowa three times—”




“That was the SRI.”




“—and the list just keeps getting bigger.”




Alex’s mom pushed, “Why don’t you ask Willow what she thinks? Or Hanna, or Grover, or even Jo Baker? It probably never occurred to any of those people over there that you might lose.”




Shar chipped in, “I watched you on YouTube stuff, and you totally owned that b—” She looked to both sides at Alex’s mom and dad. “That creep.”




Alex’s mom just said, “Thank you, Shar.”




Shar checked, “Does that mean I can have another scoop of ice cream?”




Alex’s mom glanced over at Alex and smiled, “Well, if Alex needs some ice cream, maybe you could have a little more.”




Alex shrugged, “I could eat…”




So her mom fussed about her ‘sunburn’ and made sure she used some of her dad’s burn cream before Alex ate a big bowl of ice cream and Shar found out that she was too full to finish her little scoop of plain chocolate, so Alex finished Shar’s ice cream off for her. Alex’s dad patted his stomach and grinned, “Usually that’s the dad job.”




And a couple hours later, after she’d been working on homework Ray had brought by, she finally went to bed. A tiny voice asked, “Alex? Can I sleep with you tonight? I was really, really scared when you were on the big missile because you can’t pull your pieces together like the iron giant if you get all blown up.”




Alex let Shar slip into her bed and snuggle up against her side. “I was pretty scared there too.”







So on Wednesday morning, she was back on schedule, even if she was ‘sunburned.’ She just didn’t bother with foundation, and she used some more of her dad’s burn cream. It really made a huge difference in how her burn felt, and it made her skin look a lot better.




She drove Shar to school and did two circuits around the block looking for anyone or anything suspicious. She’d been doing it pretty regularly ever since the start of school, but she was sure her mom didn’t think of doing stuff like that when driving Shar to school in the mornings. And she was also sure her mom didn’t know how to look for stuff like that either. Okay, Alex wasn’t exactly Miss Super-spy on this kind of stuff, but she’d learned a lot from Jack. And Jo Lupo. And even Hermione and Willow.




She was just glad that there was still no sign of anyone snooping around Shar. Or just prowling around the outside of the school.




And then it was off to her school. Naturally, she didn’t get twenty feet past the front door before someone spotted the sunburn.




Trish was standing there with half a dozen of her BFFs, most of them from the theater group, and she said, “Geez Alex, I wish I could skip a couple days of school and go lay out on a beach.”




Alex went with her cover story. “Yeah, me too. It was another meeting at Corcoran College, only this mentor is big on nature photography. So we went down to this nature preserve in South Carolina, only it’s mostly swamp, and he didn’t tell me ahead of time, so I didn’t have the right clothes, or a decent sunhat, or even a bottle of sunscreen. And I totally ruined one of my fave pairs of sneaks and I got tons of sunburn because he doesn’t believe in sunscreen so he didn’t bring any either, but he looks like he’s been out living out in the wilderness for thirty years. At least he brought enough bug repellent, or I’d look like one giant bug bite now.”




“Eww,” Trish complained. “That sounds like total fun. Not. Aren’t you supposed to get to go to exotic places and take pictures and do awesome stuff on these things?”




Alex shrugged, “Not really. They just want to see if I’d work out as someone they want to mentor, or if I’d just be a huge pain in their neck. About as exotic as it’s gotten is the time I got to walk past some of the Washington D.C. embassies and try what they call ‘architectural photography.’ The time I got to go to western Virginia to photograph horses on some horse farms, it rained like crazy, so I was soaking wet and really cold the whole time.”




Trish’s sidekick Peonie frowned, “You should tell people about this stuff. Everyone in the whole school thinks you’re getting to jet off to like New York City to eat caviar and photograph hunky underwear models or something.”




Alex smiled, “That’s a whole other kind of photography. These are all news photographers or photographers who do stuff like ‘National Geographic’ publishes. I was sort of hoping one of the big-name sports photographers would think about mentoring me, but no luck.”




Trish complained, “Why not? Is it because you’re a girl? Because you’re great on photography! Jill says the photos you got of her playing tennis were awesome.”




Alex just answered, “Well, that’s because I have really good camera gear. It’s always easier to get good shots if you have really good equipment.”




Nature — whose real name was Wendy but she was way too over-dramatic all the time to go by her old boring name when she could pick out a stage name for herself — fussed, “Because all you need is good equipment to run into a superbattle and take amazing photos without peeing yourself and trembling like the leaves of an aspen tree!”




Nature talked like that all the time, so Alex wasn’t exactly impressed by the sincerity there. But that was why Nature pretty much only got the acting parts where she could totally over-act. Elissa called it ‘chewing the scenery.’ Louis called it ‘William Shatner-level ham’.




And then Kelly was in the hall with her posse, and they were handing out lollipops that said ‘VOTE FOR KELLY’ on them. But Alex saw them totally ignore a group of the Science Club guys.




Kelly spotted Alex and asked, “How’d you get time to go sunning yourself? You’re supposed to be doing college stuff! That’s so not fair!”




“Yeah!” her posse agreed. “Totally!”




Alex sighed and went through her cover story again.




Kelly just groaned, “Whatever. As long as you don’t get some weird mosquito disease and give it to me so I can’t be prom queen.”




Now it all made sense to Alex. Kelly was only handing out those ‘vote for me’ suckers to people she thought would go to the prom, because only people at the prom could vote. She complained, “You don’t run for prom queen! You just go, and people decide to vote for you or not.”




Kelly glared at her, “Says the creep who had an entire political machine cranking out votes for homecoming!”




Alex fumed, “I didn’t know! And when I found out, I told Louis to stop it! And anyway, all he did was send out a bunch of texts. Once. That’s not at all like the mean stuff you were saying about people.”




Kelly ignored that. “Anyway, only people who go to the prom get to vote, so all your geeks and emos and skaterboys and other freaks won’t be there to jack up your numbers.”




Alex protested, “They’re not freaks! They’re nice!”




And then, just because things weren’t bad enough, Louis and Marsha popped up. Louis had obviously heard what Kelly was saying, because Kelly was a little loud, and they were right in the hallway. He said, “Besides Kelly, you were just barely scraping your way into the Homecoming Court, so Alex beat the snot out of you not even counting the don’t-go-to-prom types.”




Alex glared at him, “Louis! Stop it!”




“Are you even gonna go to prom?” Amanda asked.




Alex shrugged. “I want to, but I’ve still got my commitments for Corcoran College, and they don’t care about stuff like my senior prom. I’m pretty sure Ray’s college won’t do anything like that.”




Kelly stared in surprise. “Ray’s already got a college lined up? I thought he was trying to get a big basketball scholarship.”




Alex couldn’t keep the proud smile off her face. “Georgetown. Ray’s gonna be a Hoya. Full four-year scholarship, too.”




Natalie said, “Well, he oughta get a great b-ball school to grab him, because he was totally amazing in that championship game. He was like UCLA-good.”




D interrupted, “Kelly, we gotta get to homeroom!”




Kelly grabbed her backpack. “Okay. We’ll hand out more at lunch.”




Louis asked, “Can I have a couple?”




Alex just stared at him in surprise. Marsha too. Okay, Kelly’s posse stared at him in surprise too, because he had just dissed Kelly hard, and now he was asking for candy from her. Kelly just ignored him and flounced off down the hall.




Louis looked at Alex and Marsha. “What? So I’ve got a sweet tooth!”




Alex just warned him, “Louis, if you do an ad campaign for me on this, your dessert is gonna end up on the floor every day for the rest of the school year!”




He stared at her in horror. “Not my dessert!”




But people were talking about Kelly’s big push for prom queen pretty much all day. Even at the last period yearbook meeting with Mina and the yearbook staff. It took Alex like five minutes to get people to focus on the yearbook instead of how weird it was that Kelly was trying to get prom votes with lollipops. And since the yearbook staff had lots of people from the ‘unpopular’ groups, there were plenty of people in the room who were in the ‘no lollipop zone’ and weren’t happy about it.




She finally got people to pay attention, and they went over the stuff they still needed to do for the big end-of-year push. There had been three groups that got behind schedule at one time or another during the year, but she and Mina had gotten them all back on track, so they were all ready for everything except the very last-minute stuff. And most of that was going to go on the DVDs instead of fighting to try and get it into the paper part of the yearbook. So mainly Alex wanted to make sure they had a big work party with people signed up for different shifts during the day they were burning all the DVDs on the computer lab machines.




Moe pretended to complain, “It’s not the same. I haven’t gotten screamed at once this whole year in yearbook meetings. You’re setting a bad example!” Everyone thought that was funny, so Alex pretended it didn’t bother her. Because yearbook meetings should not be all screaming and stuff.




So they wrapped up the meeting fifteen minutes before the end of the period, and they had time to munch on Mina’s homemade shortbread cookies and complain about Kelly some more, even though Alex ate cookies instead of complaining. And like always, she ate more cookies than anyone else, so Mina gave her a baggie with a dozen more cookies in it, and that made Alex feel sort of embarrassed.




Then, after the meeting, Mina and Mr. Carson asked her, “Are we going to need a special page for a Pulitzer Prize winner or maybe nominee?”




Alex sort-of-fibbed, “You know they aren’t going to make the announcements on that for another couple weeks.”




But Mina said, “I’m going to go ahead and put together a double page on Alex winning a Pulitzer, and we can just adapt it if she just turns out to be a finalist, and we can yank it otherwise.”




Alex could feel her face burning. She told Mina, “I don’t think you should do a whole double-page spread.”




But Mr. Carson insisted, “We did four whole pages on the basketball team. I definitely think we should do at least a two-page spread for something a lot more important. No one gets a Pulitzer while they’re still in high school. Most of the winners have been doing serious journalism for decades. But a yearbook staff with a real Pulitzer Prize winner on it? We’ll be pointing at this year for a really long time.”




And no matter what Alex said, she just could not talk them out of it. It wasn’t like she could tell them she felt like a fraud because she had been misusing her superpowers to get that footage.




When she picked up Shar at the Boys and Girls Club, Shar asked, “How come you feel embarrassed? Is it ’cause Dennis told me I was pretty?”




Alex groaned to herself. “No, it’s because Mina and Mr. Carson want to put a big thing in the school yearbook about my Pulitzer Prize. And I’m sure Dennis is a very nice boy.”




Shar admitted, “I like him, and he’s cute, but guys sure think some weird stuff.”




Alex told herself it was just a really good thing that most girls didn’t have powers like Shar, or most guys would probably be getting set on fire pretty much daily. Guys like Jackson? Maybe hourly.




And then her tPhone buzzed in her pocket, but she was driving so she had to wait until she could pull over safely to check her phone. Fortunately, it was just a text that there was a conference call the next day during her lunch period.







But Thursday morning, Alex hardly got to school before the problems started. The first problem was that there were posters up. Every poster looked kind of like one of those motivational posters, except it was the size of a sheet of paper, and the border wasn’t black but a dark red, and the letters under the picture were a bright yellow, so they were nearly the school colors.




The second problem appeared before Alex even had time to read one of the posters. Kelly and her posse stormed up to her and yelled, “Did you do this?”




“Do what?” Alex asked.




But she had a good guess, because Kelly was waving around two of the posters. Alex grabbed them and read them.




One had a big picture of Maggie Walsh and underneath it, it said ‘Vote for Kelly or I’ll turn you into a zombie!’ And the other one was a picture of Danielle Atron and under the picture it said ‘Vote for Kelly or I’ll sick supervillains on you!’




Alex looked around. Louis was sitting in the cafeteria area chatting with Marsha. She looked at him and yelled, “Louis!”




He looked up, and when he saw it was her, he ran right over with Marsha trailing behind. “What’s wrong?” But Kelly glared at him and shoved one of the posters in his face. He winced, “It wasn’t me! Honest!”




Everyone just gave him stony looks, except Marsha, who said, “It couldn’t have been Louis, because I was at his house until after eleven and then he still had hours of homework to do.”




Louis added, “Yeah, and if I did ’em I would’ve made them look a lot more professional. These look like someone cranked them off using a cheap desktop printer.”




Kelly stopped and thought it over. “Okay, that part I believe.”




Alex insisted, “I even threatened him if he did any campaigning for me for prom queen.”




Kelly rolled her eyes. “What would Miss Nice do to threaten him? Ask Ray to give him a wedgie?”




Louis complained, “She threatened to dump my desserts on the floor every lunch for the rest of the school year!”




Kelly groused, “Honestly, Alex. You are like the least threatening person on the planet. ‘Ooh, don’t do that, or I’ll cry in front of your mom!’ Get real.”




She stormed off with her posse in tow. Louis waited a few extra seconds. Then he smirked at Alex. He whispered, “Least threatening person on the planet? She has no frigging idea.”




But there were more posters, and they were all over the school. There was one with a picture of Robert Kinsey that said ‘A vote for Kelly is like a vote for Senator Kinsey!’ There was one that was a photo of one of Kelly’s lollipops that said ‘If you vote for Kelly you really are a sucker.’ And there was one that was a picture of the Masked Marauder guy off the Pam Anderson episode of Saturday Night Live, and it said ‘If you don’t vote for Kelly you are a gay virgin nerd.’ The principal was really ticked off about that one.




Alex looked really closely at all of the posters, because there were like nine different ones. The quality ranged from ‘really nice Kinko’s printer on super-expensive glossy paper’ down to ‘old inkjet on really cheap paper.’ She was guessing a lot of different people were all doing this as a group, because the frame was exactly the same size every time and the color of the text and background was really close and not white on black. So she had three guesses who was behind this. None of them were Louis. At least, not this time.





202. Interlude XXXI



Maggie Walsh managed to suppress a smile as the three Orphans hopped out of the helicopter onto the tarmac of the base’s primary heliport. All of India One’s vaunted plans and dreams were down to one cryo-ship currently lost in space, and these three.




Oh, of course there were still India bloc supporters in Asia. She knew the names of all five of them, as well as their current whereabouts. She wasn’t concerned about them, given that they had no support and no power base. Also, each of them had been identified by Joseph Frady, thanks to his willingness to undercut everyone and everything, including his own power bloc, for more fame and attention. That meant that those five Orphans were currently being investigated by their own countries and might soon be in prison or on the run, and begging desperately for the primary bloc’s help.




And the America bloc was now down to three or four stubborn Orphans who were hard at work on yet another brainless scheme, this time in southern Utah, just east of Las Vegas. She certainly wouldn’t mind if an armpit like Las Vegas was wiped off the face of the planet. She would just wait until they failed again, and then she would see if the survivors wanted to join the winning side. If not, she would send Frady another information packet, starting with far more detail on Julia and Ricky. In the meantime, there were other unaffiliated Orphans in America. That included all the SRI Orphans, along with some loose Orphans that it would not be smart to grab, like Joseph Frady and Bruce Paine, or else the Orphans it would be a waste of time to touch right now, like Buffy Summers.




America bloc? Essentially down. India bloc? Essentially down. She really ought to send Terawatt a thank-you card. She amused herself for a couple seconds imagining the consternation and panic in the SRI if she sent a thank-you card to Terawatt care of Jack O’Neill’s supposedly-secret HWAAA office in West Virginia. The card would probably be subjected to more analyses than NASA’s moon rock samples had gotten.




She was going to have to deal conclusively with Terawatt one of these days. The woman was demonstrably the most dangerous being on the planet, and determined to thwart Maggie’s efforts. That conversation in Ogden’s Marsh had been most informative.




Maggie had been hoping that perhaps Terawatt was a sociopath who could be co-opted, or else a weapon who could be re-directed. But the woman was intelligent and strong-minded. Even worse, she was convinced that she was right. And sharp enough to deduce exactly the type of trap she was in. She had been scared at being trapped inside a fuel-air bomb, but had simply refused to let her fear control her. That kind of bravery and self-control was extremely dangerous. And despite her fear, she had managed not to give away more than one or two useful details while they talked, and had simultaneously thought her way out of a death trap. Maggie had always prized intelligence, and an intelligent opponent really made her feel alive. It was really a shame that she was going to have to kill both Atron and Terawatt before much longer.




She stepped forward with her group. P$ychon4ut and Marcus Karenin and An Shu Liao walked forward to meet her.




She shook hands with Karenin first. “Marcus. Welcome to our base. I have read most of your papers. You are quite the writer.”




“Thank you. May I call you Maggie?”




“Please do.” She turned her head. “Halsey. Well done. I have a present waiting for you down in your private… room.”




He grinned evilly. “Is there any chance that your people could make her look like Willow Rosenberg before I… meet her?”




She replied, “I already foresaw that you’d make that little request. She looks as much like Rosenberg as we could manage, and she’s already locked in your favorite cage.”




He rushed off. Psychopaths could be remarkably easy to control, if you understood their psychopathy. Maggie was just glad that the soundproofing on Halsey’s private dungeon room was extremely good.




She turned to face the last of the threesome. “Liao. Welcome to your new home. Now if you could take care of the last thing I asked of you?”




The woman struck like a snake. Karenin was down on the tarmac before he even realized he had been struck in the neck and kicked in the solar plexus. Liao had Karenin’s wrists bound behind his back and his ankles bound together before he was aware that he was in real danger.




Maggie smiled, “Thank you.” Then she nodded at her people. Two Orphans grabbed Karenin and swiftly tied his elbows so they were nearly touching. Two more picked him up and carried him.




She walked alongside the struggling man. “By the way, once we realized that Singh had been tipped off about our little terrorist surprise, we tracked down Singh’s mole in our group. It was really quite easy. Then Halsey and Liao both had some quite interesting information on your ‘defection.’ Liao even sent a copy of your plans with Singh. Did you really think you would be allowed to pave the way for his return some time in the future? Ah well, we all have our little weak spots.”




“Put me down! I demand it!”




She smiled ruthlessly. “Oh, I intend to. I’m going to lower you very carefully. In fact, I’m going to let you find out what happened to your mole.”




Karenin abruptly paled and went silent.




She led the group downstairs, and through the building, across the courtyard, and out through the garden area to the high wall that separated their compound from what some of the compound referred to as ‘Walsh’s playpen’ when they didn’t think she was within earshot. She nodded at the man operating the winch. A hook swung over. Dangling from the hook was a simple system with two wide plastic straps. Karenin was held upright so that one strap went under his chin and the other strap went under the base of his skull. Then the straps were snapped in place so that there was not enough room for Karenin to get his head free.




Karenin was lifted up by his head until his feet passed over the top of the wall. Maggie walked up the metal stairs so she was atop the wall. “Now I want you to appreciate this. It’s not really for you, of course. It’s really a reminder for everyone on the base that crossing The Collective is a very dangerous, very painful proposition, and is not to be undertaken lightly.”




She put two fingers in her mouth and whistled sharply. The brush within earshot rustled here and there. Then she nodded at the winch operator, and he slowly lowered Karenin down on the far side of the wall.




Karenin couldn’t open his mouth due to the pressure against the underside of his chin. Still, as soon as he saw what was coming out of the bushes and waiting for him, he began to scream.




She instructed the winch operator, “Lower him slowly. I’d like him to still be alive and screaming ten minutes from now, so every person in the base has a chance to get the message.”





203. Off Weeks



Alex did the lunchtime conference call just like the last time, with her and Ray eating out in the parking lot in her car. She wasn’t quite done with her lunch when it was time to call in, but she called in anyway so she wouldn’t be the one Jack teased. “Terawatt here.”




Jack answered, “We have Team One and Action Girl and Acid Burn and Sergeant Harriman here, Finn back in the Congo, Team Four in Khajuraho, and Team Two in Roswell. We’re still waiting on—”




“The Pep Boys are here. Are we late?”




Oh gosh, they’d decided to call themselves that! Maybe they were ‘owning the insult.’ Or maybe they just thought it was really funny and they liked it.




“Dr. Lee and Dr. Ledbetter here in Roswell.”




Jack cheerfully asked, “Is Roswell on some special timezone that’s five minutes later than everyone else?”




Willow cut in, “Stop it, or I’ll tell everyone how to dial in the moment the conference call gets instantiated.”




Jack intoned, “Very well, She-Who-Must-Be-Obeyed.”




Willow just answered, “Damn straight, flyboy.”




Someone laughed really hard and had to move away from their phone.




Jack just went on like nothing was happening. “Major Lorne, you can go first.”




“Yes sir,” said a guy. Alex was sure she’d heard him on the conference call when she’d been in Jack’s office and holding four liters of diet coke. But she hadn’t ever met him. Well, she was pretty sure she’d never met him. He went on, “Working with intelligence officers of the Indian Army, Team Four uncovered three underground bunkers that all had India bloc maps and charts. We were only able to recover paper intel, because the computers were wiped clean.”




“Not really of the surprising,” Willow tossed in.




No kidding. Alex figured that P$ychon4ut probably arranged to wipe everything electronic before he took off.




The guy went on, “It’s pretty clear from the maps we found that the eight Agni-VI MIRVs were targeted at Moscow, New York City, Beijing, and London, as well as the major cities of four other nuclear nations, in an attempt to start a global thermonuclear war. Thanks to Terawatt and Colonel Finn, that didn’t happen. Also, the rocket ship they launched is a long-term transport ship with cryogenic chambers for the passengers. The papers we found indicate it would go into High Earth Orbit and remain there for long enough for the planet to recover from a nuclear holocaust, at which point they would presumably land and take over.”




Jack asked, “And are they in HEO?”




Captainmal answered, “No sir. Everybody and their cousin was tracking everything that launched from India, just in case it had a nuclear payload. NASA reported that the ship is heading off into deep space. Unless they have more fuel than the NASA experts think, they have very little chance of ever finding a way to slingshot their way back. But NASA will continue to monitor them as long as they can. NASA and the ESA detected several seconds of rocket burn about nine hundred miles up, so they think someone on the ship figured out the problem well after liftoff and made a small adjustment. It’s estimated that under their new course, their ship could try a slingshot as they pass Jupiter in 6.4 years, but NASA figures their most reliable route would require that plus another slingshot past Neptune to get back to Earth and still be able to land safely with the amount of fuel they’re probably carrying. And if they mess up any of their orbital mechanics, they’ll end up drifting off into interstellar space. So even if they get everything right, they’ll need either 13.2 years or 29.5 years to return, and we can easily be waiting for them.”




Willow added, “And even if they were in HEO, we could pick ’em off with Terawatt and Major Carter’s maser. So they’re gonna be in for a surprise when they get back here.”




Jack checked, “Do we have any theories about what went wrong?”




Jackryanrules replied, “Well sir, given who was doing their heavyweight programming, I’d have to guess P$ychon4ut or another mole tampered with their shipboard computers.”




Willow added, “That’s my guess. Probably Wacky Maggie getting rid of her competitors by letting them shoot themselves into space.”




Jack said, “Okay, that seems like a reasonable working assumption. Now we need to ask ourselves whether one of the eight primary missile targets is the HQ for the Empire’s primary bloc, or if Khan knew that Maggie’s base has anti-missile systems that are too good to penetrate with an Agni-VI.”




Riley said, “At a minimum sir, we should alert the relevant countries and let them search those cities from top to bottom just in case.”




Jack answered, “Good point, Finn. We’ll have Top Banana do that through the President.”




Willow chipped in, “And I think we need to put together maps of everywhere on Earth that wouldn’t get flattened by a global nuclear war, because I’m pretty sure P$ychon4ut wouldn’t get on a ship he was sending off into deep space, and he wouldn’t want to stay on Earth in a spot he thought was about to get turned into radioactive glass.”




Jack told her, “Ooh, a fun new project for you and the Pep Boys.”




Willow just told him, “Behave. Besides, there are probably a hundred maps like that all over the DHS and the DOD and the DOE and the CIA and the NSC. All we have to do is ask Big Cheese—”




“Princess Celestia.”




“—to get us a couple for reference. And if you don’t stop it, I am so telling him you’re still calling him Princess Celestia. He has grandchildren. He’ll know.”




“Okey-dokey, Sparkle.” Then Jack just went right on, like he wasn’t acting like an eight year old. Again. “All right, good work Team Four. Top Banana has conferred with his equivalents over there, and they say you were as awesome as usual, but you can get back to your regular posting in the morning.”




That was when Alex remembered that it was like 12:30 at night over in India. Jack should totally have made her get up at six in the morning for an earlier call.




Jack checked, “And Doctor Lee, do you have any results for us?”




“Yes general,” Bill Lee stated. “We were able to get blood samples from Carlson and Lupo as soon as they got back. Lupo brought a sample from Finn, and Valentine helpfully had three samples of her blood taken by a CDC phlebotomist and Fedex’ed to us.”




Dr. Ledbetter followed up, “We administered minute doses of GC-161 while watching the process under a scanning electron microscope. It was fairly conclusive and quite dramatic. We tried over a hundred normal human blood samples first. In most of the control samples, the blood shows no visible changes. In about three percent of our control samples, the blood shows the silvery color change while preserving the microscopic characteristics of human blood. In all of the Orphan blood samples, we get the silvery color change, but the red blood cells disintegrate on contact. This would be instantly lethal. We need to make sure that our people are not exposed to GC-161.”




Bill Lee continued, “So we have a fast test to determine whether someone is really an Orphan. The IOC would be interested in this.”




Jack cut in, “As would every government agency and politician in the world. And we know that some Orphans are responsible, hard-working goodguys who don’t deserve all this grief.” He paused for a second. “What? Oh all right. Someone is insisting that I clarify that these are goodguys and also goodgals.”




“Good people,” Willow insisted.




“Goodpeeps.” Jack kept going, “They’re heroes in my book. And I’m using that as a non-gendered noun, so stop it. But I figure Ledbetter and Lee and Marshall can put their heads together with the Macks and come up with some sort of protective chemical, given what George Mack’s already invented. What I’m more concerned about is what the Empire is doing with Danielle Atron. Or rather, what is she doing for them, if they already know that GC-161 is instantly lethal to their Orphans? Surely they’re not keeping her around just to maybe give superpowers to the rest of their people.”




Alex pointed out, “I doubt that Maggie Walsh would be interested in superpowers of her own, unless they would help her in the lab. She’s pretty… focused. But Danielle Atron’s a really good biochemist. She could be working on a variant of GC-161 that would work on Orphans without killing them. It still might have a lot of weird side effects.”




Jack asked, “You mean like maybe turning you into a flaming blob who has no fire-resistance?”




Alex suggested, “Or an electrokinetic who can’t stop shocking everything around him, or even himself. Or a telekinetic with no control, so everything around him floats away from him. Or a cryokinetic who can’t turn it off. Or a telepath who can’t stop hearing everything that everyone within a hundred yards is thinking. Or—”




Jack interrupted her, “Well, I’m glad someone’s thinking about side effects and consequences.”




Alex told him, “I’m just glad Azure Crush managed to get enough self-control that she doesn’t crush everything and everyone she touches. She does have a boyfriend now, you know.”




Jack snarked, “I bet they don’t let her play beach volleyball with the rest of the centerfolds.”




Alex winced a little, because she could imagine how that could go horribly wrong if Az just got slightly carried away.







The rest of Thursday and all of Friday went just like schooldays were supposed to go. Kelly was really grouchy because posters kept popping up all over the school no matter how many she tore down. Alex noticed that a lot of people in the Science Club and the Computer Club were just way too smug about the whole thing.




On Thursday evening, Willow and Jack called to ask if she’d had any more thoughts on Atron and GC-161. But Jack would not stop doing ‘War Games’ jokes about the ‘global thermonuclear war’ thing. Even if he did a pretty good imitation when he said ‘do you want to play a game?’ He didn’t stop until Willow told him, “Knock it off, or I’m gonna smack you right on your WHOPR.” She didn’t know what Jack did then, but it was silent, and it made Willow laugh out loud.




Then, on Friday, most of the cafeteria was fussing about the meat in the tacos, instead of important world news. Donna’s BF was doing really well in track and Heyward was doing really well with the shotput and the javelin, so the cheerios were cheering at all the track meets in addition to the baseball games, and Donna had the junior varsity cheer squad cheering at a bunch of the other meets. People in the off-sports were saying this was the best year ever when it came to getting cheerleaders out cheering for them. And everybody in the whole chem class was ready with a pencil when Mr. Hooper announced he was giving a pop quiz.




And Ray took her out Friday night. He took her to dinner and a movie, even if she had to eat a couple plates of food before he picked her up so she could eat a normal amount at the restaurant. And she had a baggie with a pound of M&Ms hidden in her purse, so the large drink and large popcorn and large bag of Twizzlers she bought at the cinema would appear to hold her through the whole movie. And she really had to turn off her brain to watch the movie, because otherwise she couldn’t watch superhero movies anymore. And then she’d ruin the movie for Ray too.




Okay, it was just hard to watch The Human Torch enjoying the heck out of his powers and not feel really bad for Victor Cready.




But then, on Saturday, when she brought up the subject, her dad told her, “I’ve already been trying to get permission to do the ‘Atron repetition’ process on Mister Cready, but the prison authorities think I’m crazy for wanting to give a supervillain better control over his powers, and they made it pretty clear to us that one of his conditions for parole would be that we don’t help him with his powers.”




Alex frowned, “That’s not fair. I need to call Jack and see what he can do.”




Her dad smiled, “See? Great minds think alike. That’s just what I did. Jack thinks he can swing something once Mister Cready is paroled and working at the plant as a security officer.”




She gave him a big hug and said, “You’re the best dad in the world, and I totally don’t tell you that enough.”




He hugged her back. “And Jack wants my group at the plant having a big web conference with Annie and her fangirl professor—”




“Dad!”




“—and your friends down in Roswell about GC-161 and what Danielle’s up to. Given that Annie and I still haven’t worked out what Danielle developed as a GC-161 accelerant, I don’t know how productive that’s going to be. But it’ll be a two or three hour conference Monday while you’re in school.”




Alex told him, “Well, if you need Terawatt for anything, even just background intel, you text me. Okay?”




“Okay.”




“And be nice to Annie’s professor. I felt bad. She was totally embarrassed about it.”




He smiled, “Don’t you have that happening to you all the time?”




She opened her mouth to say no, but then she thought about it, and she admitted, “Umm, pretty much.” Because now she knew even other superheroines were wearing Terawatt t-shirts, and that was really kind of embarrassing. She really hoped Hanna didn’t have a Terawatt t-shirt that she wore all over the place.




Okay, she just really hoped Hanna didn’t have a Terawatt t-shirt she wore on ops. That would be totally embarrassing for Alex. Hanna probably wouldn’t be embarrassed at all.







The next week, the big news was that a hostage situation in Fresno was resolved when the police negotiator told the robbers that Terawatt was on her way, and the guys just surrendered on the spot. The news people were going on and on about Terawatt flying all over middle California to fight crime, but Alex knew the police had totally bluffed that guy. She was so not happy about it.




And Willow Skyped her in a matter of minutes after the news broadcast. “How did you get the police request and I didn’t see it?”




Alex confessed, “I had no idea about it. The police just lied to those guys, and it worked. But what if it didn’t work?”




Willow scowled, “I need to talk to Jack about sending out some kind of warning telling police departments not to do that. If one of those crooks had been a psychopath, they might have ended up with a building full of dead bodies. And if some policeman tries it on some really desperate guy, like maybe a divorced dad breaking into his ex’s house, the guy might just shoot everyone and kill himself. This could totally be of the bad!”




So Alex had one more awful thing to worry about. Even if her mom and dad said it couldn’t possibly be her fault, she was still feeling guilty about it.







Meanwhile, at school, things were even worse. The next morning, a pretty hand-painted banner appeared in the gym. In big red script letters it said, “VOTE FOR KELLY” but underneath that in smaller black block letters it read, “because you are a braindead tool who values looks over everything that really matters.” Until the principal and a couple gym teachers got it down, everyone was going in to look at it and take pictures and stuff.




After chem class, Alex gave Wade her best Jo Lupo glare. “Did you guys do that banner too? Because that was just mean.”




“Umm… Too? Wha… uhh… what do you mean?” Boy, Wade was a way worse liar than she figured.




She snapped, “It was the Computer Club and the Science Club, and you’re big in both of them.”




“Umm… who told?”




She frowned, “No one told. I figured it out with my own two eyes and a few brain cells. I’m pretty surprised the principal hasn’t pegged you.”




His shoulders sank. “I… umm… told ’em you’d figure it out. You’re… umm… way smarter than people think.” He looked up into her eyes. “But… umm… we didn’t do the banner!”




Tony Amanzetti, who was also in the Science Club and was one of the student office assistants, slipped over and added, “Yeah! And anyway, I got a good look at the banner when the principal hauled it in to the office. Really careful painting on top, real sloppy work with spray paint and letter forms on the bottom. Only people I know with stuff like that are the skaterboys. Greg Vaculik keeps stuff like that in his car trunk so he can screw with people who piss him off. I’m pretty sure he’s not the only one.”




Ooh. Grinder Vaculik could totally have done it before school, as soon as he spotted the banner, which would therefore have to be Kelly’s work. She scowled, “Well you have your people stop it, because this is getting really nasty.”




Tony insisted, “She started it! No one asked her to be a total bitch to all of us, and she totally dissed Helen for no reason!”




She asked in her best mom-tones, “And if Kelly jumped off a bridge would you jump off too?”




Tony smirked, “No, but we might jump up and down and cheer.”




Louis was already over to see what was up. He told Tony, “No, you’re supposed to put a lot of stupid in your voice and say, ‘Uhh, not again’.”




That had Tony and Wade laughing, so it totally ruined the pressure she was putting on them.




On her way out of the building after her last class, she saw Amanda and D blocking the door into one of the girls’ bathrooms. There was only one reason Alex could think of for that. Kelly needed some privacy, and she needed it bad.




Alex cut over and stopped in front of them. “Is Kelly okay?”




“What do you care?” snapped Amanda.




“Do you care?” D asked softly.




“Sure I care! Maybe she’s not my friend, but I’m her friend. Didn’t she ever tell you about summer camp and the bear?”




“Maybe?”




D said, “Well, she sorta told us something, but there’s no way you were the totally scared one and she was the totally brave one. Everyone saw you when Azure Crush attacked the school. You were the person who got everybody organized and out the other side and made sure people were safe, and then you just went right out and took video of the fight!”




Amanda admitted, “We know there was something with you and Kelly, and we know Kelly told you some private stuff because she was scared, but… well… sometimes you have to take what she says with a grain of salt.”




Alex firmly said, “I’m gonna go in and see if I can help. If you get in trouble later, tell her I had a bunch of the basketball players with me and you couldn’t stop me.”




“Okay?”




Alex just walked right between them and pulled the door open. Kelly was standing at the sink and leaning over it and crying, while Natalie poured water from the next sink onto her hair.




Alex asked, “What happened? Can I help?”




Kelly tried not to cry as she complained, “Come by to gloat?”




“Of course not!” Alex snapped. “I just figured you needed some help is all!”




Kelly managed not to burst into tears again, but it was pretty obvious she had been crying and she was desperate not to let everyone know. But between her and Natalie, the whole story — or at least Kelly’s version of it — came out. She had told two of the emo girls she didn’t have enough lollipops for everyone — although Alex figured Kelly had been a lot less nice about it than that — and Kristi had pulled a bottle of her black hair dye out of her backpack and let Kelly have it right in the face. There was black in the front of Kelly’s hair, and there was black on her blouse and her skirt, and there was still a little black on her face where she’d obviously been scrubbing pretty hard.




Alex muttered, “That is so not okay.” Then she pulled out her tPhone and started typing.




Kelly hissed, “Don’t you dare take a picture!”




Alex hissed back, “I would never!”




Natalie patted Kelly on the shoulder. “She probably wouldn’t.”




Kelly sobbed slightly. She still said, “Saint Alex, huh?”




Alex explained, “I’m just looking up how to get stains out. That top’s cotton, right?”




“The skirt too.”




Alex looked at her screen. “Okay, we need to get you home ASAP. Soak that stuff in two quarts warm water with a teaspoon of dishwashing detergent and two tablespoons of ammonia for half an hour, then rinse, then tamp with rubbing alcohol until all the stain’s out, then flush with water and launder. And while someone’s doing that, you need to get over to your hairdresser and get your hair treated to get that stuff out.”




Natalie muttered, “I didn’t get that down.”




Alex told her, “I just got it off the internet. You can look it up when you get Kelly home.” She glanced at her watch. “Okay, last period’s going now. You can get her out to her car with no one watching. If you hurry, you can probably get the stains out before they set.”




Kelly whimpered, “I just wanted people to vote for me, but I couldn’t afford enough of those lollipops for the whole school because I needed these really gorgeous heels I saw at the mall, and now everyone hates me. And why are you being so nice to me?”




Alex sighed. “Kelly, there are way more important things out there than being prom queen. Or homecoming queen. Or any of this stuff. I photograph stuff, so I know. I’ve seen a real superheroine fighting real supervillains. I had Danielle Atron kidnap me and try to kill me and my whole family just so my dad couldn’t stop her from releasing that GC-161 junk.” Okay, that was a sort-of-fib. “I had Azure Crush come here to kidnap me and turn me over to Danielle Atron so she could torture me because she thought maybe I had figured out Terawatt’s secret identity, and I was so dumb I still thought it was probably Libby.” Okay, that was another part-fib. “There’s really, really bad stuff out there now, and the only thing we can do about it is to try and take care of each other, and help other people. So I’m helping you.”




Kelly stared into the sink. “It would totally be easier to be mad at you if you could just be bitchy at me. You know. Tell me I deserved it, or like that.”




Alex didn’t know what to say to that. She tried, “The last person I really confronted around here ended up going to jail and turning into a supervillain, so maybe that wasn’t a good idea. There are lots of people who do stuff they shouldn’t, and maybe a lot of them are doing it because they think someone did stuff to them first. The only way we can stop that kind of cycle is if someone has the courage to say ‘I’m not gonna retaliate so this can finally stop.’ But that’s really hard to do. You pretty much have to be a saint. I’m still pretty bad at it.”




Kelly sort of laughed and sort of sobbed.




Natalie asked, “And you really wanted to skip the homecoming queen jazz?” Alex nodded. “You were really gonna help Kelly run against Libby?” Alex nodded again. “And you really didn’t want Louis and Marsha to run that campaign for you?” Alex nodded one more time. “Who did you vote for?”




Alex admitted, “Well Nicole, because she’s my friend and I knew it would make her happy. And Terri and Elissa… because Kelly said mean things about them. See? I’m still pretty bad at the not retaliating thing.”




Kelly was trying to dry herself off with some paper towels. “You really didn’t even vote for yourself?”




Alex told her the truth, “Right. And I told Ray not to vote for me either, but he totally ignored me. He voted for me and Nicole and I think Shauna.”




Alex got Kelly and her posse out of the bathroom and off to the parking lot with hardly anyone noticing that Kelly was hiding in the middle of her gang instead of just being in the middle of the posse like usual. Then she went all over the school and took down every anti-Kelly poster she could find, just because she figured it was the easiest way to stop the battle. She was pretty sure Kelly’s posse wasn’t going to have anything up tomorrow.







And the next day, there was just sort of a big silence, like everyone was holding their breath waiting to see what would happen next. Alex checked on Kelly, who looked good as new, even if you could tell someone had touched up her hair since yesterday if you knew what to look for. Then she checked with Wade and his friends that they weren’t going to do anything else. Then she checked with Grinder and the other sk8erbois that they were done too, since the principal was looking for who might have defaced Kelly’s banner even if she didn’t have school permission to put it up in the first place. Then she checked with the goths and the emos that they weren’t going to do anything, even if they were all waiting for Kristi to get hauled to the principal’s office and get a detention or maybe even a suspension. Then she talked with Helen about keeping the computer and science guys under control, because most of the nerdier guys would do pretty much anything Helen or Tanya asked them to, and Helen said she would keep an eye out.




Nothing happened all day. Which meant Kelly didn’t go to the principal and turn Kristi in for throwing hair dye on her, even though she had plenty of witnesses. And it meant a bunch of people who were still mad at Kelly didn’t do anything else.




Alex waited the whole week, but nothing else happened on the ‘vote for/against Kelly’ front. The only big thing that happened was that on Friday, the Pulitzer Prize Committee announced their winners at eight in the morning East Coast time. By the time she got up and got Shar going, she had congratulation texts and emails and calls and everything else. Jack and Willow called even though they knew she already knew it was coming, and Hanna emailed her, and Cindy and Grover texted her, and Graham sent her an email that he had called Riley to tell him too. And then Jo Lupo texted her about the time she was going to drive Shar to school.




And KPVC and the Paradise Valley Gazette called to say they wanted to run stories, and a couple people in Los Angeles and San Francisco and San Diego called to ask if she would give them short interviews over the phone. She said yes to Ed Oliver and Chuck Winston, because they had been nice to her back at Comic Con when they totally didn’t have to, and they didn’t try to get anything out of it last summer. They had just been nice to her because she was another member of the press and she was a newbie.




So all her spare time that Friday was spent talking to other reporters about winning the Pulitzer while still in high school, and how she had tried to track Terawatt via police calls for months and months before getting one lucky break, and running into a superbattle to get pictures, which in retrospect was a really dangerous thing to do. And she had to go over to KPVC for an interview with Maria McClellan that they showed at six and eleven. Her mom picked up Shar so Alex had time for all the interviews, and her dad said they would take her out to a celebratory dinner Saturday night instead.




It was pretty exhausting, which was saying something considering that not that long ago she had spent maybe seven solid hours flying around Khajuraho fighting supervillains and rescuing citizens.




And KPVC and the Paradise Valley Gazette were going to pay for her to go to the Pulitzer luncheon in May! Maria McClellan said that meant first class tickets both ways and a nice hotel room close to Columbia University and meals and cab fares and everything. Plus she could take one of her parents and the tv station would pay for them too, because Paradise Valley had never had a Pulitzer Prize winner before, not even when the Danielle Atron disaster story broke, because the big-name San Francisco and Los Angeles and New York reporters had walked off with the big stories and the biggest interviews and the Pulitzers for that year. Maria was still sort of cheesed off that the really important people in that whole mess, like Danielle and Lars and Vince, had all insisted on getting interviewed by really ‘important’ journalists instead of locals.




The only good part was that Principal Wilson didn’t call a school assembly to talk about it and make Alex get up on the stage with him. That would have been totally embarrassing.







Alex spent the rest of April and the first half of May doing all the stuff she needed to do for high school stuff. Getting her final papers and assignments turned in. Getting ready for four AP exams. Getting all her stuff in for official graduation, because there were five different forms you had to get turned in and she only had three of the forms turned in already. Getting her cap and gown for the graduation ceremony.




And going through the really boring graduation practice time in the basketball gym, which was so not of the fun because everyone had to sit alphabetically so she couldn’t even sit with Ray or Nicole or Robyn or Louis or any of her besties. Okay, she knew the people on either side of her, and she got along with them, but it wasn’t the same. And really, how hard did it have to be to sit in an assigned seat and then walk up in a line to get an empty envelope and then carry it in the same line back to your seat? They even had people whose only job was to stand there and tell your row when it was time to get up and go get in the line, and people whose only job was directing the just-got-the-diploma traffic back into their seats. But apparently they needed to practice that about six or seven times because some people were not quick on the uptake.




The three valedictorians would have to get up and give a little talk, and the six salutatorians would have to do one too, but she wasn’t in the top nine grade point averages so she wasn’t part of that, even with the school giving extra points for AP exams so Mindy Wang was ending up with a GPA that was like a 5.3 average when a straight A average with no AP courses would only be a 4.0. And the class president and vice-president would have to get up and do a little speech. And everybody was going to have to sit through a boring talk by the principal about how school was great for you and this was the best class since the invention of schools, just like the graduation speech every year. And there were going to be special awards that Vice-principal Erickson would read out and people would just stand up and wave at the parents in the stands and then sit back down. But there were over eight hundred seniors, so just the whole ‘walking up and walking back to your seat’ part would take a Gojira-sized chunk of time.




And she was going to have to work around her trip to New York City for the Pulitzer Prize. That turned out to be a real pain, since she couldn’t travel on Jack’s Cessna or the Blackbird, but Principal Wilson arranged to let her squeeze her AP exams around her travel dates which was really nice of him. And she had to get a really nice prom dress, because Ray was getting a nice tux and he needed to know the color of her dress so he could buy her a pretty corsage.




At least Terawatt didn’t have to spend hours on the web conferences with Alex’s dad and sister and the SRI people. Her dad showed her some of the whiteboard software they were using, and it looked extremely cool. You could write on a ‘whiteboard’ tablet hooked up to your computer and everyone else could see your work on their computer screens, so they could work on stuff too. And someone whose initials were W.R. had bought the tablets and software for everyone on the calls. Alex’s dad said he wanted to make it a company standard, because it was so awesome. Actually, he had grinned at her and said, “Because it’s so tera.”




But Lieutenant Marshall’s report out of the web conferences was pretty discouraging. They were pretty sure you could fiddle with the GC-161 molecule and come up with something that would probably give Orphans superpowers. And they didn’t have any new GC-161 antidotes, so they needed to work on that, and Alex’s dad still had a ways to go on a drug to protect the SRI Orphans from exposure to GC-161, even if he had some new ideas after talking with Annie and Annie’s major prof. And they had four concepts for GC-161 accelerants, but all of them were probably highly toxic to GC-161 cases. So either Danielle just didn’t worry as much about the toxicity as she ought to, or she was a way better biochemist than they were even working as a group, or she was now immune to lots of stuff so she didn’t care that it might kill other people as long as it worked fine for her. None of those options was encouraging.




Alex personally didn’t think Danielle was a better biochemist than her dad or Annie, but she had to admit she could be biased on the subject.




Seniors wrapped up before the underclassmen, so the last week for the seniors was also the week for the AP exams, and then the prom was Saturday night, and then there was a week of school she didn’t have to go to, then the graduation ceremonies on a Sunday afternoon, and then everyone was done for the summer. The only problem was that she had to take the English and calc AP exams on Monday, then fly to New York City on Tuesday, then go to the Pulitzer Prize luncheon on Wednesday and fly home right afterward, and then have an AP exam on Thursday when she would probably be exhausted, and then take yet another one on Friday.




She was just crossing her fingers that no Terawatt stuff exploded, even though they knew The Evil Empire was up to something in central France, and they had no idea what the remaining America bloc jerkheads were up to, and no one knew whether there were India bloc Orphans sneaking around plotting stuff instead of being popsicles in that cryo-ship.





204. Prom



Alex studied all weekend for her AP exams, and then carried a whole baggie of energy bars into the auditorium with her so she didn’t starve while she was writing. She really didn’t want a repeat of what had happened to her on the India op, because she had been pretty loopy by the end of things, and that would not be good for exam scores.




But the morning AP exam was American Lit, and it went really well. Being able to write a really good essay in ten or twenty minutes helped just a ton. She finished early enough that she had time to go back over all of her stuff and check for spelling and grammar and comma weirdness. The comma was totally not her friend. Then she ate two energy bars before the time was up.




At lunch, Hal came by to complain that he was sitting about ten rows behind her and when she stopped writing and put her exam paper away and started eating ‘granola bars,’ it freaked him out. Alex apologized, but Ray and Louis thought it was funny.




Then in the afternoon, she had the AP calculus exam. That wasn’t as bad as she thought it would be. The derivative problems were pretty straightforward, and only one of the integral problems was really tricky, and the story problems weren’t all that different from some of the homework and classroom examples. So she felt pretty good about both exams.




After that, Ray took her out to dinner, and then she had to pack for her trip. Okay, it wasn’t exactly like packing for a Terawatt op or for a big vacation. She just needed to pack one nice outfit, and she totally wasn’t taking any Terawatt gear.




She decided she would just use the ‘Annie Farrell’ disguise bag that folded up nice and small. So she was going to wear a buttondown blouse and khakis and flats on the jet, with a lightweight jacket in case the jet was really cold or it was cruddy in New York City. Then she folded her nice dress with plenty of tissue paper, and she used her sleepshirt as extra padding for the dress. The Annie Farrell bag had this cool fold-out thing you put your nice stuff in and then folded it back up so it stayed nice and uncreased. She figured she could wear her flats with her dress too. An extra bra and underwear, and tights for the dress, and her makeup kit and her travel dopp kit, and she was done. She was planning on using her tk Wednesday morning instead of a hair dryer. She just had to pull all the liquids out of the makeup kit and the dopp kit and toss them into a quart baggie for going through airport security.




She used the big outside pocket of the bag for her computer tablet and two file folders: one with chem notes and one with Spanish notes. She already had the chemistry textbook in a file on her tablet, and Willow had sent her a file of the textbook publisher’s study notes for her Spanish textbook that Alex wasn’t going to ask how Willow got them. There was a smaller outside pocket on the other side that zipped closed, and she managed to fit half a dozen energy bars flat in it so she had some extra calories.




She had a little flat card wallet that had her driver’s license and four one-hundred dollar bills and a couple charge cards and her credit card and her United Mileage Plus card. And a debit card that KPVC gave her to pay for all her expenses on the trip, which she thought was super-nice of them. That and her tPhone were going to go in her front pockets, and she’d be set. It wasn’t like she needed to pack for a month.




Naturally, Shar needed to fuss that it wasn’t fair that Alex got to skip school for two days and it wasn’t even a Terawatt thing. Alex just told her that being cooped up on a plane for five hours after you had to wait two hours for it would not be much fun, and she wouldn’t like having to go to a lunch with a bunch of stuffy old people in suits and then hear a couple long speeches.




Shar just complained, “Well, it oughta be fun, and I oughta get to go with you!”







In the morning, Alex needed to take off way before her mom would drive Shar off to school, because she needed to drive up to San Francisco International Airport to catch her direct flight to New York City. She had been to New York on a Terawatt op, and so one of Jack’s Corcoran College cover stories for her was flying up to New York with a potential mentor to photograph people on the streets. That way, if someone asked her if she had been to New York before, she couldn’t slip up by saying ‘yes.’ And if she knew something odd about the city, like maybe something about the Batman, she had her cover story as her excuse.




Jack was way sneakier than you thought, even after you remembered he was really sneaky.




Alex parked her car in one of the long-term parking lots and made sure she had everything. Card wallet and tPhone and carkey, check. Valise with one outfit and tablet and files and the baggie of small bottles, check. Jacket, check. It just seemed like she ought to be carrying a lot more stuff, but she was sure this was all she really needed.




She totally should have warned Shar not to get into the Annie Farrell stuff that Alex had just left piled on her desk.




Oh well. She wrote a note on her parking ticket about which lot she was in and where she was parked, so she could find her car when she got home. Then she tucked it into her card wallet and trotted over to the closest bus shelter and took the shuttle bus to the airport.




Paradise Valley didn’t have much of an airport. It wasn’t worth messing with, since you had to fly to San Francisco or Los Angeles or else one of a dozen other nearby cities to get flights to anywhere else. It had two little concourses that didn’t even count as concourses when you were at a place like Los Angeles International Airport. And if you flew out of Paradise Valley Airport — which still had the airport code DAA for D. Atron Airport — to San Francisco to get to somewhere else, your ticket cost about three times as much as driving up to San Francisco and flying directly from there.




But she wasn’t overwhelmed by San Francisco International Airport. She’d been at big airports before, including military airfields that had jets which were a hundred times cooler than a Boeing 747. She had supposedly flown to Corcoran College and back over half a dozen times in the past year, and a couple of those trips allegedly had an extra flight somewhere and back to do photography with a potential mentor, so she supposedly had a ton of air miles and so she had been upgraded to a pretty fancy United Airlines Mileage Plus Premier card.




The card and her first-class ticket let her walk up to a kiosk and insert her card and get her boarding pass without going through a line. Well, that and not having any bags to check. And the card let her get in the ‘special passengers’ line at the security gate so instead of having a half hour wait, she had like a five minute wait. She still had to put her phone and tablet and shoes and baggie of tiny bottles and bag in tubs on the conveyor belt and then go through the security screening.




She kept an eye on her stuff as it went through the x-ray machine, because she had heard about guys who just walked off with your stuff while you were trying to get your shoes or whatever back on. Then she walked down to her gate and checked on her flight. It was listed as being on time, but she knew it wasn’t like getting on one of Jack’s Cessnas.




Boy, was she spoiled rotten. At least when it came to flying somewhere.




She walked over and bought a hot chocolate with her KPVC debit card, and then she looked at books. They were mostly suspense novels. Her dad called them ‘airport books’ because he said no one bothered to read books like that except when they had hours to kill on flights. There were three bestsellers that were superhero suspense, which was apparently kind of new. One of them was the first Hypergirl novel, which Ray said she would hate because Hypergirl was like twenty-five, and really, really sexually active, and she cheated on her boyfriend, and she didn’t get serious about stuff until her best friend who got her involved in the first place got murdered by the supervillain, and Hypergirl’s boyfriend the hunky scientist had to figure out everything. It seemed like everyone was trying to jump on the Terawatt bandwagon. There was some stuff for kids, too. Alex managed not to smile too much at the new Kari Strong book, ‘Kari Strong and the Creepy Squeaky Blobs.’ The picture on the cover even looked a lot like Kari facing off against three silicates.




Alex still had a ton of time to waste before they started boarding, so she found a seat away from the crowded gate area, and she just people-watched while she reviewed Spanish on her tablet computer. There was a dad walking his toddler up and down the concourse trying to wear the little boy out before they had to sit still in a jet for hours. There were two girls about Shar’s age who were running around with Terawatt Barbie dolls that were flying through the air being superheroines. There was an angry guy snarling at a bunch of people over his hands-free phone, and he had a New York accent so Alex figured she might get stuck with him on her flight. There were three teenaged girls who looked like models who were being chaperoned by a tall, thin woman who looked and dressed like she used to be a famous model. There were two really slutty twenty-something couples who were obviously hanging out together and who looked like they were going to go to Las Vegas and have the kind of wild vacation people talked about when they said ‘Vegas vacation.’ There were several guys who looked a lot like Ivan from Russia, and were ogling all the pretty girls and talking loudly in what sounded like Russian to Alex. She even recognized a couple of the words, and they sure weren’t ‘please’ or ‘thank you’.




People-watching and studying kept her entertained until it was time to board. The gate agent let the first class passengers board first, so Alex walked on and found her seat up in the bubble of the Boeing 747. A nice flight attendant was going around asking what people wanted to drink. Her little pin said her name was ‘Alicia.’ When Alex asked for a diet coke, the flight attendant asked if it was okay if she gave Alex the whole can and a separate glass of ice, so of course Alex said yes. The forty-ish businessman in the expensive suit who sat down next to her asked for a vodka tonic. Eww, and it was still morning!




It dawned on her that she knew why the flight attendant didn’t want to pour diet coke in a glass for her. It was the ‘Mentos and diet coke’ deal. The experiments that Shar did with her dad had shown that the diet coke was the most carbonated thing out there, so it was probably a mega-headache for the flight attendants when they needed to fill dozens of glasses and the diet coke was busy fizzing and foaming instead of cooperating. It was probably way worse at altitude.




At least Expensive Suit Guy left her alone. He spent the whole flight wheedling more vodka tonics out of the flight attendants and reading through stacks of papers on investment stuff and taking tons of notes on a big legal pad and dumping wads of recycling on the flight attendants when they went by. She got lots of studying done, and the flight attendant brought her plenty of diet coke, along with a really nice lunch that she totally could have eaten two of. Maybe three. She was glad she had those energy bars for snacks.




When she landed in New York City, she was planning on taking a cab over to the hotel. After she stopped in the concourse and ate a couple burgers with fries. But when she walked out past the security barrier, there was a twenty-ish woman standing there with a sign that said ‘A.L. Mack’ on it.




Just in case, Alex took a picture of the woman and sent it off to Willow. Then she walked right over and smiled, “Hi, I’m Alex. I didn’t know anyone would be waiting for me.”




The woman smiled back and shook hands. “I’m Cari. The prize committee heard from your paper that you were traveling alone, and they figured it might be better if our youngest prize winner didn’t get mugged or ripped off in her first couple hours in the city.”




Alex didn’t think she looked like a target, but she knew she didn’t really look all suspicious or untrusting. Maybe she needed to channel Bruce a little while she was in town.




Her phone buzzed in the ‘text message’ buzz so she took a peek. It was from Willow: Carina Williams. Checks out.




Alex glanced at the time. “How about we get some dinner, and you can tell me what I need to know for tomorrow?”




Cari checked, “Do you have a suitcase to pick up?”




Alex smiled, “No, just this. I’ve got to fly home tomorrow afternoon, so I only need a nice dress for the luncheon and a change of underwear. I’ve got AP exams to take.”




Cari nodded, “Right, right, you’re still a senior in high school. It’s just so… different. Normally we’re giving prizes to people who have been in the industry for years and years. Do you have any food requirements or things you won’t eat?”




Alex confessed, “I eat everything. Although really spicy kimchi and red-hot curry is a bit much for me.”




“Great! There’s a terrific Thai restaurant just around the corner from your hotel. I’ll show you how to get to the Low Library when we get there. It’s only a couple blocks away, right on campus.” Then Cari got an excited look in her eyes. “So… what’s it like meeting Terawatt?”







Alex woke up the next morning when room service brought her breakfast. It was a pretty big breakfast for a little 5’7” girl, but not so huge that people would notice. After the really good but normal-sized Thai dinner with Cari the night before, she had checked in at the hotel and then had eaten another normal-sized dinner in the hotel dining room. And she had only put one of them on her KPVC debit card.




She ate and went through her regular workout, only she used the table and chairs and nightstand instead of cast iron weights. Then she put on the blouse and khakis from yesterday and walked a couple blocks to a MacDonald’s she had seen the night before. She got three quarter pounders and three large fries to go, using her own money instead of the KPVC debit card, and she ate them as she walked around looking at the really pretty campus. She had sort of figured a college in the middle of New York City would be gritty and dark, but it totally wasn’t. It was really pretty awesome and tera.




Then she went back to her hotel room and changed into her nice outfit for the luncheon. She did her hair and her makeup, and she was ready to go. She had her tPhone and her lipstick under her bra band where it went over her sternum, and she had her card wallet inside her tights against her inner thigh, where no one was going to spot it. She had the room keycard in the card wallet. With a tiny bit of tk, it was easy to keep everything hidden, and it was easy to get at everything when she wanted it.




The weather was nice, so she left her jacket in the room with her bag. She walked across the campus to the Low Library and joined the other prizewinners in the lobby while they waited to go into the meeting room.




A voice she recognized called out, “Excuse me, you’re A. L. Mack, aren’t you?”




She turned around and found Bruce Paine there with Julie. He even looked like he was sober. She pretended to not be sure who he was. “Yes I am, but aren’t you Bruce Paine the corporate magnate?”




He smiled, which she had never seen him do before. Okay, she had never really seen ‘Bruce the playboy’ except at a distance. Even in his house, he had really been Batman around her. He shook her hand and said, “And this is my girlfriend Julie Madison.”




“Nice to meet you,” Alex said.




Julie smiled and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you and all these other fine journalists.” Then she whispered, “My God you’re young!”




It turned out that the Thomas Paine Foundation was giving the awards that went with the Pulitzer Prizes, and Bruce was giving a short speech. And so it ‘just happened’ that Alex was at the table with Julie and Bruce. And also a nice reporter from Iowa who had been trying for two years to uncover what the Umbrella Corporation was really up to, so now he looked like a really brilliant investigator. Alex figured he was lucky the Umbrella executives hadn’t kidnapped him and his family and turned them into monstrosities. The nice reporter was named Lucas Kincaid, and he had brought his wife Mary Beth and daughter Tina with him. Tina was about twelve, and she obviously had fallen for Bruce as soon as she saw him. Well, Bruce was really good-looking. Lucas and Mary Beth had noticed too, but Bruce was pretending he hadn’t spotted it.




Alex figured Tina was going to be writing ‘Mrs. Bruce Paine’ and ‘Tina Paine’ in her notebooks and diary for the next couple months.




Alex talked with Lucas about how he had gotten suspicious about Umbrella. His wife hadn’t really thought he was onto anything, even when his sources ‘got transferred out of town’ but now she was kind of freaked just thinking about what Lucas had been poking around the edges of. It had to be awful thinking that your spouse was looking into something boring like maybe some bribes to city officials, and then it turned out to be worse than you could ever imagine, and really incredibly dangerous.




And the food was really good, even if Alex couldn’t eat as much of it as she wanted because they only served her one plate of food, like everyone else. Bruce’s speech was kind of funny, and the head of the prize committee spoke and he was really interesting, especially since several of the prize winners were getting awards for journalism that was superhero or supervillain-related.




And then it was kind of a shock to get the certificate and see the award notice inside it, because it was a receipt for ten thousand dollars that had just been deposited in her bank account. Getting her picture taken was a little embarrassing too, and when the winners did a group photo out on the front steps up to the library, she had to stand in the front row because she was one of the short people. A couple of the older, heavier journalists teased her that they were too fat to be in the front row and they needed someone photogenic to keep people from looking at them in the group photo.




Alex hiked back to the hotel, changed back into her blouse and khakis, and packed her bag. Then she checked out and let the hotel shuttle drive her off to the airport. She got her boarding pass at a kiosk again, and she went through the fast line at security again, so she ended up with way over an hour to waste before boarding. Again. So she found a place to sit and had a couple energy bars to tide her over while she reviewed Spanish.




Once again, she got to board early. And Mindy the flight attendant was extra-attentive to the first-class passengers. The person who sat down next to her was a tall, mega-thin woman not much older than Alex who had awesome cheekbones and had obviously spent a stupid amount of time on her hair and makeup just to be on a jet for hours. Across the aisle were two more model types. The three of them only drank mineral water the entire flight, and they all skipped the snacks and had special meals ordered. If you can call nothing but raw vegetables ‘special.’ And all they talked about was fashion and gossip and makeup, and all they looked at were fashion magazines.




Alex was so totally glad she didn’t have to watch her weight like that, because it really didn’t look like it would be fun at all. And she really didn’t think first class was anywhere near as nice as flying in your own jet, like for Jack. Okay, it was light-years better than the time she had to fly to Roswell puddled in her gymbag.




It was after seven at night when the flight got into San Francisco, and so Alex didn’t get home until after ten. At least she didn’t have to get up super-early or anything.







The next morning, Alex slept in an extra hour. She helped get Shar off to school before she ate breakfast and did her morning workout and showered and started the slow cooker with a chicken stew she and Shar really liked. Then she ate a hearty lunch, and she drove off to school. The Spanish exam went really well, and she even had time to go over her essays looking for dopiness before it was time to turn stuff in. She rewarded herself by getting Ray and Louis and Robyn to go with her to Gloria’s for donuts. Gloria even gave her an extra Bavarian cream donut for free. Mmmm.




And on Friday, she had to get going and drive Shar in, because her AP chemistry exam was in the morning. At least she didn’t have finals too, since she was taking AP exams in all her classes and she had solid A grades in all of them.




So that meant that all she had to deal with was prom night the next night, and then the yearbook work party on Sunday, and then having a week off before graduation. She was totally looking forward to prom with Ray. And a week off would be pretty great.




She had her prom dress, and she had perfectly matching pumps even if she never would have spent all the money on them if she hadn’t been making a lot of money as a photojournalist. And she had the dress and the shoes already over at Robyn’s house so Shar wouldn’t try them on and mess something up. Nicole had her prom dress over at Robyn’s for pretty much the same reason: so that all of her sisters wouldn’t take turns trying on her dress and ruin it totally. And Marsha had her dress over at Robyn’s so she wouldn’t spazz out and have a tk obsessive attack and ruin her own dress. So Saturday afternoon was going to be a fun time over at Robyn’s with the four of them helping each other get ready.




Saturday morning late, she took a long bath and then showered off and made sure to shave her legs and armpits. Then she ate a big lunch and brushed her teeth really carefully. She shoved all her stuff into her Annie Farrell valise that she still hadn’t put back together for missions even if she totally needed to. She had her makeup and nail polish and hair stuff, her accessories for her dress, and a dozen energy bars.




Around two in the afternoon, she drove over to Robyn’s. She got there before Nicole or Marsha, so she helped Robyn set up her bedroom and bathroom, and the room across the hall from Robyn’s room that had been Robyn’s playroom when she was little and still had a bunch of really cute stuff like Robyn’s old My Little Pony and Rainbow Brite and Barbie dolls. Guys didn’t have dolls. Well, they did, but they insisted they were ‘collectibles’ and ‘action figures’ instead. So the playroom had the dresses hanging in the closet, and Robyn’s full-length mirror that swiveled on an upright stand. Robyn’s room had drinks and snacks on Robyn’s desk, and a bunch of spare makeup brushes on Robyn’s makeup table, and a ton of CDs on the shelf because they always disagreed over who to listen to. Robyn was more a Regina Spector girl, while Marsha was more Carrie Underwood and Taylor Swift, and Nicole was more Macy Gray. They usually ended up taking turns picking the songs. Ray said the guys had arguments about what to listen to, but they ended up playing H-O-R-S-E or videogames, with the winner getting to choose, which meant Louis pretty much never got to pick what he liked.




They had a great time, just listening to music and chatting and getting ready. As far as Alex could tell, guys were like ‘Oh I showered last night so I just have to pull on my pants and button my shirt and brush my hair, and I’m ready.’ Her mom said it took her dad years to figure out that her mom needed way more time to get ready for a date than he did. Marsha said that when she said ‘men are from Mars, women are from Venus’ Louis added ‘and high school guys like to say Uranus a lot’.




Their dates still managed to show up before all four of them were ready. And then Robyn’s mom had to get pictures of all the couples before they could go off to dinner, and she had to use a digital camera so she could send copies of the photos off to all the other parents, so Alex had to help her with the camera and then Robyn had to help her with the emailing part. The eight of them had dinner together at a nice Italian restaurant downtown, and they got there early enough that they could take their time and still get to the prom on time. They even got through an entire meal without Louis getting his food dumped in his lap or anything.




Then the prom was awesome. Alex voted for Ray as Prom King and Nicole as Prom Queen, even if Ray voted for himself and Alex. And Nicole voted for Ray and Alex.




She knew she wanted to get elected Prom Queen too, but that was just being really greedy. She’d already been Homecoming Queen, and she knew Donna and Kelly and Trish and a couple other girls had all really wanted it way more than she did. And Kelly and Donna really, really wanted to be Prom Queen. Alex just kept telling herself that a ton of the kinds of people who were more likely to vote for her wouldn’t buy tickets and wouldn’t come even if they could afford to buy tickets and prom dresses and all the other stuff.




Okay, she was totally surprised that there were like twenty of the Science Club and Computer Club people who had taken over two tables they pulled together, even if Alex only saw two girls total in the group. It looked like Helen and Tanya and about eighteen or nineteen guys.




She led Ray over, and said hi. Helen grinned, “Look! I got a whole harem!”




Alex smiled, “Good for you. I really like your dress.”




Helen giggled, “I cut a deal with my mom. She’s been wanting to teach me to sew for years and years, and I always wanted to play videogames or like that, so she made my dress and I learned how to sew a little by working with her on it.”




“Your mom’s really good,” Alex said. “And you should totally learn to sew. I have a friend who learned how to sew just so she could make cosplay costumes. If there’s a reason for guys to learn how to sew, that’s probably it.”




Tanya said, “This is great. Normally, it takes me all night to get one dance, but we have a deal that everyone has to dance one dance with me and one with Hel, so I figure I’ve got maybe an hour and a half of dance partners, and the guys don’t have to do more than get out on the dance floor two times unless they want to.”




Marc snorted, “Yeah, my dad’s always hatin’ on me to be less like me and more like him, so when I told him I was going to the prom and I had a date, he was all ‘that’s my boy!’ and ‘party down!’ Mom made fun of him for like three days.”




Alex walked around the room with Ray, just saying hi to people, since she figured she wouldn’t get to see a lot of them again except just to nod their way at graduation. But once the band started playing, she wanted to dance with Ray. And it was tera. She just melted against him and let him waltz her around during the slowdances, and it was just as great as she had hoped.




And when they announced the prom king and queen, she was totally not surprised that Ray was picked as the Prom King. He was the star athlete on the best team they had, and he had cred with a ton of non-sports people, and he was way nicer to people than guys like Brock Ledersen. Still, she was kind of surprised when she got picked as the Prom Queen, even if she was Ray’s girlfriend. She had kind of figured Donna would get picked, given who didn’t go to the prom.




She was also surprised at how excited she was. She couldn’t stop grinning, and it was all she could do not to cry. Ray put an arm around her while the photographers took pictures, and he whispered, “As long as Libby didn’t win, I’m good.”




“Ray!” she fussed. Even if it was sort of funny.




And so she got to dance with Ray and she didn’t have to let some Prom Queen like Donna or Trish get to do the ‘King and Queen’ dance with him, and it was all great. Even Donna and Kelly and Trish were nice about it, and Kelly even gave her a big hug.




After the prom ended, there was the big after-prom party to go to. They all drove back to Robyn’s house and changed into fun stuff in Robyn’s room, while the guys took turns changing into jeans down in the downstairs bathroom. Alex put on what she wore over to Robyn’s in the first place: jeans and a cute top. And she moved her card wallet and her tPhone and her lipstick into her front jeans pockets. Marsha went with a sexy minidress, because she was probably planning on some serious sex with Louis as soon as they could manage it.




Alex dropped her car off at her house and let Ray drive her to the party. Her mom and dad already knew the after-prom party would go really late, so she didn’t have to worry about being home by her regular curfew. Still, she had her whole yearbook work party the next day, so she had to get home and get a lot of sleep. She still danced with Ray and chatted with friends and ate a bunch of snacks and had a great time. Even if she lost to Donna at Dance Dance Revolution three straight times because Donna wasn’t trying to do it in mega-skyscraper heels this time. Even if every time Donna won at DDR, she did a fist pump and yelled, “Tera!”




She got home at two in the morning, and she was up by nine, and even with a big breakfast she was over at the school before ten. She was figuring on helping Mina set up, and helping Tommy get the computer lab systems ready. There were forty computers in there, not counting the teacher’s computer which had a stack of ten DVD burners on the side, so she had been figuring on being about to crank out fifty DVDs every seven minutes. That meant they would be burning DVDs until seven that night, but she was okay with that, and she had three-hour work groups scheduled throughout the day so no one else had a ridiculous load.




But when she got there, Tommy and Wade were running cables from the computer lab over to the keyboarding classroom and the on-line coursework room, and Mister Kredermann the computer lab boss was helping them. And Tony was setting up a wireless hub too.




“What’s all this?”




Wade grinned, and Tommy explained, “Well, at our last meeting we talked it over, and we figured you deserved a break. So we talked it over with Mister Kredermann, and we’re gonna burn DVDs in the on-line room and the keyboard room too, and everyone who had a machine with at least a 12X drive is bringing their machines to the caff and they’ll read the data off the wireless hub and burn DVDs there.”




“B-but…”




Tony came over and said, “Hub’s running. Let’s go see how many people we got in the caff.”




“But we only bought enough sodas and snacks for twenty people!” Alex managed. “And if you’re doing all this stuff, you ought to be in the yearbook as ‘yearbook staff’ and there’s no way I can get that changed now, because we already got the yearbooks delivered from the printers!”




And there must have been another fifty people in the cafeteria, all set up with their computers. Most of them had laptops, but three people had big desktop systems with big burner stacks attached.




Tony called out, “Everybody connected?” He got a wave of thumbs-ups.




He looked over at Michael, who hollered, “Seventy-three, counting all the burner stacks!”




Mina popped up beside Alex. “Isn’t this great? I’ve gotta go buy more drinks and snacks.”




Mister Kredermann told them, “We’re ready when you are.”




And so, instead of being able to crank out fifty DVDs every seven minutes, they were cranking out two hundred and three DVDs every seven minutes. That meant that Alex had to move most of her yearbook people over to the room where they had the yearbooks, and the rest gathering up newly-burned DVDs and delivering them, just to keep up with putting the DVDs in yearbooks as fast as they were coming in. Alex took the hard job: tearing open the boxes that the yearbooks were packed in. She could slice open the packing tape and peel open the glued-down box flaps faster than anyone else, because she could yank with her hands and also use her tk without anyone spotting it.




It only took two hours to get all the DVDs burned, and since all that most of the people were doing was putting a blank DVD in a computer or two or five and clicking on an icon and waiting seven minutes, people had time to get drinks and eat snacks and chat with friends and just have a pretty nice time. And Mina called all the later work party groups to tell them that they could either come in right away or have the day off because they were going to be done by a little after noon.




Wow, that was a lot of yearbooks.




As they were closing up and letting the computer guys undo all the cabling they had done, Mina nudged Alex and showed her the changes that someone had snuck in after Alex last looked through for typos. There was now a two-page spread on Alex winning a Pulitzer, with several photos Alex had taken, like Terawatt floating in the air looking about seven feet tall and pointing down at the intimidated photographer and saying, “I… am… Terawatt!” Wow, that picture totally did not look like Alex Mack did now. It looked like a Marvel Comics superheroine brought to life.







After staring at the huge stacks of yearbooks to be handed out, Alex changed her plans for Monday. She drove Shar to school and then went over to the high school and spent the day helping with handing out yearbooks as people came by to pick them up. You had to have your official slip of paper saying that you bought your yearbook already, or else you had to go over to the principal’s office and have the head secretary check that you paid for your yearbook and write you a note, or else if you hadn’t bought your yearbook yet you had to go over to the principal’s office and pay them and come by with a slip saying that you just paid. That was working okay so far, because they ordered extras. They needed 2737 yearbooks for the already-paid-for-it crowd, but the printers gave them a big price break for ordering 3000 books, so it actually cost them less to buy three thousand than it would have to get exactly 2737. That meant they had 263 extras for people who decided to buy yearbooks at the last minute, and any extras that got sold were pure profit. And she stayed until twenty minutes after the last period, because people were still coming by to pick up books. So they managed to unload 2346 of the already-paid yearbooks, plus 184 last-minute purchases. She figured everyone else could handle the 391 yearbooks still to be picked up, along with up to 79 more last-second buys. And if people couldn’t pick their yearbooks up on the pick-up day, she figured they would be straggling in throughout the week to get the things, or else they would show up after the last schoolday of the year and then hope someone in the office could let them get their yearbook.




But on her way to pick up Shar, her tPhone buzzed for a text. So when she pulled up at the Boys and Girls Club, she checked. Jack wanted her to fly on Wednesday morning to Andrews Air Force Base on ‘Corcoran College’ business. That didn’t sound bad.




In fact, the more she thought about it, the better it sounded.




Once she got Shar home, she checked the time and then called Jack. She didn’t want to call him in the middle of dinner.




Even though it was Jack’s tPhone, he answered it with it on speakerphone. “O’Neill-Rosenberg enclave, harassed frycook speaking!”




“Oh behave yourself!” Willow laughed in the background.




“Oh be-ha-ive!” four different voices chimed in. Alex spotted Charlie and Hanna in there too.




Jack said, “Willow wanted me to say ‘the Rosenberg-O’Neill condensate’ but apparently you have to be Sam Carter to get these kinds of jokes.”




“Oh stop it.”




Alex giggled a little, because Jack and Willow already sounded like an old married couple. “Are you really frying stuff?”




“Sure,” Jack insisted. “We’re doing Italian, and to go with the spaghetti and Willow’s vegetarian red sauce, we have the optional chicken cutlets flattened—”




“Hanna-hammered!” called out Charlie.




“—and breaded and fried and then topped with mozzarella for the carnivores to sink their fangs into. Because I have to keep Charlie and Hanna from trying to chew my leg off if we don’t throw them enough meat.” There was snickering and also objecting going on in the background.




Alex tried to get the conversation re-directed, because now she wanted veal parmigiana or maybe chicken parmigiana for dinner, even though she knew they were having a pork roast. “You said Corcoran stuff for Wednesday?”




“Sure,” Jack answered. “Fly south toward Edwards at four ack emma Wednesday, and we’ll do the usual chopper pick-up. Then you take the Cessna over to Andrews, where we’ll pick you up. We’ll ‘do lunch’ as the Hollywood types say, and you’ll meet your official Corcoran College mentor we’ll be working with for the next four years. And then we’ll take you over to your apartment we’re getting ready over by the college. If there’s time, we’ll even look around the neighborhood for fast food places and greasy spoons.”




Willow cut in, “Or maybe we’ll manage a few minutes walking around on the campus.”




“And we can check out the snack bars and fast food places on the campus,” Jack continued unrepentantly. “And then maybe dinner, and then we’ll fly you home on Air SRI so you can eat dinner when you get home without telling your mom you pigged out already.”




She reminded him, “Jack, I don’t really eat like that all the time.” Although she sure had been eating like a pig on her trip to get her Pulitzer. Maybe she had been really nervous. Maybe it was the tk workout she did that morning in the hotel room.




But Jack just said, “I think you’ll be pretty happy with what we managed to get you for a place to live. It’s a single a few blocks off-campus, because there’s no way you can preserve a secret identity if you have to fly off while a couple roommates watch. You can just tell people you used your Pulitzer money to swing the monthly payments on the apartment.”




Wow, like that totally wouldn’t make her sound like the biggest journalism jerkhead since Joe Frady. She didn’t say that. She just thought it.







Craig looked over the new counselors he was going to have to whip into shape for this summer’s Outward Bound programs. Okay, he had to admit they looked a lot more prepared than last summer’s dorks. He had a solid crew from last year and the year before, and he only had five newbies: three guys and two girls.




Craig was only 5’4” and not exactly Tom Cruise, so he spent a lot of time working out and training. Maybe he wasn’t the most handsome counselor at Outward Bound, but he was always the toughest. Still, it really cut into his chances with the new chicks if one of the new guys was another fucking mini-Orphan.




And just his luck, one of the three new guys was another Mister Tall Dark and Handsome. He glanced at his clipboard. “Okay Andy, why don’t you start off?”




“Andrew. I like ‘Andrew.’ Not Andy, not Drew, not ‘hey you’.”




Oh great, the guy even smiled politely while he said it. Why couldn’t a Canadian counselor have one of those Canuck accents and ask if there were moose to hunt?




“Well Newbie Drewbie, I call ’em like I see ’em. And welcome to Maine. There’s not anything out here except me and my domain. The nearest wide spot is ten miles north up the coast, and the nearest town is Chamberlain, which is twelve miles west, and you got driven through it on the way here, so you know it’s an armpit that makes other armpits look good by comparison. Even if you get to Chamberlain and you try to let off a little steam, there’s a crazy fundamentalist lady who’ll come over and get in your face until the cops drive over. So lots of luck there.”




“Just Andrew.”




Craig smiled, “Well Drewbie, once—”




The guy just smiled politely. “Andrew. And hey…”




The guy looked at Craig’s biceps. Well, Craig was wearing a sleeveless shirt so the ladies would get a look at his guns. So they were out there for the world to notice.




‘Drewbie’ just suggested, “How about we arm-wrestle for it? You win, you get to call me Drewbie or whatever. I win, you have to call me Andrew. Pretty harmless right?”




Craig just looked at the guy. There was no question the guy was built, but he didn’t have massive biceps and forearms like Craig did. So what kind of scam was the guy trying to pull? “Okay. We use the bench over here. You can grab the side of the bench with your off hand.”




The guy just smiled and nodded. They sat down, grabbed hands, and waited for one of the new girls to count them down.




“Three… two… one!”




Craig slammed in to the guy with everything he had. All he had to do was overwhelm the guy for a split second, and that arm would be slamming against the table.




Nothing happened. The guy’s arm quivered, but it didn’t move more than a fraction of an inch. And then the guy started pressing harder. And harder. And harder!




No matter how much effort Craig threw into it, he couldn’t keep his arm from slowly being pressed down to the bench. Hell, he could hardly keep his arm from being torn off at the shoulder! The guy was just too damn strong.




Craig’s hand pressed hard against the bench, and the guy just smiled, “Give?”




He strained for all he was worth, and he couldn’t budge his arm. “I give, goddamn it!”




The guy carefully let go of Craig’s hand and smiled, “Okay, so my name is Andrew. Sorry to do things this way.”




Fucking Canadians. Making him look bad, and being so frigging polite about it too. And half the girls in the area were already making googoo eyes at the guy. Well, fine. Andrew was going to get some of the shit details this summer.





205. After the Prom Is Over



Alex had Tuesday off, even though Willow called her and talked with her for about an hour on computer courses Willow wanted her to take. The ‘unix tools’ course sounded totally useful now that she had a unix box to care for. And Willow said the Java course would be pretty easy now that Alex had learned C and programming techniques and OOP and C Sharp. Plus Willow thought Perl was a really fun language that was super useful.




Okay, Willow really liked C, and C was weird.




So Alex and Ray went on a bike ride and just spent some private time together. Ray had found out he was going to be housed in the ‘jock’ dorm on the Georgetown campus, so he was pretty excited to hear that Alex’s campus was going to be within easy walking distance of his dorm room. And the garden center Ray had worked at last summer was anxious to have him back again, because he was a hard worker, and also partly because he was a big basketball star.




For the summer, Alex was looking at lots of Shar-care and lots of computer coursework and undoubtedly some Terawatt crises. She really wished she could squeeze in working at Gloria’s but it didn’t look like it was going to work out. On the other hand, she was going to see what freelance news photography stuff she could line up.




So on Wednesday morning, she flew off to Edwards Air Force Base at eight thousand feet and met up with a helicopter that flew her the rest of the way there faster than she could do on her own. And she flew into the Cessna and just stayed in her Terawatt uniform, because she was going to have to be Terawatt when she arrived at Andrews Air Force Base. And she had a Willow-text on her tPhone that she should bring the Cessna’s gymbag with her so she could change into Alex after Jack picked her up.




Alex had three hours to kill, so she pulled out her tablet computer, made sure it was synched with the Cessna’s sat phone, and started reading the overview for the ‘unix tools’ course. Okay, the first part looked pretty okay. She’d had to learn about stuff like cat and vi and ex and grep in the ‘installing unix’ course. Stuff like emacs and sed and awk and perl and nroff she had no idea about.




Oh wait, Willow had hacked the intro section with a note for her. ‘Alex, emacs and sed and awk and perl and the Korn shell are large enough topics that there are entire books — thick books — about them, and the course is just going to touch on their basics.’ Boy, she didn’t know whether that was a good thing or a bad thing




Oh. So awk wasn’t just a weird thing, it was a little language with a name that came from the initials of the guys who designed it. And sed was like a lot of other editors that were named a letter and then ‘ed’ for editor. That seemed a little less weird than she thought.




So she read for a while, then did homework exercises, then checked her answers against Willow’s answers. That was mostly good, but in two exercises, it was kind of discouraging because Willow’s answers were just a lot cleaner and way more ingenious than hers were.




She was still in the middle of the homework for the second unit when the Cessna landed. She went silvery, pulled the gymbag into her morph, and yanked open the door. Then she flew out and raced two feet above the tarmac to Jack’s car, where Jack and Willow were waiting for her.




Alex ducked into the back of the car and let Jack drive off the base. She stayed in a puddle down on the floor while Willow told her what they were going to do. Jack headed over to the DHS building where she’d had nice lunches a couple times before. She waited until they were pulling past the security gate and over to the building before she changed into her ‘Alex’ clothes and went normal. Jack reached back and hauled her gymbag out of the car and carried it for her. She figured there had to be a reason for that, because Jack didn’t waste time doing stuff that didn’t make sense. Unless it entertained him a bunch.




They went in that same door and went upstairs, so Alex was pretty sure they were going to the smaller conference room where she’d had lunch with Jack before. And sure enough, they walked in and found Graham and Sergeant Scott setting up a bunch of lunch stuff on the table against the wall, while a rugged-looking middle-aged man sat at the conference table watching them.




Alex studied him. She was sure she’d seen him somewhere before. He was wearing casual clothes and hiking boots. There was a dark trench coat hanging on the coatrack that wasn’t military, so maybe that was his too.




Jack walked over and shook hands. “Frank? I’m Jack O’Neill. We talked on the phone. General Hammond said you were fully cleared and you knew how to play ball with the DHS and the DOD. And Larry Richter had really good things to say about you. So we’re going to read you into the biggest secret on the planet and you’re gonna get bennies out of it as long as you keep the secret and help us out.”




Alex noticed that Jack put a tone into his voice at the end that totally said ‘and if you don’t keep the secret you will be sorrier than you can possibly imagine.’




‘Frank’ said, “I’ve been keeping DOD and DHS secrets for years, Jack. But my three contacts? One died in a little need-to-know problem we ran into in Colorado, one retired about a year ago, and General Richter’s retiring in months. My best sources for stories are gone, and you probably know what a loss of good information means if you’re just a freelance photojournalist.”




“Oh my gosh!” Alex squeaked. “You’re Frank West! This is a real honor!”




And she remembered a bunch of stuff about him, now that she’d figured out who he was. He had a couple Pulitzers. He had covered important wars and military actions, plus a bunch of world events. Some of his photos were considered iconic images of their events.




Jack grinned, “Frank West, Pulitzer Prize winner? Meet A.L. Mack, most recent Pulitzer Prize winner.”




“Call me Alex. Please,” She said, this time managing not to squeak like a fangirl. She shook his large, callused hand.




“So Miss Mack is read in too? I don’t see where you’re going with this.”




Jack asked, “Didn’t George explain the whole deal to you?”




“No,” Frank insisted. “He just said it would work well with my exhibit at the Corcoran Museum and the little class I taught there last term.”




Jack smiled like he was enjoying not telling Frank what was going on. “Well, A.L. Mack is starting at Corcoran College in the fall, and she needs an official mentor. And we need someone who can be a dick to the other professors and yank his mentee out for a few days for an educational project whenever he wants, freeing her up to do what she really needs to do.”




Frank stared carefully at them. “Okay, I’ve seen A.L. Mack on tv when she did that interview about filming Terawatt. And I recognize Willow Rosenberg from her pictures. But…” He stopped and thought hard. He whispered to himself, “Jack O’Neill… Jack O’Neill…” Then he burst out, “Right! The Orphan soldiers in Korea! You were in the footage.”




Jack nodded, “Yep. But this is a bigger secret than Orphans helping the United States. I run a DHS program called the SRI. The Superpowers Research Initiative. And I…”




Frank got it. “Terawatt! And Action Girl! And Klar! Right?” He studied Alex. “And you want me to mentor Action Girl so she can rush off on SRI business that I would then have a heads-up on? That sounds great.”




Jack gave him a Maxwell Smart voice. “Missed it… by that much!”




“Oh stop it, Jack,” Willow fussed.




Alex managed not to smile. “I’m not Action Girl. Although you will be meeting her too, I assume.”




Frank frowned slightly. “Well, you’re sure not invisible, but… Holy crap, don’t tell me you’re Terawatt! You’re only… what? Sixteen?”




Jack gave her a tiny nod, so she went silvery and dove into the gymbag Jack had probably brought in just for this situation. She came out and morphed right into Terawatt. She floated a foot off the floor and ran a bright spark between the index fingers of her two hands. In her best Terawatt tones, she said, “Good day, Mister West.”




Frank flinched slightly and gasped, “Holy freaking Christ! No wonder no one can figure out who Terawatt is! Is it some kind of illusion? Shape-shifting?”




Alex admitted in her normal voice, “It’s just props. Some falsies and a wig and high heels. And I do a different voice. It makes no sense to have a secret identity if you don’t protect it.” She dove back into the gymbag and changed back to Alex.




Frank nodded slowly as he thought it over. “Right. That makes good sense. Comic book supers like Ms. Marvel? How can you not know who they really are when they look exactly the same in and out of costume? How did you figure all of this out ahead of time?” He glanced at Willow. “Did you have Orphans working it all out for you?”




Alex smiled, “A little over a year ago, I was asked to go to another universe and help fight a hellgod. An actual evil goddess with her own hell dimension, who was trying to open up portals so she could invade every universe there is. My teammates were all really experienced in the superhero biz, and I was still a newbie, so they helped me. I mean, they helped me a ridiculous amount. When I came back, I was ready to pick a codename and make my uniform a disguise and everything I’ve been doing since then.”




Frank blinked in shock. “When you said the biggest secret on the planet, you weren’t kidding, were you?”




“Nope.” Jack even popped his ‘p’ for emphasis. And to be a pain.




Alex said, “And we really, really need you to keep my secret, because Danielle Atron knows where I live, and where my parents live, and my big sister, and my boyfriend, and a lot of my friends. My dad and my sister used to work for her at Paradise Valley Chemical. And she would totally kill everyone I ever knew to get even with us for putting her in prison.”




Willow insisted, “And we all love Alex, so we would be very, very angry at you if you spilled her secret, and very bad things would happen to you.”




Jack flatly added, “And while bad electronic things would happen to you courtesy of Willow, that’s nothing compared to what I would do to you personally. And I mean that in a really terrifying Hannibal Lecter kind of way.”




Graham said from the food table, “And I’d be right behind him in line.”




Sergeant Scott chipped in, “And me too. As would probably every single field person in the SRI on any team she’s worked with. And most of Italy, England, Finland, Russia, Japan, and South Korea.”




Alex was trying really hard not to blush. She said, “So I really am starting at Corcoran in the fall, and every time there’s an SRI crisis, we’ll need you to pull A.L. Mack out of school for a couple days to train her in photojournalism. And probably some of those will be us taking pictures of the disaster, which will get you a ton of perks and maybe even more Pulitzers and stuff. So this is going to be tera for you too.”




Frank nodded again. “Yeah, there’s no way I’d wreck this sitch.”




Willow lightly slapped Jack on the arm and hissed, “Don’t you dare.”




Frank looked at them with one eyebrow up, so Alex explained, “He was gonna do a Kim Possible joke.” Jack just shrugged like it was obvious.




Frank gave her a lopsided smile and told her, “That’s okay. I can be a pretty sarcastic guy too when I want.”




Willow rolled her eyes. “Well, you’ll need that, because Jack is the least well-behaved general in the entire Armed Forces.”




Jack got everyone to dive in for lunch, and they all settled around the table. Even Graham and Sergeant Scott. Frank couldn’t help but notice that Alex took six sandwich halves, a pile of cole slaw, a mound of pasta salad, and a bunch of fruit salad with her diet coke.




She glanced at her plate and admitted, “Yeah, one of my weaknesses is I need to eat a lot because I burn up more calories than a normal person. When I’m doing serious Terawatt stuff, I burn a lot more calories.”




Frank replied, “Yeah, I can see that. It would be tough to hurl lightning bolts without ‘recharging your batteries’ pretty often.”




Willow explained, “And telekinesis uses up a lot of power. And her flight is just more telekinesis. And even her silvery morph is telekinesis, but on a subatomic level. So everything she does burns energy. Her electrokinesis is probably telekinesis on a subatomic level too, and we have a physicist who even has an explanatory theory, but we don’t have a good way to test it. Yet.”




Jack pointed out, “More importantly, it means you don’t have to worry about Alex getting in trouble because she’s ‘just a girl’ because there’s very little on Earth that can really threaten her. And you can push your luck if she’s with you, because she can pull your fat out of the fire.”




Frank looked at Alex and smirked, “I always wanted my own personal superheroine to save my bacon whenever I needed it.” Then he scowled to himself. “We sure could’ve used your help in Colorado. I can’t tell you what it was about, but it was Ogden’s Marsh bad.”




“Eww!” Willow complained.




Jack just said, “Well, we appreciate you’re keeping other people’s secrets. It makes us feel like you’re more likely to keep ours.” Okay, Jack said it while eating a big bite of roast beef sandwich.




Frank just looked over at Alex. “So… four years at Corcoran?”




She nodded. “I’ve got a bunch of on-line course credits already, and I should have some AP exam credits toward courses, so I shouldn’t have any trouble graduating in four years. Maybe a little less. And then, if we work well together and we like each other, we can keep working on projects together afterward.”




He nodded. “Sounds good.” He took another bite of chicken salad sandwich and asked, “So what gear do you have so far, and what do you have in your portfolio besides pictures of Terawatt?”




So she told him about her camera and video gear including her portable ‘steadicam’ and he made some really smart recommendations on gear she might want to acquire when she could afford it. Then she told him about the work she’d been doing other than the Terawatt stuff.




He was pretty impressed with the meatpacking plant thing. But he was more excited about all the footage she had from Comic Con that she still hadn’t done anything with. He pointed out, “You should work on that Comic Con footage. Terawatt’s gonna continue to be big news, and you should be able to turn all of that into term projects for at least two or three of your photojournalism courses. And I’ll want to go over some of your work with you before school starts, so you’ll know how to adapt your work so it’s artsy-fartsy enough to make some of the teachers happy. Not everyone at Corcoran is like me. Some of them are going to want you to screw around with your depth of field or your framing or your color profile to make your pics look more ‘artistic.’ I think that’s a load of crap for real photojournalism, but I can tell you ahead of time which profs are like that, and how to make them happy with your work. And learning how to make your potential editors or buyers happy with your pictures is a life skill too. Pictures you want to sell to National Geographic are going to look different from pictures you want to sell to Newsweek, and those’ll look different from pictures you want to sell to The New York Times.”




That made a lot of sense. Frank also thought he ought to pull Alex out of school a bunch of times when there wasn’t a Terawatt crisis, so no one would be connecting the absences with Terawatt stuff. Alex was figuring that Frank would be a really great mentor.




After lunch, and after Frank traded contact information with Alex, then Jack and Willow drove her toward the White House.




“Why are we going this way?” Alex checked. “I’m not in my uniform.”




Willow turned her head and smiled, “Corcoran College’s downtown campus and the Corcoran Museum are just across 17th from the White House. We’ve got you a place north of the 17th Street Metrorail stations so you can walk to school every day.”




“Isn’t that whole area supposed to be all super-expensive places or government office buildings or like that?” Alex asked.




Jack smirked, “We found a nice basement apartment in a security building that came up for grabs when the tenant got moved from the EPA’s DC office to someplace like Ada, Oklahoma. Seems some people doing computer security work for the DHS found out he was streaming porn instead of working, and he got in a little trouble. We just grabbed the apartment a few months ago and refurbished it a little bit.”




Alex knew Jack well enough to ask, “What exactly does ‘refurbish a little bit’ mean?”




Jack admitted, “Well, we couldn’t get you some nice windows, or build a divider between the kitchen and the living room, but we did replace the old hot water heater and refurbish the HVAC unit, along with just maybe adding in a secret Tera-tunnel from your kitchen to the utility tunnel running down the street outside, which gives you access to all the local utility tunnels, and the local water runoff system, and also the Metrorail tunnel system. Naturally, Willow has complete maps of every one of ’em, complete with details on the access points and crossovers.”




Willow lectured, “And you totally don’t want to be in the runoff systems in a lot of D.C., because maybe the area near the White House is a nice separated system with no sewage in it, but there are plenty of other parts of D.C. where stormwater runoff goes through combined sewers. With extra soo. According to the EPA, over thirty-four miles of rivers and streams in and around the District of Columbia do not support swimming and aquatic life because they’re too yucky. And outflow from separated and combined sewers — well mainly from the combined sewers — is the primary source of ‘pathogens that cause impairments to the District’s local waterways’.”




Jack complained, “She’s been quoting the stats to me too. But the problem is D.C.’s old. Some of this junk is over two centuries old, and back then they didn’t even understand what made people sick.”




Jack drove past the White House. He glanced over at it and murmured, “Hmm. Same old, same old.”




Willow objected, “Maybe for you mega-cool, tera, awesome powerbrokers, but I haven’t even gotten to go on a plain old White House tour.”




Jack shrugged. “Hey, we both know you’ll be down visiting Alex plenty, and you can play tourist all day while she’s stuck in boring classes like Media Mangling 101 and Advanced Lying for Advertisers 220.”




Willow asked innocently, “Is that the famous ‘How to Make Crap Look Really Good’ class I hear so much about?”




Jack corrected her, “No, it’s the political ads course, so it’s the ‘How to Make Scum-Sucking Slimeballs Look Better than Their Opponent’ program. The ‘How to Make Scum-Sucking Slimeballs’ Political Opponents Look Worse Than Wacky Maggie’ course is Advanced Lying for Advertisers 260.”




Willow smiled at him and said in a high-pitched voice, “Oh! That’s very different… Never mind!”




Boy, Jack was such a bad influence on Willow.




They parked across the street from a six-story apartment building. It didn’t look all new and shiny and mega-spendy like a couple buildings she’d seen in the area. But it wasn’t all filthy or broken-down either. It just looked… average. It was sort of like the ‘apartment’ version of the Paradise Valley town hall.




Jack produced a key to the steel security door, and he unlocked the door. They walked in and down a short hall to a stairwell and an elevator. Jack took the stairs just before Willow would have pressed the elevator button.




They walked down one flight of stairs, and they were in a long hall that stretched the length of the building. There were five doors off each side. Alex guessed from how far apart the doors were that the apartments were maybe thirty or thirty-five feet wide. And they couldn’t be that deep, either.




Okay, there was no way a normal person could afford a really big, really nice apartment within walking distance of the White House. But she didn’t need ‘really big’ or ‘really nice’.




They walked down the hall. The walls were a sort of light gray and the rug was one of those mega-sturdy indoor-outdoor carpets you wouldn’t want inside your house except in a mudroom. They walked to a door marked B7. Jack had another key, and he unlocked the door. It sounded like it was a really solid lock with a big deadbolt.




By then, Alex was expecting something dingy and gray and windowless and small, like the inside of a cardboard box. But when Jack flipped the light switch by the door, Alex saw that the room was light and really nice, even if the only window was a little thing set about five feet off the ground with a heavy white vertical shade covering it. The room was about twenty-five or thirty feet deep and maybe sixteen feet wide.




The ceiling was solid white, and the walls were a pretty ivory, and the new-looking rug on the first two thirds of the floor was sort of champagne. The last third of the floor was in the open kitchen area, and it was a white-and-beige patterned linoleum.




The first third of the area was apparently a ‘living room’ with two comfy armchairs right next to where she was standing, and a big ecru couch facing them. And there was a big-screen tv on the wall to her right with the couch facing it and a white Ikea-style media center under it. On her other side was a little ‘hall closet’ to hang up coats and stuff when you came in from the cold or the wet.




On the other side of the couch was a round dining table that looked like fake oak, and four matching chairs around it, with a couple leaves for the table and a couple folding chairs tilted against the wall by the fridge. Opposite the table was a big white bookcase that looked like more new Ikea stuff.




The kitchen was a really shallow, wide ‘U’ with a white formica top all the way across the back wall and going a couple feet on the side walls to a fridge on the right and a stove-and-oven combo on the left. There was a dishwasher just to the right of the single sink, which was under the little window. And there were cabinets under the formica and above the counterspace.




Alex looked hard at Willow. “Just refurbishing?”




“Okay, so I pestered Jack to do something about the place, because it was all dark browns and dingy stuff, and it was totally of the depressing. So it’s new paint and a new rug and a new fridge and new lighting, and a new tub and toilet and sink, and a new HVAC unit and recently-cleaned ductwork and a really good water heater, and new furniture I picked out, and I totally wouldn’t let Jack pick the shower curtain that had the shadow of Norman Bates’ mother holding a big carving knife because that wouldn’t be fun to live with.”




Jack shrugged, “I wouldn’t really pick it. I just wanted to tease Will some.”




Willow added, “And I wouldn’t let him get the My Little Pony shower curtain either.”




Jack grinned, “That I would’ve picked. Unless you wanted the Little Mermaid shower curtain instead.”




Willow pretended she was ignoring him and went on, “The couch is a hide-a-bed in case Annie or your folks or Shar come to visit—”




“Whoa!” Alex interrupted. “Wait a minute! Who said anything about Shar not living here with me?”




Jack frowned, “Okay, think about it. This is not a ‘kid’ neighborhood. And even if we sited you in a more family-friendly area, you would still have a Shop target right here in D.C. where anybody might spot her just from seeing her when they pick their kids up from school or a playdate. The Shop may be crushed, but that doesn’t mean she’s really safe yet. Not as long as there are people who know about her and what she can do. She’ll come live with us next year, and you can visit whenever you feel like it.”




Willow nodded excitedly. “Yeah! They’re already doing the interior walls on our house so we’ll be moving into it in maybe one and a half or two months, and there’s tons of room for her, and you too, and you can fly from here to our home in under an hour already and I think you’ll just get faster as your tk strength goes up.”




Jack pointed out, “And if anyone in D.C. spots Shar, and then sees she’s living with A.L. Mack, that’ll probably blow your secret identity right there. You really can’t live with Shar until you’ve graduated, and even then we’ll have to put in some serious safeguards.”




Alex suddenly felt like she might burst into tears. Just give up Shar? Even if it was only for a few days at a time?




Willow hugged her tightly. “It’ll be okay, honey. We’ll make it work. But you need to have enough time to be a serious college student, and you need time with Ray, and you need to get some Alex time in there too. We can care for Shar, and protect her, and teach her martial arts, and all the stuff she needs.”




“She needs me!” Alex sobbed. “And I need her!”




Jack patted Alex on the shoulder. “It’ll be okay. We’ll make it work. You can spend Friday nights and weekends with Shar, and we can get you up to the base for anything special, like school plays or birthdays. And you want Shar to be safer, right?”




“Right!” Alex whimpered. “Totally!”




Jack went on, “And besides, she probably doesn’t get to watch ‘The Iron Giant’ enough at your house.”




Alex would have laughed if she wasn’t so busy being upset.




Jack went with a Bart Simpson imitation. “Not enough ‘Iron Giant’? Wow dude, you could die of malnutrition.”




It wasn’t the best Bart Simpson she had ever heard, but it was good enough that she knew who it was supposed to be. She just had no idea what it was supposed to be… Oh wait, yeah, she did. Those old ads for Butterfingers candy bars. Did Jack have all the tv shows and tv ads just memorized?




The worst thing was that they were right. She couldn’t care for Shar and do anything. She couldn’t stay late at school for activities or research or projects. She couldn’t go do photography or filming for school assignments. She sure couldn’t go on dates with Ray. And what would happen to Shar if Alex had to rush off on a Terawatt mission for a couple days? It wasn’t fair to Shar.




It wasn’t fair to Alex either. She wanted to keep Shar with her, and there was just no way until Shar was old enough to be left alone for several days.




Alex managed to say, “Okay.” But tears leaked down her cheeks and her nose started running, which was mega-embarrassing even if it was just Jack and Willow.




Jack whipped a folded-up tissue out of a pocket. Alex blew her nose and asked, “How’d you know I’d need a kleenex?”




Jack smirked, “I didn’t. But I can hardly take this one to a movie without getting the waterworks, so I just carry a couple all the time now.”




“Nyeh.” Willow stuck her tongue out at him.




Jack moved on, leading Alex to the kitchen. “Ignore the paintjob and the carpet and the new furniture. We had to do a bunch of junk like that anyway, so we could get away with… this.” He knelt down and opened the cabinet door for the side cabinet next to the fridge.




Alex took a peek. It went all the way back to the wall, and then had some space off to the left behind the other cabinet.




“Off to the left, it’s a false wall. The latches are on the inside, so only you can open them.”




She reached out with her tk and felt against the cabinet wall. It looked like a regular part of the cabinet. But there were two latches locking the panel in place. She unlocked them, and the panel slid off to the side like a garage door, only sideways.




“A tamboured door. Willow’s idea, naturally,” Jack said. “And when we rebuilt the cabinets, we left a dead space the height and depth of the cabinet and about a foot deep. There’s enough room for one of your gymbags, and an Annie Farrell valise, and a few other things we’ll dream up, plus…”




Alex stuck her head in and took a peek. There were two plastic circles on the wall, and both of them had tightly-closed three-inch circular ports in the middle.




Jack explained, “The one on the right is a three-inch steel pipe in a little tunnel we drilled from the utility tunnel running along underneath the street into here. The other end of the pipe is a sealed port like this one, only camouflaged so no one will notice. It gives you covert access to the under-street utility tunnels. And within a block there are connects to the local water runoff system and also the Metrorail tunnels so you can also fly through the subways if you want to.”




“And the left one?” she wondered.




“We hooked that one to a vent stack in the wall right here. You can go straight up to the roof, pop off the protective cap on the pipe, and fly up into the night skies if you need to, without anyone seeing you.”




“Wow, this is… awesome.” She used her tk to slide the secret panel closed and lock it in place.




Willow said, “And that has to be more secure than leaving your gymbag under your bed. I downloaded maps of the underground utility tunnel system here, and the local storm runoff system which covers pretty much everything within a mile of here plus some extra areas, and also how to get into the Metrorail tunnels and what their whole system looks like. You can get all over the place without anyone seeing you.”




Jack ‘helpfully’ added, “And she’ll download all that to your tablet so you can get used to it, because she’ll feel really guilty as soon as you see how much she spent on you in the bedroom.”




“What?” Alex squawked. “You mean Willow bought all this stuff? I thought…”




Jack confessed, “Willow didn’t like what the GAO picked out when we listed this as a DHS safehouse—”




“It was doody!” Willow griped. “It was totally of the crappy! It was ugly and cheap and horrible! Alex needs some nice things! And anyway, it’s not like I’m bankrupting us and Charlie’s gonna be eating ramen and Kraft mac and cheese for the rest of the year.”




So Alex immediately looked off to the left. There was a tiny hallway just big enough to have a door on each side and the bathroom door in front of her. The left door was the door for the tiny area that had the furnace and air conditioning stuff and the fancy water heater. The bathroom was very white, with a white tub and an off-white shower curtain and a white toilet and a white sink on a white formica counter that had blue and red flecks in it for some color. It wasn’t big, but the brightness kept it from feeling cramped. And there was a louvered white door just on the other side of the faucet side of the shower that had one of those little over-under washer and dryer combos that would be plenty for one person.




The right-hand door off the tiny hallway was into the bedroom. She stepped in. The wall on her left was bumped out three feet for the closet. The bedroom wasn’t big, but it had a lot of stuff nicely arranged in it. To the left, there was a nightstand between the closet and the queen-sized bed, which had a new box spring and mattress on it but no sheets yet. On the right was a nice chest of drawers. On the wall under the small, high window was a computer desk. They were all antique white. To the right of the computer desk was a big white Ikea-esque bookcase that went nearly to the ceiling, and to the right of the bed was something Alex had never seen before. The top part was all cubbyholes, and the bottom part was two drawers that were as wide as the whole unit. The bottom wide drawer was a file cabinet but with the file racks running sideways instead of into the unit. The upper drawer was a big storage drawer with dividers.




Willow walked Alex over to the weird unit. “I saw this and I knew you needed it. All your files for school and projects and news stories and taxes and stuff can get filed in the bottom drawer, and all your camera gear can get put in the cubby holes, and all the computer stuff like spare cables and types of papers and printer cartridges and all your other loose stuff can go in the storage drawer! It’s perfect for you! And the computer desk will be great for your laptop.”




Alex checked out the computer desk. At knee-level there was a fancy printer/scanner sitting on a paper storage thing that had half a dozen thin drawers for different kinds of paper. Above that was a pull-out keyboard tray. And the top of the desk was completely clean except at the very back was a thing her laptop could slide into, and it had a big LCD screen sticking up above it.




Willow continued, “So it can be a plain old study desk or makeup table, and your textbooks can go on the bookshelf, but when you slide your laptop into the docking port, you’ve got a big desktop system with a good screen and a really nice keyboard. Oh, and I bought a really good UPS so you can keep working for maybe two hours while docked even if your power goes out, and then you can undock it and run on your laptop battery for hours more. And the printer will do really high quality photographs if you need it. So now you just need to learn how to cut mats and frame pictures, and you’re ready for your gallery showings!”




Alex fussed, “I’m not going to be showing in a gallery.”




Jack gave her a smirk. “Of course you are. You’re going to a school where students do that kind of stuff. And you’re the most famous student going there now. You need to stop thinking like little Alex Mack and start thinking more like important A.L. Mack.”




“Or like Terawatt,” Willow added.




Alex looked around the room again and complained, “Willow, I love you, but this is really too much. I mean, this is worse than Bruce getting carried away with that Canon body.”




Willow pouted and said, “I’m pretty sure that everything I bought all together isn’t as much as that even half of that Canon camera body.”




Jack said, “And none of this is as expensive as what it cost to get that tunnel drilled into your kitchen without anyone wising up. And you don’t want to know what it costs to send you somewhere in an SR-71. But you know what? It would absolutely be worth it even if you cost us something crazy like a hundred million dollars a month, because you’ve saved a few billion lives already, and tens of trillions of dollars of people’s stuff. You’re the most cost-effective line item in the national budget.”




Alex felt like her face was getting really red.




Willow smiled, “And anyway, when you graduate and we sell this place, we’ll more than recoup our investment.”




“If we sell it,” Jack said. “We might want to keep it as a DHS secure location.”




Willow looked her in the eye. “Anyway, when you find out what it costs to equip a kitchen from scratch, and ship all your stuff here, and fill in the gaps in your wardrobe, and buy all the bedclothes, and buy the rest of the camera gear you want, you’ll plotz.”




Jack pointed out, “And you’re not going to want to keep your car here. You can leave it at home or store it at our place, but there aren’t any more available secure parking spots in back of the building, and driving around this town is a headache anyway.”




Willow nodded. “And what’s the point? You can fly ten times faster than you can drive through D.C. traffic, and you can zoom up to see us in an hour, and you can fly to Annie’s place in not a whole lot more time, and there’s no way you can drive in less than several hours. Or a lot longer if there’s rush hour traffic. And you’d probably want to take the train up to Boston anyway. There’s a grocery store a block and a half from here, and two specialty foods stores within four blocks, and it’s a simple walk due south down 17th to the downtown campus, and if you cut over a few blocks to the west as you go you’ll be on the Georgetown campus.”




Jack explained, “A lot of D.C. is a just-walk-around-the-neighborhood kind of place, even if some of the neighborhoods are the ’hood and I don’t want you going places like that.”




Willow went on, “And you won’t need to lug around tons of notebooks and textbooks. Corcoran has electronic syllabus materials and I can get you all the textbooks electronically, and you can scan any handouts or just type up the useful stuff, so you can have stuff on your tablet and make notes there, so you’ll have everything you need on your tablet except camera stuff and art stuff. For some weird reason, they like the photography people to take a drawing course too.”




Jack glanced at his watch. “Come on, let’s walk over to The Cork. Or whatever you artsy-fartsy college kids call it.”




Willow nudged him and said, “I’d like to look some in the museum. It’s got some great stuff in it.”




Jack grinned, “And if you two behave, I’m buying an early dinner at the Ritz-Carlton before Alex flies home.”




“No way,” Willow insisted. “We talked about this. I’m buying.”




Jack smugly said, “Okay, whoever behaves the best in the museum can buy.”




Alex just knew Jack had something naughty up his sleeve.





206. Prom Queen



Alex loved the Corcoran Museum, and the ‘downtown’ campus for Corcoran College was really nice.




And she was totally surprised that Jack pulled something. Not!




One of the Corcoran College upperclassmen had been interning with National Geographic in South America and had a big photographic exhibit in the museum. Of frogs. And Jack knew Willow had ranidaphobia, which Alex didn’t even know what it was until Willow walked into an exhibit hall while talking with Jack and turned around and unexpectedly found herself face-to-face with a four foot high frog.




Okay, it was a framed blown-up picture of a really tiny frog, but Willow still screamed. She screamed like it was a live ten-foot tarantula. And then, when two security guards rushed in, she was totally embarrassed and she couldn’t stop babbling about how she had ‘frog fear’ and she didn’t know the exhibit was about frogs and she was really, really sorry. Meanwhile, Jack just stood next to her and acted like the supportive boyfriend who would never do something horrible like tricking his phobic girlfriend into walking into a room full of big frog pictures without telling her first.




Later, when they were walking north to get back to Jack’s car, Willow complained, “Okay, there’s plenty of scary stuff out there, but there’s only two things I’m really phobic about, and one of them is frogs. The other is public speaking, especially singing in front of other people, but… frogs. Ranidaphobia. And Jack darn well knows it too.” She glared at him.




Jack casually said, “Hey, a bet’s a bet. Remember what you did to win our little bet last week? First one to the restaurant?”




Willow insisted, “Hey! I paid for the dry cleaning on your uniform afterward. And the steam cleaning for your car interior. And I bought a whole new bottle of olive oil.”




Alex decided she was not going to ask for details. Sometimes Jack and Willow were just too weird.




Willow kept going, “And it’s not like I scared the peepee out of my significant other, like some great big doodyheads I know!”




Jack checked, “Pee? Do we need to cancel dinner at the Ritz?”




Willow scowled, “No, it’s pee of the figurative. But you were really naughty in there, so you don’t get to pay.”




Jack smirked, “I’m not the one who screamed and caused security guards to scramble.”




Alex told him, “But you were really naughty. So I’m paying.”




Jack stared at her like she had just sucker-punched him.




Willow burst into giggles. “Yes!” She even did a little victory dance and gave Alex a high five.




Jack pretended to scowl. “And now they’re ganging up on me.”




“Poor, pitiful you,” Willow said without an ounce of sympathy in her voice. “Forced to go to a really nice restaurant and get delicious food for free.”




Jack insisted, “But I like picking up the check! Well, I like paying when it’s you. Or Alex. Joe Frady? Him I’d stick with the check even if I had to pull the old ‘dine and ditch’ trick.”




Alex even knew what that was. There were some guys at her school that Louis warned her about, because if you were eating with them and they ran out, you might be stuck paying the whole check. And Louis had been carrying enough cash to pay for him and Marsha, but not four more people as well.




Why did stuff like that always happen to Louis instead of someone else?




But after a very nice dinner where Alex totally could not eat as much as she wanted because they were being waited on by the world’s most attentive waiter, Jack drove her back to the Cessna. She hugged Willow and General Naughty, went silvery, pulled her gymbag into her morph, and flew into the jet to get ferried back home.




Alex got a couple more hours done on the unix tools course. Who knew that knowing awk and sed and C and unix was going to be mega-helpful for learning perl? Or at least the piece of perl the course wanted to teach you. Okay, perl looked pretty cool, in the sense that not only was there more than one way to do a task in perl, there were probably more than a dozen ways. On the other hand, perl was weird. Even weirder than sed and awk and C, because it sort of deliberately took all the weirdness of sed and awk and C and unix commands and a bunch more programming languages and stirred them all together in a big pot with several tablespoons of wacky for seasoning.




Once the Cessna got within a hundred miles of Paradise Valley, she bailed out and flew home. She even got home in time for dessert. Yay! And kitchen clean-up. Yuck. Not that she could complain out loud about the clean-up part, because Shar was already avoiding doing kitchen clean-up whenever she could.




After clean-up, Alex took Willow’s hint to heart. She moved her uniform out from under her bed. She just flopped down on the floor so she could watch what she was doing, and she used her tk cutting wheel to slice a tiny line along the bottom of the baseboard behind her bed until the gap was big enough for her to puddle through it and into the space between the walls. The space was only about three and a half inches deep, so she had to take her boots and boob padding and a couple other things out of the gymbag and turn everything sideways so they’d fit in the cramped space. She figured it would only take her a couple extra seconds to pull what she needed into her morph, and everything was way safer now. The weights got to stay under the bed, along with the gymbag, which now only had energy bars and her dopp kit and innocent stuff like that. And she remembered to put the Annie Farrell valise back together with clean stuff in it, and that went inside the wall too, even if it had to go in opened up so it would fit.




And then Alex had to take her mom and dad and Shar into the living room and give them the bad news that Shar was going to have to be at Jack and Willow’s house for the next four school years.




Shar was really sad, but she said, “I sorta thought that’s why you were feeling totally unhappy.”




Alex’s mom looked weepy, but she gently murmured, “Alex, I think we all knew this was coming, sooner or later. There is no way you can go off to college and take a nine year old with you.”




Her dad gently asked, “But Jack’s base is pretty close to Washington, isn’t it? Can’t you just fly back and forth when you want to?”




Alex nodded miserably. “Jack and Willow said I could fly up after Friday classes, and it’s under an hour for me to fly to their house, and then I could be with Shar all weekend and fly back late Sunday night or mega-early Monday morning, depending on my class schedule.”




Her dad told her, “I know guys who live in the Bay Area or outside L.A. and have to commute an hour each way every day, in rush hour traffic. So it’s manageable if you want to try it. You can go visit Shar just as often as you two need to.”




Her mom softly pointed out, “And we know Terawatt has to fly off to save the day all the time. What would Shar do if she was left behind for days?”




“I could eat as much chocolate as I wanted!” Shar piped up.




“You’re really not helping your case here,” Alex hinted.




Shar gave her a smile. “Well, it’s the truth.”




Alex’s dad added, “And I imagine ‘round the clock showings of ‘The Iron Giant’ might figure in there somewhere.”




Her mom sighed, “And we don’t know if D.C. could be the next target for… The Empire.”




“The Evil Empire!” Shar insisted.




Her mom kept going. “So maybe Shar would be a lot safer at Jack’s base. And if your babysitter might be Action Girl, you’d be a lot safer than we can manage.”




Shar pouted, “But I like being with Alex! And I’m too old for a babysitter! And… and what if Auntie Willow won’t let me make my secret carrot recipe?” She got off the couch and pressed her face into Alex’s blouse before she started sniffling.




Alex hugged Shar tight. “I’m pretty sure Willow will let you make your secret carrot recipe. She might even let you make our secret cauliflower recipe or Aunt Janet’s secret broccoli recipe, because she says Jack needs to eat more veggies and less cow. And Cindy could teach you how to make her secret green bean casserole that’s really great too. And Jack can teach you how to grill meat, because Willow says he’s really good at it.”




Shar sobbed into Alex’s shirt, “I’m gonna miss Sophie and Maria and Brandi and Dottie and Dennis and Patty and Danielle and all of ’em, but I’ll miss you a lot more!”




Alex hugged her and reminded her, “I won’t be gone. I’ll be back every few days, like all weekend and stuff.”




Shar wondered, “Even when Ray’s team is playing games?”




“Oh crud. I forgot about that,” Alex winced.




Her dad suggested to Shar, “Maybe Jack would want to drive down with you so you two could sit with Alex and watch Ray when he gets to play.”




“Can I get a shirt with Ray’s team on it?”




Alex thought about Willow and smiled, “Jack’ll probably want to buy you shirts that say Air Force Academy on ’em, but I think you could probably get Ray or me to buy you a Georgetown shirt.”




But even after a long talk, Shar still snuck into Alex’s bed when Alex finally came to bed around eleven. Alex just hugged Shar tight and rubbed her back. And tried not to cry.




Sometimes, being a superhero was just really, really cruddy.







Alex was feeling mega-guilty in the morning, so she got up and scooted Shar through dressing and eating breakfast and doing her hair and all that stuff. Then she drove Shar to school.




Alex was already dressed and wide awake and everything, so she went over to her high school to check on how the yearbooks went. She had to go to the admin offices to find out, because the room they had been using for the yearbooks was closed up.




Principal Wilson saw her through the glass window of his door, and he came out to greet her. “Alex! What brings you back here? Can’t get enough school?”




Alex smiled at him and replied, “I think that would be my sister Annie. I came by to check on the yearbook sales.”




He walked her over to Debbie, who handled attendance and class-cutting and all the stuff like that. “Debbie, do we have any yearbooks still to be picked up?”




Debbie glanced at a sheet on her desk and told him, “Just seventeen, and we’re down to two extras.”




He slowly shook his head. “I’m sure some of those seventeen won’t get around to picking up their yearbooks until after we close for the summer.”




Debbie looked up at him. “I’m pretty sure last time we had four people wait until September to pick up the yearbooks from the spring before.”




Alex had a thought. “Well, if you sell the last two extra books, get a list of anyone else who wants one, because we can get them a lot of the computer files instead. At a minimum, we can copy the DVD for them.”




Principal Wilson smiled at her, “That DVD’s the best idea the yearbook team’s had in ages. Good work. I just wish I had a dozen more students like you for the next couple years.”




She blushed all the way to Gloria’s. And the four Bavarian cream donuts she bought were strictly as a reward for the yearbook thing, and not because she was being a pig. And anyway, she needed the calories for working out later, and she got all the way up to 295 pounds on her best tk lift, even if she had to go take a bunch of ibuprofens after, and eat a big bowl of chocolate chip ice cream with all the hot fudge sauce left in the jar and the last ten Oreos. And then her mom made her go to the grocery store to buy stuff and even wrote a note on the grocery list.




She was so not ‘eating them out of house and home’!







On Friday morning, she took Shar to school too. She had been thinking about summer Shar-care as sort of a burden, but now that she was going to lose Shar at the end of the summer, it became totally necessary and something really special. Even if Shar still had half a week of school left, plus summer camp and science camp. The summer camp was a two-week sleepover camp Shar was excited about because Maria was going too, and the science camp was a day camp that the Paradise Valley Chemical plant organized over at the college. And Shar already had a crazy number of playdates lined up, some at the Mack house and some not.




Alex was still driving around Shar’s school checking for badguys when her tPhone went off. So she pulled over and answered her phone.




Jack said, “Hi, Tera! Having summer fun yet?”




Willow added, “Frank talked with Jack and said he was really impressed with you and he was looking forward to being your mentor and giving some of the college ‘artheads’ a hard time.”




“Ooh, good! Is that why you called?”




Jack replied, “Well… no. I just wanted to give you an FYI. Burn picked up a couple YouTube videos and tweets and Instagrams and such that were all possibles and all from the same high school, so we’re going to send Action Girl in as a scout, with Lupo and Walters as ‘parental units’.”




Alex was about to ask why not Sergeant Scott, but Sergeant Walters looked a lot more like he could maybe be Hanna’s dad, even if Sergeant Scott was the one who was blonde.




Jack added, “And we’ll send Grover along as invisible backup. Having support that badguys can’t spot is… totally of the tera.”




Alex checked, “So you’re giving me an FYI in case you need to Blackbird me there?”




“Got it in one,” Jack told her.




“So where is it?”




Willow said, “It’s a small high school in a small town. Thomas Ewen Consolidated High School in Chamberlain, Maine.”




Alex admitted, “I’ve never even heard of the town.”




Jack complained, “Well, there are lots of places people only know because bad stuff happened there. The OK Corral. Tunguska. Petrie’s Island. Ogden’s Marsh…”




Alex winced, “You can stop now.”




Willow jumped in, “Hopefully this isn’t like that. But it does look like someone using tk in the school. But there’s nothing about this that’s older than a week ago on the interwebs, so probably a student who just discovered his or her powers, instead of a teacher with a lot of practice.”




Alex hoped, “Maybe this won’t be so bad.”




Jack just replied, “Well, we can hope. But if Action Girl and Lupo and Klar and Walters can’t handle this, then we’ll need our big gun.”




Alex wasn’t sure she liked being thought of as their ‘big gun’.







“Hey Canada!”




Andrew walked over to Craig. “Hi Craig. Why can’t you just call me Andrew?” The guy was even polite about it. Still.




Craig looked over at the dining hall. “Yo! Joisey!”




Martha wiped her hands off on a towel and flipped him a bird. She headed on over, still in her cook’s apron. Craig led Andrew over to meet up with her.




Martha was about thirty, and not bad-looking for thirty, but she had a rep around the place as a cougar. She could have been getting pounded by any of the older guys who actually ran Outward Bound, but she liked ’em younger. And she was a great cook. No doubt about that. And she had that Jersey accent, which just grated on Craig’s ears.




“Andrew? This is Martha Gray. She’s our head cook, and she just loves people to make fun of her New Jersey accent.” Martha gave Craig her death glare. “Martha? Andrew Clements, all the way from Briarwood, which is some sort of suburb or something of Toronto. In Canada. He’s one of our noobs. You needed someone to fill in for Jack today and maybe tomorrow? Here you are.”




Andrew put his hand out and smiled politely. “How do you do?”




Martha smiled a little less politely and a little more lustily as she looked him over. “I do pretty damn good, Andrew. So have you ever cooked before?”




“Well, my mom always insisted that we know how to do the basics, like peel potatoes and cook macaroni…”




She led him off to the kitchen area, where he would get a full afternoon and evening of scutwork, and at least that much of getting hit on by Martha. With Jack out sick for at least a day or two, that took care of one of Craig’s problems… and maybe two of them if he was lucky.







Hanna walked into the school. Her ‘parents’ were right behind her, and she could hear Grover was right behind Lieutenant Jo. He was really hard to track, but the soles of his invisible shoes made the slightest scuffing sound on some materials. An invisible person with Colonel Riley’s skillset would be really fun to spar with, but Grover was still working with Sergeant Scott on really low-level martial arts techniques. And Cindy would be really mad if Hanna accidentally hurt Grover in sparring.




She was even wearing a ‘Cindy’ kind of outfit for the op. The miniskirt was cute and flirty with soft pleats, and stopped around mid-thigh. The short-sleeved top showed off her collarbones and framed her face. Her one-inch heels were really pretty, even if they were not designed for fighting. And she was wearing a metal ribbon bracelet that wrapped around her right forearm four times. It was not as good as a bracer, but it was a steel-titanium alloy with a fake silver finish, and it would provide fairly good protection against a blunt instrument or a knife slash, while looking purely ornamental.




‘Stepmom’ was wearing a dark red wrap dress and two-inch heels, and she was wearing a lot more makeup than Lieutenant Jo Lupo ever wore, and she had her hair down and styled with a lot of mousse. Hanna thought that Jo looked really gorgeous like that. She also thought that men who were afraid to date Jo were total dorks. Totally of the dorky, as someone would say.




There were just not enough men out there like Charlie O’Neill, who knew exactly what Hanna was, and just what Hanna could do, and just wasn’t scared off by her. Plus, he was a very good kisser. Considering that his dad made Willow very happy, Hanna was figuring that someday Charlie would make her very happy too. In exactly the same way. Even if her mom would have a cow if it was in Hanna’s bed at home.




‘Dad’ was wearing a sport coat and khakis, with a nice buttondown shirt and a boring tie. Hanna knew that Sergeant Walters was not carrying as much weaponry as Lieutenant Lupo had in her purse, but he was far from unarmed. Hanna would have liked to have more than her ribbon bracelet and the hairbrush in her purse that was really a six-inch stiletto.




It looked like they had already missed the chance to really study the student body up close, since the signs said today was the last day of classes and tonight was the senior prom. Without having the entire student body in close confines, it might be a long-term undertaking to track down a possible tk user. While she was fully aware that undercover work and investigative work could be months-long efforts requiring patience and diligence and care, she didn’t really want to take on that kind of job. Not unless it was in a place like New York City where she could get out her bat-grapples and swing around the skyscrapers for hours at night to burn off all her excess energy.




Plus, General Jack said the Batman would be very fun to annoy.







Principal Henry Grayle was assuming the afternoon would be a breeze. He was trying to catch up on paperwork. The last week or so had been a headache, with a couple bullying incidents, and angry parents protesting Miss Desjardin giving their little darlings detentions and in one case said girl being barred from the senior prom. Not that he wasn’t backing Miss Desjardin. This kind of thing needed to be addressed, even if the bullies were seniors. He was just glad that none of the guilty parties had parents with any pull, or the school board would be all over him.




When his secretary beeped him on the intercom, he opened his door and welcomed in the little family. Even if he had to make an effort not to stare. He was not the kind of man who was interested in children, especially not the children who were in his care, but the two women who walked into his office made even the cheerleaders of the school look like garbage. The teenager was a shoo-in for the next time a Hollywood teen movie needed a girl to play ‘incredibly gorgeous Swedish exchange student.’ The woman was too young to be her mother, and was a stunning Latina probably in her middle or late twenties. If the woman could act, she would probably put Michelle Rodriguez out of business. The man was a massive Nordic-looking guy who looked just barely old enough to be the teen’s father.




“Principal Henry Grayle. Pleased to meet you. Go ahead and sit down.”




The women sat on either side of the man, which was a little unusual. Usually, the daughter wanted to sit beside the mother, unless there was some friction going on. He made a little mental note.




The big guy smiled, “Cliff Peterson. This is my daughter, Hanna Anne Peterson, and my wife Josefina. I’m lookin’ at some job opportunities in the area… we’re tryin’ to move out of the Quad Cities as soon as we can… and they said this was one of several towns where their personnel commuted from, so we’re tryin’ to get a look at the schools before everyone’s gone for the summer.”




The Quad Cities? Henry tried not to gulp, but everyone in the whole country knew about Davenport Iowa and Umbrella Corporation and zombies. No wonder they wanted out of there. He smiled back, “Well, as you can see, you’ve pretty much missed that window here. Most of the classes have let out for the school year, and there are only a few students around who aren’t working in the gym getting ready for the senior prom tonight.”




The woman purred, “Hanna Anne would be a senior next year, so perhaps we could look around or peek at the preparations in the gym?”




The daughter scowled, “Please Jo, I can speak for myself.”




Well, he’d seen that problem before. Teenaged daughter, new wife. It wasn’t that uncommon. And the younger the wife, the more friction seemed to happen. He suggested, “Why don’t we see if we can find a student assistant to show Hanna Anne around, and I can give you two a short tour of the school.”




He wasn’t surprised that both women seemed relieved to hear that. Now he just needed to find a student assistant to give Hanna Anne the tour. He had too many boys who would melt into hormone-addled blobs as soon as they got a look at Hanna Anne, and too many girls who might not like dealing with a girl who looked like a lock for the next prom queen. Maybe Karen was available.







Jo Lupo didn’t like playing ‘meek housewife.’ Not even if the sergeant had asked her to be more determined and less of a pushover. Not even if she got to play ‘pushy stepmother’ with Hanna, who was scary good as an actress. No one would guess that the pretty Iowa girl with the light Midwest accent was really Finnish. Or whatever the hell the E.U. decided she would be. It wasn’t like anyone could say ‘oh, German mom and dad so she must be German.’ All anyone really knew was that Johanna Zadek had been just a convenient uterus, and no one was ever going to be able ID the genetic donors. If what Dr. Fraiser had said was correct, then Hanna had multiple genetic donors, some of which probably weren’t even mammalian.




And Jo knew perfectly well that if she dressed like this, and spent this much time on her makeup and her hair, and acted helpless and sexy, men would fight each other to take her out. But this wasn’t her, and it never would be. At least most of the men in the SRI couldn’t care less, as long as she was Orphan-level good on the battlefield.




She wondered how Alex made it work with Ray Alvarado. Granted, there was a massive disconnect between Terawatt and ordinary Alex Mack. Alex was a gentle, kind, caring type who was apparently more of a mother to Shar than she was a ‘several years older cousin.’ Terawatt was a force of nature who could face down a fucking three hundred foot radioactive dinosaur. If what O’Neill had hinted was really true, Terawatt had gone into a real hell dimension and helped fight a real, live hellgod. That kind of put some of this shit into context.




Jo was more like Hanna. They could both fake being a normal, if very pretty, girl. Neither of them really was normal. Guys wanted a girl who was like J-Lo; they didn’t want an apex predator.




She still wasn’t sure what to do about Professor Winkelman. The guy had asked her out on a date just a couple hours ago, while she was waiting for O’Neill to do the briefing for this op. And it was the most awkward invitation to a date she could remember hearing since she was about twelve. At least that twelve year old guy had acne and a voice that was still breaking. Winkelman had asked if he could take her out to dinner and her choice of movie, even if he stammered half the time he asked her. She knew he hadn’t stammered when he gave that presentation in front of a bunch of generals and Orphans at Andrews AFB, so he must have been damn nervous when he asked her.




But why? Was he serious? Guys didn’t want to take Jo Lupo out to dinner. Plenty of guys maybe wanted to take Jo Lupo to bed, but those guys didn’t stammer and dance around the issue, and most of those guys could barely use words of more than one syllable. The only guys who asked her out were guys who saw her as one more hot Latina and didn’t know what she really was. Except Winkelman, who knew exactly who she was, and what she was, and what she could do. But Winkelman was a nerd. A computer geek who loved geek stuff like ‘Firefly.’ There was no way they had anything in common, other than not being able to talk about their work.




And holy crap, would her family have a collective shitfit if she dated a Jewish guy. It would be worse than Willow’s family when she told them she was dating a Christian, assuming Willow had told them yet.







Klar followed as carefully as he could, while the girl showed Hanna around. They walked around in the gym, which was going to be the usual prom crap. The girls talked about academic interests, and Hanna went with her cover story, which made her a pretty cheerleader type who wasn’t really interested in scholastics. So the tour was pretty boring for him.




At least Hanna was good at the undercover gig. “I am so totally glad to be out of the Quad Cities! If I never have to go back to Davenport except to pack, I am so down with that!”




The guide, Karen, was utterly fascinated at meeting someone who had been anywhere near a massive disaster. Karen just had no idea how close that whole mess had been to a real nightmare that could have spread all over the freaking continent. If Jack hadn’t jumped the gun and sent teams in before he had official clearance, there would have been t-virus outbreaks pouring out of the Spencer Mansion and all across downtown Davenport before anyone even knew there was a threat.




But Karen’s questions eventually gave Hanna the perfect entry point. “I bet there’s nothing at all like that around here. I could so use a year of just plain normal.”




And Karen fell for it. She started talking up some of the little tidbits Willow had managed to glean off the internet. The gym class with the exploding lightbulbs in the shower. The English class with the flying book.




Klar made mental notes on every one of Karen’s stories, as Hanna subtly lured Karen into talking about the teachers involved and the class periods and the school schedules. He figured there couldn’t be that many students who were in every one of those classes.




The gym class incident in the girls’ showers made it a girl. A quick look in the school records would cut that down a lot farther. Girls getting suspended from the senior prom probably made it a senior girl, or possibly a junior. A database join with entries from the other classes Karen mentioned would reduce that to something manageable.




As soon as Karen walked Hanna back to the administrative offices, Grover ducked out to the car and called Acid Burn to give her all the intel and let her do the firewall invasion. He was taking a couple computer classes, but he was going to have to get private tutoring from her before he could do even a fraction of what she could do.




It was just disheartening that Willow had been doing world-class computer cracking since she was maybe eleven, and he was still a long way away from one eleven year old’s skill level. Even if he was comparing himself to the best eleven year old cracker in history.







Sergeant Cliff Walters waited until he was sure Klar was in the car too, and then he closed the side door. He hopped into the driver’s seat and pulled out onto the road. “What do we have?”




Klar explained what Hanna had wormed out of her guide, while he connected again with Acid Burn. He made sure his phone was on speakerphone for the rest of the car.




“Burn here!” came the AutoTuned voice he had heard so many times before. “I got into the school intranet, and I got it. We have five possibles that are in all the classes where people observed possible telekinetic events. That we know of, anyway. All senior girls. Susan Snell, Christine Hargensen, Christina Blake, Norma Watson, and Carrieta White. The first four were among a group of girls who got detention for bullying the White girl. Hargensen refused to serve her detention and got banned from the senior prom.”




Action Girl calmly said, “Then most of them will be at the senior prom. Maybe Hanna Anne Peterson needs to find a way in there.”




Klar disagreed, “You haven’t seen how tight the security is on stuff like that. You have to buy tickets to go to prom, and they guard the entrances like it’s Fort Knox. Then they check that you’ve got the right ticket, and maybe they even toss people who aren’t dressed according to the prom rules, if they have ’em here. You should ask Cindy about the Prom Nazis at the junior prom.”




Cliff glanced over at Lupo. “Lieutenant?” He wasn’t going to call her by her op codename until he needed to, because ‘Stepmom’ sounded like the kind of codename that would just piss her off. He didn’t mind being ‘Dad’ and Action Girl hadn’t shown any complaints about being ‘Daughter,’ but Lupo had definitely scowled when General O’Neill assigned her the codename ‘Stepmom.’ He was also assuming Klar wasn’t thrilled about getting the codename ‘Invisible Friend’ even if it had to be tons better than ‘Amy’ or some of the other codenames the general had come up with.




She stared out the windshield. “A prom’s dangerously crowded in a lot of places, but there ought to be clear areas. Klar, can you slip inside?”




There was a silence, and then Klar said, “Dang, I gotta stop shrugging and stuff. Okay, I can definitely get in, but not with an earjack. And that’s what I really need.”




Action Girl calmly said, “No problem. I just walk into the gym, thank Karen for being so nice, and step off to the side to sneeze. Then I plant your earjack on the back side of the gym bleachers they have pressed up into the sides. I’ll plant it at the north corner of the west side, near the right-hand edge of the stage area.”




And it went that smoothly. Cliff drove back to the front door of the school. Action Girl grabbed a strip of duct tape from the car kit, walked in, and was back four minutes later.




They grabbed an early dinner of fast food, even if Klar had to drink that clear Pedialyte crap instead. And then they drove off to find the Hargensen girl and talk to her.




That was the last time things went smoothly.







Sergeant Cliff Walters drove into the large side parking lot east of the school. He tried not to grumble. “Okay Klar, go for it. First tasking is to get in place behind the bleachers and let us know you’ve got that earjack in.”




“Roger that,” Klar said. The car door opened and closed.




Cliff sighed, “I hope this goes better.”




Action Girl calmly said, “It was not our fault that Christine Hargensen is in hiding.”




Lieutenant Lupo tensely replied, “I hope that’s all it is. If she’s our telekinetic, she may be up to something as payback for getting banned from the prom. She seems unpleasant enough. The longer this goes, the more I’m glad I called the general.”




Cliff just nodded. Hargensen hadn’t been at her father’s house. Her father thought she was supposed to be at her mother’s place. Her mother thought Christine was supposed to be at her cousin Taylor’s apartment. Her cousin Taylor figured Christine was off with her asshole boyfriend Billy Nolan, either at Billy’s parents’ house, or off at this scummy local roadhouse that would serve underage kids alcohol if the cops weren’t around, or off at the nearest drive-in, or hanging out with Billy’s gang, or just screwing somewhere in Billy’s car. Just before they had checked the roadhouse and nearly had to beat the shit out of two bouncers, Lupo had finally called it in and told O’Neill that Hargensen might be off partying, but she might be off planning a Code Terawatt.




By the time they had gotten back to town, the prom had already been going on for well over an hour.




The ell-tee said, “All right. First, you find a place to park at the far end of the parking lot. Then we wait until Klar gives us a sitrep.”




“Yes sir.” He obliged. He picked a spot that wasn’t right on the street edge of the lot, where a police car might spot them, but still gave him some flexibility. If he had to, he could drive from the parking spot right onto the grass of the school property, to rush everyone up to the gym or to race off away from the school.




And they waited. After fifteen minutes, there was still no peep from Klar. That couldn’t be good.




Lupo said, “Turn off the base comms and reboot it. A.G., check your comms.”




She fished her own earjack out of her purse and checked it, once he was done giving the comms a chance to reconnect with Klar. She stepped out of the car and closed the door. “Stepmom, calling Dad. Stepmom, calling Dad.”




He answered, “Dad. Reading you five by five.”




Action Girl tried her comms. “Daughter to house. Reading you loud and clear.”




“Dad. Also reading you.” He gritted his teeth in frustration. They had no way of finding out what had happened to Klar. Was he inside? Had he found the earjack? Was it OOC? Had it been found earlier and thrown away? And why, if Klar couldn’t contact them, wasn’t he coming out and tracking them down?




The ell-tee said, “Looks like it’s time for the Peterson women to make a little sortie. Dad, you stay put and handle comms. A.G., you and I walk around the outside of the gym looking for anything amiss. If anyone stops us, you wanted to go peek at the prom because your bitchy stepmom told you not to, and I came over and tracked you down because my bitchy stepdaughter snuck off when she was supposed to ride with us over to the next town to find our motel rooms for the night.”




Action Girl smiled, “That should work. People do not see planned ops when the people are not dressed for one and they are apparently not cooperating with one another.”




Lupo nodded. “Well, we’ll see how that flies with the Barney Fyfes around here, if it gets that far. I’m hoping we don’t get anything more than the principal, who will remember us. And he’ll remember we didn’t get along in his office.”




Action Girl added, “He will also remember your cleavage, because he had a very hard time not staring at it.”




Cliff had a hard time not laughing. Lupo did have a great rack, and that dress really showed it off. And he’d also noticed the principal had a hard time not checking out Lupo’s cleavage. And her legs. And her can. Lupo in that dress was pretty spectacular. If Cliff wasn’t happily married, and he wasn’t a non-com, and he wasn’t currently on her team for the op, he definitely would have asked her on a date by now.




He watched as Lupo gave Action Girl a one minute headstart and then moved to intercept.




He wondered what else was going to go wrong. The problem with low-level telekinesis was just what the general had said in the briefing. Its power was not in sheer force. Its power was in the ingenuity and ruthlessness of the user. General O’Neill had obviously been thinking about this a lot. He’d pointed out that all you had to do to humiliate someone was to use your tk to press on their bladder. And all you had to do to cripple someone was poke them in the eyes or press on their brain. And all you had to do to kill them was clamp their carotids shut or squeeze their heart. Someone with six ounces of telekinetic force and really good telekinetic feel could do a hell of a lot of damage in the time it took you to realize you were under attack. Lupo and Action Girl were hellishly good in a firefight, but against a sneaky telekinetic, they could be out of action before they even spotted their attacker.







Klar was getting pretty worried. He’d needed to crawl under the tables where people had been counting prom ballots, because someone had put them right where he needed to go to get at the end of the bleachers. He had nearly been stepped on a couple times, but he had finally managed it. Then he’d gotten to the place where Hanna was supposed to have taped his earjack in place. But there was nothing there. He’d even run his hands up and down the wood and steel in case he simply couldn’t see the damn thing.




He had found a sticky area that was probably from the duct tape, but there was no tape there now, and no earjack. He had to assume someone had found it and peeled it off and thrown it away. If they had turned it on, Sergeant Walters would have been alerted because he had the base system.




And now he couldn’t get out, because two giggling girls had backed up against the edge of the bleachers, forcing him to squeeze in between a couple steel posts to avoid having them bump right into him. They were watching as the prom king and queen got crowned. The girl was fairly pretty, but the guy was strikingly handsome. Klar figured maybe it was one of those ‘vote for me and also my date’ deals. Or else a lot of people at the prom knew Carrie White was the bullying victim from a week ago and were casting votes of support.




What was so damn funny that the two girls in front of him couldn’t stop snickering?




That was when he saw the liquid pour down on the girl who had just been crowned prom queen. Big buckets of something liquid and sticky. And then the smell hit him. It was blood. He had been exposed to too much blood too many times not to recognize the stomach-churning coppery tang.




And the two girls were laughing their asses off. He had seen plenty of nasty tricks in high school and junior high, but this one was the worst.




One bucket fell and caught the surprised guy in the head. The kid dropped like a rock. That was going to be a hell of a concussion, if it didn’t kill him. The girl was covered in horrid, sticky blood. He had never seen any prank victim so horrified and humiliated. And the two bitches in front of him were still laughing their asses off. They had known all along what would happen.




Carrie White glared at the two laughing girls, and suddenly the air rippled. The two girls were smashed back into the wall so hard he could hear their bones break. Their bones, the tables, the wall… everything broke. The telekinetic blast slammed him backward, and his head hit the support pole behind him. Everything went black.





207. Prom Night



Hanna was halfway along the long exterior side of the gym, moving past what looked like a couple big fuel storage tanks and away from the short exterior side with the three sets of double doors. The applause suddenly stopped. There were gasps. There was a small crash, and a loud crash.




She couldn’t see in, because the windows on her side were thirty feet above the ground. But there was no mistaking when a massive tk pulse shattered half of the windows above her and made the side of the building shake.




Those were supposed to be impact-resistant glass, too. Whoever was wielding tk in there was out of Klar’s weight class. If Hanna’s guess about the force of the impact was right, they might be out of Azure Crush’s weight class too. That would not be good, when they had been preparing for someone who could lift a book or pop a lightbulb.




She turned and sprinted for the double doors. Lieutenant Jo was fifty feet closer to the doors and already running that way.




She heard over her comms, “Stepmom to Dad. Call in a Code Terawatt and get the hell over here with everything we’ve got in the trunk!”




Hanna caught up with Jo just as they turned the corner. The double doors all slammed shut, two pairs suddenly locking a chaperone or two out, and one pair crushing a student who was standing in the doorway.




Jo pointed at the injured boy and yelled, “Help him!” Then Jo grabbed the closest doors and tried to force them open.




Hanna could hear the screaming inside the gym as she sprinted for the desperately yelling boy.




The two doors had clamped together until they had nearly cut through the boy’s right arm and leg. She grabbed the edges of the two doors and heaved.




The doors barely moved. Even with all the telekinesis being thrown around inside the gym, their threat had enough left to outmuscle Action Girl without even trying. That was not a good sign.




And what was wrong with the idiots inside there that they were stopping and capturing the events on their phones instead of trying to help the injured or get out of there?







Alex was a silvery puddle in the passenger seat of an SR-71, but she still winced when the window popped up on her Blackbird-connected tablet.





Acid Burn: brown stuff has hit the fan




General Nuisance: we got trouble right here in River City. And




General Nuisance: hey who changed my codename? We agreed it would be Kid Crash!




Acid Burn: Two words — frog pictures.




General Nuisance: Fine! Be that way! Okay T, we’ve got a tk girl who is massively overpowered and loose in the school prom. We still don’t have an ID, but Burn Sherlocked it down to one of these five girls.




Acid Burn: here u go






Another window opened up, and school pictures of five teenaged girls appeared. Four looked like cheerleaders, and one looked like that one girl who always got picked on by the school pretties. Alex studied the pictures and the names.





Terawatt: I wont be onsite for maybe 20 or 30 mins




Acid Burn: Good thing Stepmom called for backup over an hour ago.




Acid Burn: Eww! Prom kids are getting some of this on their phones and cams!






Another window popped up with a little video box inside it. Alex could see people running around and screaming, while something big was ripped loose from the stage and sent flying through a high window. Fire ran from something outside, through the window, and down the wall like it was burning liquid. It cascaded over the rolled-up wooden bleachers, which began burning too. More people started screaming and running mindlessly.





Terawatt: This is bad! They’ll all be dead before I can get there!




Acid Burn: Stepmom, Dad, Daughter all on-site. And




General Nuisance: Damn it! Invisible Friend is probably trapped inside, and Dad reports no contact since well before incident.









Martha glanced up at the tv. She was putting away leftovers while Andrew scrubbed pots and Patti ran plates through the dishwasher. Someone had left the channel on CNN, but that was okay. Some of their anchormen were pretty hot.




Oh shit. That was some kind of supervillain attack in a prom. And the scroll across the bottom said it was happening back in Chamberlain! She knew people there!




“Andrew, I…”




A pot clanged on the floor.




She turned to look. Andrew was gone. The doors at the far end of the kitchen were only just starting to swing shut. How fast was that kid?




Patti glanced out the door. She turned and shrugged, “It’s like he vanished or something.”







Andrew hadn’t planned on using his superpowers, but he hardly ever planned on using them. He just had some crisis turn up, and then he was using his powers to save the day.




Okay, a couple times, he was using his powers to get someone in trouble. Or get himself out of trouble.




But he had never really tackled more than a team of bank robbers. Or a scam artist. Or a Mob hitman. Not a real, live supervillain. Not like Terawatt did all the time. But if he didn’t stop this one supervillain, hundreds of kids at a senior prom were going to die.




That was why he was running. He could only fly at about eighty or ninety kilometres an hour, but he could run at about two hundred eighty kilometres an hour, and he could do short sprints at a little better than that. So he could get from the Outward Bound camp to Chamberlain in maybe four minutes if he ran as fast as he could down the road and he didn’t have any problems with cars or trucks. And he didn’t set his shoes on fire from the friction or kill himself, because he had never in his life tried running this hard for this long.




He wondered how Terawatt did it. Did she have special super-clothes from the U.S. government or something? After all, she hurled lightning bolts from her hands and you never saw her gloves burning or anything.




He wished he had his own super-costume. At least he had a name. Ultraman! He’d picked it years ago, but Dr. Jeffcoate had talked him out of using it. But now there were real superheroes with real super-costumes and real super-names out there. So he was going to be Ultraman again.




He made a slight detour through a front yard that had clothes hanging on a line, and he stole two t-shirts. With his strength, it was easy to tear one in pieces so he had a mask to put over his eyes and nose, and a mask for his lower face. The bigger t-shirt went over his Outward Bound Counselor t-shirt. He really needed not to get recognized, because Dr. Jeffcoate would be so upset with him!







Lieutenant Jo Lupo heaved for all she was worth on the double doors, but they weren’t opening. She could see through the panicked crowd that there was one girl still standing on the stage. The girl looked like someone had practically poured blood all over her. If it was her blood, Jo didn’t know how the girl was still upright and conscious.




If that girl was the tk wielder, then Jo just needed one shot to end the crisis. She was packing a Desert Eagle .44 Magnum that would stop anything short of a Code Terawatt. But if the girl was one more confused vic, the perp would attack anything that might be a threat, and things would get a lot worse.




If only Klar could have contacted them and given them some decent intel. Too bad that life didn’t run on ‘if only.’ They didn’t have the intel, so they were going to have to get in there, get these bystanders to safety, and track down a serious threat.




She could also see that someone with tk had pulled fuel out of those damn fuel storage tanks, and had turned one side of the gym into a big Molotov cocktail. If Klar was over there, he was in trouble.




If Klar was anywhere in the gym, he was in trouble. There was no way for them to find him now without infrareds, and once the gym got hot enough, infrareds wouldn’t help a whole lot either. Since he hadn’t responded on comms and he hadn’t stopped the threat on his own, he was probably out of commission.







Sergeant Walters raced the car across the grass to the gym doors. If Lupo and Action Girl couldn’t pry them open, it was going to take the Jaws of Life. Or at least the heavy chain in the car’s trunk and a lot of horsepower. And he sure couldn’t just smash a set of double doors in with his front bumper, because there were dozens of teenagers pounding hard to get out.







Andrew ran past the side of the school and up to the gym doors. The first thing he noticed was the two babes. He could see a pretty blonde trying to rescue a prom guy, while a hot Latina struggled to get another set of doors open. He ran past the Latina to the blonde, and he grabbed the doors holding the trapped guy. He gave them a good yank. The handles tore off in his hands, but the doors refused to open.




What the hey? Something was holding them, even if he couldn’t see anything. So he grabbed the edges of the doors and he yanked hard. The doors ripped off their hinges and went flying off behind him. Fortunately there weren’t any people standing there, or he might have killed them.




The sexy blonde grabbed the injured guy in one hand like he weighed about thirty pounds, instead of more than she did, and she hauled him out of the way of the stampeding promgoers. Whoa. Another superhero? Well, he was hoping she was a superhero and not a supervillain, because she was hot.




She yelled at him in a voice like a female drill sergeant. “There’s a strong telekinetic loose in there! We have to get these people out now!”




He leapt into the air and landed beside her as frightened people came pouring out. And a guy who acted like a principal started yelling. “Everyone remain calm! Follow me over to the street so we’re a safe distance from the building!” Andrew thought that sounded like a good idea, even if it wouldn’t do much for anybody who was really hurt.




He dashed in and found water pouring onto the floor on the side away from the fire. And live electrical cords waving in the air. Uh-oh. He could see four of them. He ran at his top speed to the first one, flew into the air, and grabbed the thing a couple feet behind the plug that was waving threateningly in the air. He yanked it hard, and the other end came ripping out of the wall. That worked pretty well.




He hung onto the cord in his hand and snapped it at the next two live wires, tangling them in his cord. He yanked them out of the wall too. The fourth cord tried to dodge out of his way by leaping up toward the ceiling, so that gave him a couple seconds to dive down to where the thing was plugged in and yank it out of the wall.




He let the water keep pouring onto the floor, hoping it would stop some of the fire on the other side of the gym. Instead, he flew across the room and scooped up two people who were unconscious on the gym floor. Then he ran them out to safety. He did that twice more in a matter of seconds. But the gym was starting to fill up with smoke, and the fire was getting bad.




Fire? Extra uh-oh. There were fuel tanks on the side of the building over there. He had seen them when he ran up to the gym. He sprinted over, tearing two more doors off their hinges as he went. One mostly-empty fuel tank was already ripped open, with burning fuel pouring up the side of the building and rushing into the gym through broken windows. The bigger fuel tank looked like it was still intact.




For a few seconds. Because fuel from the smaller tank was splattering all over it and turning it into a giant bomb that was about to blow this entire school into splinters.







Lieutenant Lupo slid past the desperately fleeing prom kids and rushed into the heat and smoke of the burning gym. She had her Desert Eagle out of her purse and ready. She didn’t give a shit how bad it freaked the prom rats who saw it. At least Unknown Superguy had done the helpful thing and helped get the fucking doors open. Or in his case, completely out of their doorframes and thrown thirty feet back toward the parking lot. She hoped he could deal with the burning fuel tanks before they exploded and took this whole building with them.




“You can’t bring a firearm onto school grounds!”




Jo stared at the pompous old biddy who was getting up in her face. “Department of Homeland Security. Unless you want a crazed supervillain to kill every kid in here.”




“No! Of course not!”




She glared, “Then organize the other teachers, and get everyone out of here including the injured!”




For just a second the swirling smoke cleared enough that Jo could get a look at the stage. She snapped up her automatic, but the stage was empty.




Was the blood-soaked girl the perp? If so, where had she gone? If she wasn’t, what had just happened to her?




Jo made for the corner where Klar was supposed to be. Oh fuck. Several metal tables were crushed like an angry giant had stomped on them. Behind them, two girls had been smashed against the wall. Neither one of them was alive. Neither one was anywhere close to ‘still alive.’ Jo didn’t need to go over and check their pulses. Someone smashed into a concrete wall until they looked like they’d been tossed into a car crusher? No chance of a pulse, or anything else.




If Klar was over here when the tk blast came through, he might be in the same condition. And she couldn’t find him. God damn it!







Sergeant Cliff Walters ran past one of the teachers, who was standing there prying the safety tab off a CO2 fire extinguisher, like something that small would help against the massive fire raging across the bleachers on that side. Idiot.




He yanked the canister out of the guy’s hands and said, “I need that. You need to get as many people out of here as you can.” Then he ran through the smoke and fire for the corner where Klar was supposed to be. It would have been real frigging helpful if the sprinkler system was working, but maybe someone had telekinetically crushed the waterlines.




Lupo was already over there, only she was doing her job. She had her DE out, and she was carefully checking the burning stage for their supervillain.




He clicked his earjack. “Dad to Stepmom. I’ll find Klar, you track.”




Action Girl came running barefoot across the gym wielding two of the Desert Eagles she had gotten out of their car trunk. He was pretty sure that he couldn’t dual-wield something of that caliber and hit a target more than twenty feet away. He was also pretty sure she could.




Action Girl said over the comms, “Daughter to Stepmom. She did not get out the front doors, so she is still in here or else she took a back way out.”




“Stepmom. You take point.”




“Daughter. Roger that.”




Two hot women in sexy dresses — two women who could rip him into bite-sized pieces without breaking a sweat — moved like a pair of commandos onto the burning stage. He hoped like hell that there was a way out back there, and not a death trap.







Andrew looked at the burning but intact fuel tank. It was all up to him. If he couldn’t handle this, things would get really bad, really fast. And it wasn’t like he was invulnerable.




On the other hand, being super-strong but not invulnerable was a much better superpower than being invulnerable but having normal human strength. As he knew from personal experience.




He darted thirty feet away onto the grass, and used his superspeed to start digging it up as fast as he could. He tore handfuls of dirt out of the yard and hurled them onto the fire. An ordinary person would be wasting their time. But he hadn’t been ordinary since he walked into Dr. Jeffcoate’s lab at the wrong time and got hit with that energy thing as he fell into those chemicals. Except for the times when he’d been hit with an energy beam and temporarily lost his powers, he’d been like this non-stop for nearly three full years.




In seconds he had hundreds of pounds of dirt and dust covering the tank and burying that part of the fire. Only problem? The building was on fire too, and the ripped-open fuel tank next to it was on fire, and so that tank would just get hotter and hotter. He had to get it away from the building.




He heaved on one side and tore it loose from the supports it was welded to. He heaved on the other side and freed it. Perfect!




Not perfect. Either the tk from the supervillain or his own strength had torn a rip in the side of the tank. Fuel was spurting out through the rip. Even worse, there was already spilled fuel all over the place, and fire was racing from the other tank along the leaked fuel toward him. It was going to set off that whole storage tank. Unless he did something.




He grabbed the tank and heaved it onto his shoulder, but the fuel was still streaming out of the rip in the side, and the fire was racing toward the tank. He ran. The leaking fuel followed him relentlessly, and the fire followed the fuel. He couldn’t run at anywhere near his top speed with this weight on his shoulder, but he was definitely keeping ahead of the flames. He headed for the road he had taken into town. There was a bridge across a big creek a couple miles back. All he had to do was get to the bridge, run through the creek to the other side and far enough away that the fuel couldn’t run down to the creek, and the fire wouldn’t be able to follow the fuel leak.




He took off.







Jo Lupo moved down the dimly-lit hallway. She had her shoes off and tucked in the self-belt of the dress. They needed the element of surprise, and clattering along in high heels was not the way to do it. If their supervillainess heard them before they found her, they were probably going to get what those prom girls had gotten. Or what the gym had gotten. But if they got out of the school, she was going to need her shoes again. Hanna had just ditched her shoes somewhere. Too bad Jo’s feet weren’t nearly indestructible.




They were following the blood trail that Hanna could smell. According to Hanna, it wasn’t human blood, but pig or something like that. Jo wanted to know what kind of sick fuck dumps gallons of pig blood on some poor kid as a prank. That wasn’t a prank, it was a psychotic assault.




So they knew where their suspect had gone, but they had no idea if she had doubled back, or even left some sort of psychic trap for them. They moved swiftly down the hall, checking doors and side halls as they went. Jo held her automatic carefully, and she was extremely glad that Hanna’s ‘dad’ had been a real asshole, because Hanna’s gun safety was excellent even under firezone conditions.




They came to a crossing corridor. Hanna signaled that they needed to go forward. She signaled Hanna to check to their right as she checked to their left.




She whirled around the corner, her gun pointing at where potential threats might be, and then she snapped back out of sight of an attacker. The left-hand side hall was clear. Hanna signaled that her side was clear too, and they moved on.




It was pretty clear where the supervillainess had gone. The doors at the far end of the hall had been smashed open and were halfway off their hinges.




Hanna moved forward on point, and Jo moved as silently as she could behind her. They were cautious as they moved toward the doors, since their perp might be lying in wait just outside, in case someone was crazy enough to chase after an insane telekinetic who could rip steel security doors off their hinges with her brain.




Hanna stopped and snapped her head up a couple inches, like she had heard something from above the doors. Jo stopped too. Ignoring good intel was stupid, and Hanna’s senses were an exceptional source of intel. Then Jo heard it too. There was a tearing, groaning noise that grew louder and louder. The far wall collapsed, burying the opening. And the ceiling in front of the doors fell in, with tons and tons of concrete and steel smashing into the hallway. That entire side of the building was falling inward.




Jo yelled, “Run!” and she sprinted madly back toward the other side of the school. She tried to ignore the way her breasts were bouncing in her lowcut bra, and the way her skirt was swirling up around her thighs. She promised herself that she was never wearing a dress and heels on an op again.







Sergeant Cliff Walters stepped over the crushed tables and tried to ignore the mangled remains of two people. He was guessing from the tatters of prom dresses and the long, blood-soaked tresses that he was looking at what had once been two prom girls. Whoever their supervillain was, she had a tk blast like a punch from Azure Crush.




If Klar was really where he was supposed to go, then he ought to be around here somewhere, assuming the girls hadn’t blocked him from going where he needed, and assuming the tk attack hadn’t slammed him across the floor to somewhere else.




Cliff used the CO2 extinguisher in short blasts, checking the floor first and then the area under the bleachers. The frost formed over an unconscious but still breathing invisible teen. “Thank God.”




But Klar was out cold. Cliff put a hand on Klar’s invisible throat and could feel Klar had a decent pulse. But when Cliff sprayed some more CO2 to get a better look, he could see the kid was slammed against a steel support post. When Cliff put a hand behind the kid, he could feel blood dripping down the post. Damn!




Cliff checked the back of the kid’s head and found a major scalp wound. At least there wasn’t a squishy area or a depression or bone fragments sticking out. On the other hand, Cliff could feel blood trickling down from the kid’s nose and the closer ear, so either the tk force that hit him in the face did that damage, or the kid might have a skull fracture.




Cliff really wished he had a neck collar or a back board. Or a team of medics briefed on Klar’s unique medical problems. Or even some time. But the other side of the building was a massive fire from floor to ceiling, and the stage was on fire too. He only had seconds before these bleachers were on fire too.




He gingerly peeled the kid out of the spot he’d been wedged into, and cradled Klar’s neck as carefully as he could before hurrying toward the gym doors. He figured he looked ridiculous, carefully carrying no one. He’d worry about that if someone in authority called him on it.







Jo Lupo used her comms while they trotted all the way around the school building to try and pick up the blood trail for Hanna. “Stepmom calling Dad. Stepmom calling Dad. We had to back up and try again. Perp brought entire side of the building down right in front of us.”




“Dad to Stepmom. Invisible Friend is out cold. Concussion, scalp wound, possibly a skull fracture. We need to get him medical treatment. Useful medical treatment, not what the civvies around here could cough up.”




Jo told him, “Call Grandpa for emergency evac and ask for Aunt Jan.” She was pretty sure Willow was the one who had tagged the general with the codename ‘Grandpa’ for the op. She figured the general would have gone for something more like ‘Cool Uncle Jack’.




What the hell. At least ‘Stepmom’ was better than being ‘Rarity.’ And the general still hadn’t gone with Rainbow Brite characters. Even if Miller was worried the general was going to use Barbie character names for an op now that Pyre had a shitload of Barbies. Frankly, she wished she’d had a Terawatt Barbie when she was little, instead of the girly-shit Barbie stuff she’d been given. Her Terawatt Barbie would have beaten the holy fuck out of her brothers’ G.I. Joe army men.




She heard, “Dad to Stepmom. Got Invisible Friend stretched out in the trunk, a floormat rolled up as a temp neckbrace just in case, and a compress on the scalp wound. Calling Grandma and Grandpa.”







Hanna sniffed carefully, but she couldn’t pick up the scent again. Granted, it was not as if she was a bloodhound, and she was not sticking her nose to the ground. But old cars driven by students had leaked so much oil and gasoline and radiator fluid and everything else over the years that the parking lot and the ground around it were saturated with other odors. She couldn’t find the scent of the blood.




She asked Jo, “How do you get enough pig blood to drench a person ten feet below the buckets?”




Jo muttered, “There was a hell of a lot of blood on the stage there. Unless there’s a neighborhood butcher who lets teens rummage around in the back for free, they probably stole it.”




She suggested, “You could kill a couple pigs and hang them by their back feet and slit their throats and drain the blood. Except for the part about being pigs, I think that is not unlike how some kosher meats are prepared.”




Jo glanced at her, “How do you know that? Willow?”




Hanna explained, “No, Deborah Goldstein at my school. She is very friendly and very interested in learning German and Polish because she has relatives in Europe.”




She walked about, staring at the ground and hoping to find some new blood spatter to start from. She finally admitted defeat. “I cannot pick up the scent.”




Jo casually said, “She went that way” and pointed down the street.




Hanna started to ask how Jo could tell, but when she looked up, it was obvious. And it was obvious that there was going to be very little useful police response.




Several blocks down the little street, there were two police cars. They had been slammed off the street, through a yard, across a garden, and most of the way into a house.







Sergeant Walters finished the medical report on Klar.




The general cursed colorfully and then added, “Good job. Uncle Walter is calling Aunt Jan now. We’ll have an SRI chopper with med support on its way ASAP. It’ll be there in… a little over two and a half hours.”




Damn it. It wasn’t like he knew how to put his field medic training to good use with a patient who he couldn’t see. He had dealt with the scalp wound as well as he could. He had checked the kid’s heartrate and breathing and BP. He had carefully palpated the wound so he knew the skull wasn’t dented or pulped. If the kid had been conscious, Cliff could have at least gotten some data on pain and focus and eyesight and possible confusion. But an invisible patient? You couldn’t even check the guy’s pupils or look for injuries that would have been obvious on someone you could see.




Cliff checked, “Any word on The Family Friend?”




“Inbound, since you and Stepmom were smart enough to fire off the Fantasti-Flare. ETA ten to twelve minutes now.”




“Thank you, sir,” Cliff replied. Ten to twelve minutes wasn’t great, but it was a hell of a lot better than nothing. He really didn’t want Lupo and Action Girl engaging a supervillain who could crush you to a pulp with just a thought, unless they had maximum backup. “Do we have any new intel? Stepmom reports threat appears to be straightlining due west along Maple Street.”




‘Grandma’ jumped in then. “West on Maple? That’s useful. Jackryanrules put together a town map with relevant locations for our five suspects. Looks like the only candidate we have is the house of Carrieta White, also known as Carrie. One parent, mother. Father apparently out of the picture. Let’s see… Wait… Okay, accidental death a couple months before Carrie was born. No police files at all on the daughter, but the mother has a mondo list of really minor charges and such. Public nuisance, misdemeanor harassment, trespass… It looks from the notes in the police department files like she’s a religious nut who won’t take no for an answer.”




He sighed unhappily. Poor kid. Home life was probably grim, bullied at school, and finally utterly humiliated at prom. Someone must have pulled a lot of strings to get Carrie White up on that stage. Had the whole prom been in on it? There must have been a lot of votes for her for prom queen to get her under those buckets. He was feeling less and less sympathy for the promgoers he’d just helped rescue.




“Dad to Grandpa. Leaving sat phone connected to base comms. I need to give the new intel to the family.”







Jo Lupo moved swiftly down the street. She was monitoring their six, as Hanna tracked the perp by the damage. She didn’t really need Hanna as a tracker. Stevie Wonder could have tracked this one. They had gotten half a block past the unconscious policemen in the wrecked police cars before they needed to deal with the next obvious signs. Every streetlight was ripped loose and hurled out of the girl’s way. Traffic lights were wrecked. Electrical lines were ripped apart, and a lot of them were still sparking angrily. Several houses too close to the sidewalk had their fronts smashed. The girl had cut through a grocery parking lot instead of walking around it. There were cars tipped over in her wake and store windows smashed in, and four streetlights ripped loose from their concrete moorings. Jo took a moment to put a couple rounds in a big transformer on a utility pole to knock out the electricity to the streetlights before the gas leaking from the wrecked cars got to some still-sparking cables.




Whoever the girl was, she was probably too traumatized to think straight. Jo was betting it was the girl on the stage who was covered in pig’s blood, and the two pulped girls by the corner of the stage were some of the pranksters. Pranksters? Assholes guilty of felony assault and probably a lot worse. She needed to get to the girl and talk her down. Maybe it wasn’t too late to salvage this mess and save the girl. And save the fucking town while they were at it.




She listened as Dad called on the earjack with new intel. They had addresses for all five girls, but only one was straghtlined from their route. Carrieta N. White, aka Carrie White, bullying victim with a mom who was a religious nut. Jo figured based on some kids she had grown up with that Carrie was either just like mom, or else browbeaten to keep her mouth shut. She looked at the damaged house she was running past. Based on the street number, the White place couldn’t be more than three blocks ahead.




Hanna was still moving ahead of her, but not so fast that she would leave Jo behind. Granted, you had to run pretty freaking fast to leave Jo Lupo in your wake.




Jo spotted the house by guessing on the street numbers while they were still a block away. It was already too late. The house was collapsing. It was simply crumpling in on itself like a cardboard house in the hands of an angry giant. By the time the dust settled, the entire building had been brutally compacted into something that nearly fit into its basement. That was a pretty terrifying level of tk there.




And there, standing on the other side of the wreckage, was the girl. Carrie White. Still in her prom dress. Still covered in blood and looking utterly traumatized. Only now she had a carving knife sticking out of her chest. Holy Christ, had the kid’s mother done that to her? If so, it was pretty unlikely they were ever going to convince her to take a few deep breaths and chill out. After the prom incident and this, it was pretty unlikely she would ever trust anyone ever again.




The girl snapped her whole head to the side and stared in Jo’s direction. Jo saw the air ripple, and she dove to the side as she yelled, “Take cover!”




Hanna moved like greased lightning, darting in the opposite direction. Working with a teammate like Hanna was a real pleasure. Even now.




Something invisible slammed into her like a speeding truck and threw her back across the street. She landed hard enough in someone’s front yard to knock the wind out of her. The pulse rushed onward and smashed in the wall of the house behind her. A roughly circular area about twenty feet across was smashed in like a full-sized wrecking ball just hit that home. If she hadn’t dodged, that would have been her. She ignored the pain and she snapped off a three-shot grouping at the girl’s center of mass.







Hanna dove out of the way of the tk attack. Then she kept moving, in case there was a follow-up assault on the position where someone would expect her to land. She did a hands-free cartwheel and snapped off three shots with both handguns.




She really liked the Desert Eagles. She was still hoping General Jack could get her something more powerful, but what she really wanted didn’t exist yet. She was sure she could control a handgun that fired the ammo that Colonel Riley used in his Barrett.




She heard Jo firing a three-shot grouping at the same time. That told her that Jo wasn’t injured enough to worry about. And Jo would be really angry if Hanna — or anyone else — acted like they thought Jo was hurt enough to be cared for. Jo did not like to be babied. Jo had not wanted to be treated as injured even when she had two broken bones in her lower leg.




None of the bullets hit the girl. Hanna was a little disappointed, but not surprised. After all, she had seen what Alex could do against even heftier firepower. And she was pretty sure this girl had a lot more tk than Alex did. The girl just brute-forced her way through it, stopping the bullets cold instead of deflecting them.




Hanna spotted it out of the corner of her eye as a tk blast ripped the gun out of Jo’s hand and tossed Jo like a ragdoll into the wreckage of the house behind her. Hanna instantly moved and opened fire again, trying to distract the girl enough to give Jo some relief.




Something tried to rip the automatics upward out of Hanna’s hands, but Hanna hung on. That didn’t work very well, since it suddenly meant she was flying up into the air and backward while hanging onto her Desert Eagles. She hung on, but she was flying higher and further away. When she began to fall from about a hundred feet up onto a roof speckled with antennas, she knew she was in trouble.




Someone flew in and grabbed her from behind. Her first thought was ‘Alex!’




But this wasn’t Terawatt. This was the super-strong speedster from the gym. The guy flew too! Neat! And he was sopping wet, so Hanna could see through his outer shirt to read the ‘Outward Bound Counselor’ shirt underneath. And the guy’s mask wasn’t really very good, even for something that was probably thrown together at the last second. She could even see his eyes where he had punched holes through the upper part to let him see.




He totally needed someone to help him with a uniform. That mess was just embarrassing.





208. After-Prom



Andrew realized that the sexy blonde he’d just caught in mid-air was holding two very nasty-looking handguns. What was it with Americans and their guns?




The girl ordered him, “Get us down now. We’re targets up here.”




Uh-oh, he hadn’t thought about that. He looked over to check. The blood-covered girl snapped her head up to look at him with utterly insane eyes. The air rippled at him.




“Dive! Now!” the girl yelled.




He did it. He felt the force of whatever-it-was tear just over his head. It would have knocked him for a loop and maybe killed the girl.




“Right!” she hollered.




He cut to the right as another vicious invisible blast tore through the air and nearly crushed both of them.




He landed just behind a house and set her on her feet. “Ultraman at your service,” he said proudly.




She was monumentally unimpressed. Dang. He was hoping for more than that. He just flew through the sky and caught her while she was falling to her death! Couldn’t he at least get a big smile and a thank you?




She calmly replied, “Action Girl. Do you have any energy weapons or ranged attacks?”




Whoa. Was this what Action Girl really looked like? Because… wow. He managed to focus on what she had said. “Umm, no.”




She scowled. “All right. Can you run or fly fast enough to catch her by surprise?”




He wanted to impress her, but the telekinesis girl was fast, and long-range. Still, he said, “Yeah, I think so.”




She told him, “Then I want you in a flanking maneuver to come up on her six, while I act as a diversion out here.”




He didn’t really know what she meant. And since they were facing a supervillain, that was bad. He admitted, “I didn’t get that. Can you just tell me in English?”




She pursed her lips and maybe sighed a little, too. “Right. I want you to go at your top speed behind these houses, cross the street several blocks down where she can’t see you, and come around behind her. If you can knock her out before she sees you coming, we win. And she’s got a knife that’s still buried in her chest, so if we can knock her out without doing any more damage, she’ll have a shot at surviving this fight. Right now, if she defeats us, she’ll probably die of internal bleeding. You take off, and I’ll distract her as much as I can.”




“Gotcha.” He wanted to stay and talk to her. And look at her, because she was H-O-T-T hot. But she wouldn’t like that. He ran at his top speed down three blocks. He cut to his left and ran another three blocks so he could come up behind the girl. Then he cut back three blocks and flew through the neighborhood yards to come up behind the girl without making a sound.




He saw the blood-covered girl standing there focusing on Action Girl. It looked like she had pretty well pulverized the house Action Girl was hiding behind, but still hadn’t taken her down. Action Girl fired once more, and he used that distraction to fly right at the girl.




He got within about forty feet of the girl when he hit an invisible wall of force that was like getting hit by a baseball bat. When you were the size of a baseball. It slammed into him and sent him flying.







Hanna watched Ultraman get smacked over a few houses and out of sight. That was not good.




Psychic powers. She was dealing with a girl who had more than just tk. She probably had a whole package of psychic powers. It would be like dealing with an adult Pyre. Massive offensive and defensive capabilities, along with telepathy or something similar to detect when someone was sneaking up on her.




In that case, Hanna needed to change plans. And she needed to change locations too, because there was not a lot left of this base of operations.




She sprinted to her right, dove over a high fence, and took up position behind the next house on the block.




She only had five more bullets. A tac vest with a decent number of spare magazines plus other weaponry would have been really convenient. She also doubted that Jo was still conscious, since she hadn’t heard from Stepmom for maybe half a minute. She needed to fight a defensive battle until either the girl passed out from the knife wound or Terawatt arrived.




“Daughter to Stepmom. Daughter to Stepmom. Can you read me?” Nothing. She tried a few more times before she tried, “Daughter to Dad. Do you read?”




“Dad to Daughter. I read you. Invisible Friend is down. The Family Friend is inbound.”




“Daughter here. Good. Stepmom may have lost comms or may be unconscious. I am down to five bullets, and I have no more magazines. Battlezone is not safe for anything within Carrie’s range. Assume telepathy too, so just being screened from sight may not be enough. And see if Grandma can find anything on our helper. Used the codename Ultraman. He’s trying to hide an Outward Bound Counselor t-shirt and he’s wearing hiking boots. He has a slight Canadian accent. Six foot to six two, muscular but not weightlifter build, blue eyes, brown hair, makeshift mask to hide his identity.”




“Grandma to Daughter. Good work. Ooh! I bet I know who that is! Hang on…”




“Daughter here. I am not exactly in a position to hang on.”




Carrie looked her way and sent another pulse of tk her way. Hanna ducked back behind the building, and the force of the blast blew out the corner of the house where she had been standing. If she hadn’t kept moving to the far side of the house, the splinters would have shredded her.




She was really glad Charlie had loaned her his dad’s Horatio Hornblower novels, so she knew just how nasty splinter wounds could be.




Yeah, telepathy. Carrie knew exactly where she was, even if she was now behind a large rose trellis and wasn’t visible from where Carrie was.




But Carrie was moving forward now. She walked across her yard and toward Hanna’s position.




It was really hard to tell just how much Carrie was bleeding. She was coated in pig blood, but there was a lot more blood around and below the knife than elsewhere. And there might also be some extra blood coming from the corner of Carrie’s mouth. Hanna wasn’t surprised. That knife had to be buried in one lung, and it had to be dangerously close to Carrie’s heart.




Hanna tried, “Carrie! Carrie White! I am Action Girl, a deputized superheroine with the Department of Homeland Security! Do not attempt to remove that knife, as it may be plugging a serious arterial wound and removing it might kill you!”




Carrie glared her way, and Hanna dodged. The rose trellis exploded and the wood siding went flying her way as another tk blast damaged the house.




Acid Burn came back on. “Grandma to house. Your Ultraman is Andrew Clements, resident of Briarwood, which is a suburb of Toronto. The Toronto op came up with three possible powers: superspeed, flight, and superstrength. Does he have some of the three?”




“Daughter. Roger that. He has all three powers. This is that op that Captain Miller and Sergeant Carlson were on?”




“Grandpa to Daughter. Yep. He’s a sixteen year old boy. So Granny, where did he get his superpowers? A really good box of Crackerjacks?”




“Grandma here. Searching for commonalities with our list we built up for the Toronto op… Got it! Get this, Andrew Clements and younger sister and divorced mom live next door to… Professor Benjamin McGrath Jeffcoate, Ph.D. in biophysics, who left the University of Toronto when he was refused tenure because… lemme see… Ooh, this says disagreements with tenured physics faculty over ‘appropriate directions for future research.’ If he gave this kid superpowers, that could be a pretty big reason why.”




“Oh crap,” General Jack cursed. “So is he Maggie Walsh 2: Attack of the Clones, or is he Bill Lee 2: Electric Boogaloo, or he just another Dr. Nigel Phillips?”




Willow complained, “You already did the ‘Electric Boogaloo’ joke. And the ‘Attack of the Clones’ joke.”




“Ooh, tough room, tough room. Fine. Can I go with ‘Phineas and Ferb’s Quantum Boogaloo’?”




Willow cracked up laughing. “How do you know all this stuff?”




Hanna spotted Ultraman flying in a wide circle around Carrie while obviously looking for Hanna’s position. She darted back to the rear of the yard, hopped up on the back fence where Carrie couldn’t see her, and waved until Andrew spotted her. “Daughter to house. Ultraman is on his way back, even though he got blasted pretty hard a few seconds ago.”




“Grandpa to Daughter. You have first contact, since Tera is not on-site yet. Don’t shoot him or break him into pieces or anything.”




“Daughter. Roger that.” She pretended she was sticking her tongue out at him.




Ultraman landed beside her as she leapt off the back fence. “Sorry, but she really hammered me. I needed a few seconds to get up off the ground and get back here. So what are we going to do?”




Then Hanna heard it over her earjack. “Family Friend to house. Family Friend to house. Come in please.”




Hanna broke into a grin. “We are going to help Terawatt save the day. As usual.”







Alex had gotten a full briefing on her Blackbird tablet before she bailed out. And she was listening to Sergeant Walters and Action Girl as soon as she got in range and her tPhone picked up their comms. She was concerned about Klar, but it was really worrying her that she wasn’t hearing Jo on the comms either. “Family Friend to house. Family Friend to house. Come in please.”




“Dad to Family Friend. Have you been briefed?”




“Family Friend. Yes, on Carrie White and Andrew Clements both.”




“Daughter here. Carrie has been stabbed, probably by her own mother. Before that, she was assaulted and humiliated in front of her entire prom. She is not likely to be stable at this point.”




“Stepmom to Fam Friend. Expect she won’t trust anyone at this point. Be careful.”




Alex checked, “Stepmom, are you okay?”




“Stepmom. No. I think I’ve got bruised ribs and at least one sprained wrist and maybe a mild concussion. I’ve lost my DE and it took me forever to find my earjack in this mess.”




Uh-oh. With sprained wrists, even Jo would have trouble accurately firing a .44 Magnum Desert Eagle.




“Daughter to Stepmom. Stay down. We’ve got this.”




“Stepmom to Daughter. Let me just find my sidearm.”




Wow, Jo sure was determined. Maybe ‘stubborn.’ Or maybe the difference only depended on whether you liked what she was doing.




Alex zoomed across the town to the place on Willow’s map. She was sure she’d be able to spot it as soon as she…




Oh crud. There was a house that looked like a thousand foot tall giant had stomped on it. And in the street nearby was a girl just covered in blood. And there was still a big knife sticking out of her chest. This was their supervillain? She looked more like the biggest victim in the whole town.




“Carrie White! Carrie! I! Am! Terawatt! And I am here to help!”




The girl’s head snapped up in a way that reminded Alex of something like a bird or a lizard, but totally not a human being. And the air rippled.




Alex dodged to the right, and the tk pulse ripped past her. She was so glad she had paid attention to everything people had been telling her for the last twenty minutes, because getting hammered all the way to the Atlantic Ocean would not be tons of fun.




“Carrie! Listen to me!”




Another nasty pulse of tk. Alex dodged to the left this time.




“Carrie! You have telepathy! You should be able to tell I am not here to attack you, but to save as many people as I can, and that means you!”




Carrie looked at her, but didn’t launch another tk blast. She just stared for long seconds. Alex took the opportunity to fly in closer. A little closer.




Carrie’s shoulders sank, and her head dipped forward slightly.




Alex wanted to jump up and down and screech. It worked! It really worked! She never managed to talk people into stuff, and it was really working this time! She floated down toward the ground and closer to Carrie’s position in the middle of the street.




Okay, she knew she was doing something mega-dangerous. The closer she got to Carrie, the less time she would have to react if Carrie decided to launch another attack. And maybe Carrie had other attacks besides the rippling-air tk blast. And the ‘crush you and your whole house’ thing. Terawatt sure had a lot more than two tk attacks, so Carrie might have a bunch. After all, she had made a lightbulb explode, and she had floated books, and both of those had been days ago, so she had to have thought about stuff she could do with her tk.




Alex kept being reassuring. “Okay Carrie, I know everything’s been totally horrible, but you need to stop, and we need to get you to a doctor, and you need to work with me. I can help. It’s what I do.”







Chris Hargensen looked down the street from the shotgun seat of her boyfriend Billy’s sports car. She slapped him on the shoulder, “There! In the street!”




Billy floored it. The car shot forward and sped up even faster than she had thought it could go.




Son of a bitch, he was gonna run her over. Chris had been really pissed off about the prom deal, but she didn’t want to kill the little freak.







Alex reacted as soon as she heard the car engine. She did what she had been doing ever since she had learned not to turn around with your back to your threat. She leapt up into the air sideways, away from the car noise. But that left Carrie standing in the middle of the road closer to the car, with the car speeding up and aiming right for her.




“L—” Alex was about to yell ‘look out’ and swoop in to pull Carrie out of the way, but Carrie was already reacting.




Oh, right. Telepathy.




Carrie’s head had already snapped to the side so she had a view of the speeding car. And the air rippled.




The car didn’t stop. It bounced backward like it had just gone head-to-head with a speeding semi. The front of the car was crushed like an accordion. Half the windshield disintegrated.




The car bounced, and rolled backward, and ground to a halt almost a block further back. Then Alex saw a streetlight rip loose from the sidewalk and aim for the wreckage. She yelled, “Carrie, no!”







Andrew spotted the streetlight heading for what was left of the car. He leapt into the air.




The streetlight was moving fast, but he had the angle. He crashed into it, driving it away from the car and into a front-yard flower garden. Man, that really hurt.




He landed in front of the car and lifted what was left of its front end. Then he pushed hard. Parts of the undercarriage gave way with the clatter of metal, and he ran the wreckage four blocks backward so the car was well away from the girl. He didn’t stop until he ran half a block past a paramedic truck that was out of sight on a cross street.




He lifted the car and turned it so he could run it over to the paramedics, who were being smart enough to stay out of Carrie’s sight. He sure didn’t want them to end up like those police cars he’d rescued out of that guy’s living room. Those policemen were alive, but they were battered, and they were all dazed or else still unconscious.







Carrie’s head snapped around in that insane, totally disturbing way she had. She gave Alex a murderous glare. “You tried to trick me!”




Alex insisted, “I didn’t! I—”




The tk pulse seared through the air, threatening to rip her head off.




She flew backward and to the side, giving her more room to maneuver and more time to react. “Carrie, please!”




The next tk pulse came searing her way, and she dodged to the side and up. The pulse slashed under her and ripped a chunk of the roof off a house. Carrie was still tracking her with those crazy eyes and that rigidly twitching head.




“Carrie, don’t make me—”




Another tk pulse blasted right at her. Alex dodged further to the side. And then Carrie’s head snapped abruptly to one of the wrecked houses. Alex was far enough around Carrie’s side that she could get a look at what Carrie was reacting to. And it was Jo, who was lying in the wreckage of a house and trying to line up a shot at Carrie with a big handgun. And Carrie was going to crush Jo!




“No!” Alex yelled and hurled a lightning bolt at Carrie’s legs. She didn’t want to hurl one at Carrie’s chest for fear it would hit the knife still sticking out of Carrie’s chest and do really horrible internal damage.




But Carrie must have picked up Alex’s intention before Alex hurled her lightning. Most of the width of the street writhed like it was alive, and a twenty-ton strip of asphalt ripped its way loose to turn into a black wall blocking Carrie off from Alex’s lightning bolt. The bolt hit the middle of the asphalt wall and blasted chunks of asphalt all over the place, but Carrie was untouched.




Alex darted off to the side and put herself in between Carrie and Jo.




“Stepmom here. Get the fuck out of the way.”




Alex tried to ignore Jo’s anger. She pleaded, “Carrie, please, I won’t let her shoot at you, just don’t shoot at her. She’s trying to do her job. She’s trying to protect people. I can stop her if you just stop smashing everything in sight!”




The strip of asphalt tore its way loose from the street and turned into a massive sideways ‘V’ that tried to slam Alex in between its immense sides.




Alex darted straight down and went silvery. The asphalt slammed shut and just missed her. She had a split-second of opportunity, and she took it. She hurled a lightning bolt at Carrie’s legs and darted forward.




The entire street buckled under Carrie’s feet, and an area ten feet across shot five feet into the air. The lightning bolt hit the rocky pedestal under Carrie.




Carrie wasn’t faster than lightning, but her telepathy was letting her react before Alex finished thinking about stuff. That was so not good.




Alex jetted around behind Carrie, while the immense mess of asphalt crashed into the street and accidentally created a hill protecting Jo. Carrie snapped her head to the side, trying to hurl another blast of tk at Alex. But Alex didn’t attack. She kept moving, flying around the pedestal so Carrie would have trouble trying to track her.




Alex got a look at Carrie’s face. Oh crud, that looked really bad. Blood was trickling out of both nostrils, and one side of her mouth, and one eye.




Alex yelled, “Carrie! Stop! You’re killing yourself!”




But Carrie wasn’t listening to her anymore. The next time Alex flew around the pedestal and was in between Carrie and Jo, the entire pile of asphalt leapt right at Alex’s back.




But Alex was silvery, so she could see behind her as well as in front of her. She spotted the movement, and she jetted straight up.




The asphalt crashed to the ground where she had been a split-second earlier, but it was so close to Carrie’s rock pedestal that the pedestal was knocked over. Carrie didn’t make a sound as she tumbled head over heels and ended up in a heap, face-down on the street. The butcher’s knife that had been lodged in her chest was punched so far into her that half the blade was protruding from her back.




Alex gasped in horror and flew over to where Carrie lay unmoving. Alex used her tk and carefully checked for a pulse, and there wasn’t any. No heartbeat, either. No breathing.




Jo and Hanna came running over, both of them with their handguns aimed at Carrie’s body. Alex could tell Jo was limping a tiny bit and refusing to admit she was hurt.




Alex gulped, “We’ve got to get her to an emergency room.” Jo reached down to check Carrie’s throat for a pulse, but Alex told her, “I already checked. No pulse, no heartbeat, no breathing, no nothing.”




Jo pointed at the position of the knife. “There’s nothing we can do. The way that knife’s pointing now, it must’ve sliced right through half her heart and a big chunk of her lungs. Even if we could get her to a major medical center, we couldn’t get her on a heart-lung machine fast enough to save her. Besides, I saw her face. She was probably already killing herself from overuse of her powers.”




Alex clenched her jaws. “It’s not fair. I almost saved her. I almost talked her into stopping.”




Hanna patted her on the shoulder. “It is not your fault that some crazy people chose the worst time in the world to try and run her over.”




Alex muttered miserably, “I was so close. I almost got one person to listen to me, for once.”




Jo gently said, “A lot of people listen to you. More than you realize. And this isn’t your fault.” She sighed, “It probably isn’t her fault either.”




Hanna looked around them and pointed out, “Tera, she did not give you any choice. Look around you. If you had not stopped her, she would have killed us and done this to the entire town.”




Alex grimaced. It looked like they were in the middle of a warzone. The street was destroyed. The yards were ripped up. Almost every house she could see was damaged, and half of them were wrecked beyond repair, and one of them was crushed like it had been in a giant trash compactor.




Jo clicked her earjack. “Stepmom to Dad. Stepmom to Dad. Come in please.”




“Dad here. Situation?”




“Stepmom. Threat down. Permanently. All-State’s gonna have their hands full with this neighborhood, though.”




“Dad still at the school. Firetrucks are on-scene and working away. The gym’s a write-off but they’ve probably saved most of the school, not counting the collapsed section on the west side. We’ve got seven dead, with three of the bodies still in the gym. If you’ve got Carrie White, we’ve got every prom attendee accounted for. Eighteen seriously injured, some smoke inhalation, and a lot of traumatized teens.”




“Grandpa here. We’ve got state police and Maine National Guard on their way already. FEMA has people on their way up there, and so does the state governor’s office. Any rescues left to perform?”




“Stepmom to Grandpa. If the gym is clear, we need to check the houses we’re looking at, and check on a carload of idiots who tried to run down our super just as Tera was getting through to her.”




“Do that. Then move to Dad’s position and get Invisible Friend to Maine Medical Center in Portland. Aunt Jan is briefing them already, and will assist as soon as she can get there.”




“Family Friend to Grandpa. Stepmom is injured. I’ll fly her to Dad, Daughter can sprint there or I’ll come back and get her, and they can all drive Invisible Friend to Portland. I’ll stay and assist with search and rescue.”




Jo really scowled at her. “Stepmom to Grandpa. I’m fine for search and rescue.”




Hanna clicked her earjack too. “Daughter to Grandpa. Stepmom is limping, and has at least one sprained wrist. Plus injured ribs, based on how she is breathing very carefully. She needs to go with Dad. I will stay and assist Family Friend, then when we are released, she can fly me to the hospital so we can rejoin the team.”




“Grandpa to house. Stepmom, I know you won’t like this, but I’m going with Daughter’s recommendation. Fam Friend will fly you to Dad’s car, you will provide her with a sat phone, and you two will drive I.F. to Portland ASAP. Daughter, begin S & R. F.F., make contact with Ultraman before he leaves. You do not have permission to reveal secret identities this time.”




Jo gritted her teeth unhappily but still said, “Roger that, Grandpa.”




Alex and Hanna both said, “Roger that.”




Alex shrugged and told Jo, “I know you don’t like it, but you need to stop before you get hurt more. And once I pull you into my morph, you won’t have to worry about ‘wardrobe malfunctions’ either.”




Jo glanced down at her cleavage and automatically tugged her dress together more tightly.







Andrew carefully followed the head paramedic’s instructions. He had already ripped out the remains of the windshield and torn off the roof. Now he was waiting for the paramedics to signal they had tourniquets on what was left of the girl’s legs, so he could pull the front of the car off her.




It was the most horrible thing he’d ever seen. Not that he’d seen a lot of really horrible stuff in his life. Maybe he’d had it pretty easy in his life, because he’d sure gotten smacked in the face with awful injuries and bloodshed and all, ever since he’d sprinted into the town.




The guy in the car was dead. When the front of the car got crushed into the passenger compartment, the guy got a steering wheel punched halfway through his chest. The girl got most of an engine block crushing her legs to a pulp. On top of that, pieces of the windshield had gone flying and sliced half the skin off the girl’s face. It was grisly. He hadn’t puked yet, but it had been close a couple times. He kept telling himself that Terawatt and Action Girl wouldn’t throw up in the middle of a rescue, so he wouldn’t either.




One of the paramedics mentioned, “Jeez, I’ve never seen a windshield do this.”




He didn’t say anything, but he could figure that one out. One crazed superpowered telekinetic supervillain who was massively angry at people who were trying to run her over with a car.




Action Girl ran up to the car. “How many survivors?”




Right. If there weren’t any survivors, the paramedics wouldn’t be working like crazy to save people.




Action Girl peeked in the back seat, and then ripped the trunk open. He’d have to remember she was really strong. She looked like a Hollywood starlet, especially in that outfit. “Get a police car over here. An investigator, not a patrolman.”




“How come?” asked one of the paramedics, the one who was answering to Bob.




She scowled like she didn’t like for people to question her judgment. “Because we’ve got evidence of some felonies, and they’re directly related to what happened tonight.”




The other paramedic — Howie — called it in, and an unmarked police car was there before they had the girl out of the car and ready for transport.




“Whatcha got here, Howie?” Andrew knew Craig had a bit of a Maine accent, but this guy sounded like a parody of the classic upper Maine sound.




Howie just pointed at Action Girl. She stepped forward and pulled out a badge wallet from under her top. “Department of Homeland Security. You can call me Agent Peterson. It’s not my real name.”




The cop looked at her with a patronizing smirk. “Is that even a real badge? Honey, you don’t look old enough to get a driver’s license, much less an official DHS badge.”




She really didn’t like that. She grabbed a sturdy metal section of the peeled-back roof and bent it in a ‘U.’ “My apparent age is why I was selected for this op. Now you can stop being a complete asshole and do your job, or I can have my bosses call the state governor’s office about you. Your call.”




The cop gave her a look. “Well, you’re obnoxious enough to be a Fed. I’ll give you that much.”




She pointed at the car. “You know who the car belongs to, right?”




The cop shrugged. “Looks like Billy Nolan’s hotrod.”




She said, “Good. Now look in the trunk. One ten-pound maul with pig blood all over it, and the bloodmarks suggest it was used at least twice. One length of rope. Bloodstains where two large buckets full of pig blood were sitting. One machete with pig blood coating it.”




He looked in the trunk. “Ayup, looks like what you claim. But there’s no way to tell it’s pig blood without analysis. You just guessing based on what happened last night?”




She insisted, “No. I also have enhanced senses. I could smell the pig blood before I looked in the trunk. They slaughtered at least two pigs, planted buckets of the blood in the rafters over the stage in the school gym, and arranged to dump the blood on Carrie White when she was crowned prom queen.”




“Carrie White? Prom queen? I can’t see that one. There’s gotta be fifty girls who’d get picked before her.”




She glared at him. “Assume that a lot of students were in on it. At any rate, when the blood was dumped on Carrie White, she went supervillain on the gym. We managed to rescue most of the promgoers and track her down. Terawatt just finished dealing with her, and is searching the damaged houses in the area for injured people.”




“So what’s your point, honeybun?”




Action Girl looked like she wanted to pick the cop up and bounce him off the pavement a couple times. How was this guy not noticing that she was pissed off at him? She insisted, “That makes Billy Nolan and Christine Hargensen guilty of a long string of felonies, including two counts of felony assault, and if the prom king died of his injuries, that becomes felony murder.”




The cop glared at her, “Look honey, I know the law. You don’t need to tell me what murder is.” He glanced at the injured girl’s body as the paramedics loaded it into an ambulance. “Anyway, I figure neither one of ’em is gonna last long enough to get Mirandized, much less arrested or tried.”




Action Girl just snapped at him, “I saw what Carrie White did. I saw what shape Carrie White was in when she was fighting Terawatt. These two morons and whoever helped them are responsible for taking a superpowered girl and turning her into the thing that just wrecked a big chunk of your town. And since there’s a gas station just three blocks up this street, you’re probably lucky Carrie didn’t get that far and turn the rest of the town into a fireball.” She pointed at Andrew and tilted her head for him to follow her.




She sprinted down the street back toward where the fight had been going on. He gasped a little when he saw Carrie’s body and that huge knife. He easily ran alongside Action Girl, since she was only going maybe sixty or seventy kilometres an hour.




There were three other ambulances and paramedic trucks with their lights flashing. Terawatt’s silvery form came flying out of one of the wrecked buildings. She went normal, and he could see she was holding a bleeding child in her arms. A mother was sitting on a gurney getting patched up, and Terawatt smiled as she put the child in the mother’s arms.




Man, that was what a real superhero did. The house looked like a tornado had hit it, and Terawatt had still managed to rescue everyone. He wished he could do that.




Action Girl saw where he was looking, and she nudged him. “Yes. That is what she does. And we should help her. Once we are done doing search and rescue, she wants to talk to you. And don’t worry about your secret identity. We already figured that out, Andrew.”




He winced at that. “What gave it away?”




She smiled slightly. “We picked up internet rumors about a superhero in Toronto, and we sent a small team of investigators there to look around and see what they could find. So when you were demonstrating the same power set, and I heard you have a slight Canadian accent, we guessed. And I could see your Outward Bound shirt, so it was no problem to check their records for counselors.”




Okay, this wasn’t sounding good. He checked, “What do you want?”




Her smile broadened. “We want you to consider joining our group of superheroes. Terawatt is calling it the Justice League.”




He noticed that she had stopped sounding American. In fact, she sounded Scandinavian. Well, she sure looked it. He pointed out, “You do know I’m not even American.”




She shrugged. “I’m European. Tsurara is Japanese. Ayananta is in India. Shaman is currently in central Africa. We’re already international. Terawatt may be American, but she wants superhero groups all over the world, working independently of individual countries. And anyway, you ought to let us get you signed up with the United Nations. Toronto would be really excited to have their own internationally-recognized superhero.”




He winced, “Dr. J. would have a fit. He’s been trying to get me to use my powers less, ever since I… got ’em.”




Action Girl pointed out, “You really should use them more. And we can help you with things like a uniform and disguises and training.”




He looked down at the t-shirt he had swiped, which had dried in a mass of wrinkles all over his Outward Bound shirt. “Uhh, yeah, I could sure use some help with a good uniform.”




She added, “And since you have superspeed, you could put a uniform on and take it off fast enough not to worry about being seen, and we can give you some advice on storing your uniform effectively. Terawatt started out just keeping hers folded in a gymbag under her bed. Not very safe or secure. And I wasn’t even using a uniform or a disguise when Terawatt found me and rescued me.”




So he spent the next five minutes doing search and rescue with Action Girl and Terawatt and the locals. Okay, he and Terawatt dashed from house to house checking that people weren’t trapped in the wreckage, and Action Girl carried every rescued person over to where the paramedics and ambulances and police cars were stationed. They had to be parked down the street from the center of the damage, because there was basically no street left in the middle where Terawatt had battled a supervillain.




Once they were sure they had rescued everyone, Terawatt took him aside. “I could see Action Girl giving you the pitch. You don’t have to say yes or no right now. Just take this.” She gave him a little business card for the SRI. “It’s the DHS Superpowers Research Institute. You can get me through them day or night. We’d like to have you on our team, but I know you’re still a month away from turning seventeen and you have your own responsibilities. Talk it over with your family and Professor Jeffcoate, and do what’s right for you.”




He confessed, “My family doesn’t know. Just Dr. J.”




“How long have you had your powers?” she asked.




Wow, she was so pretty. They all were. He said, “It’ll be three years in August.”




She nodded, “That makes sense. He left the University of Toronto four and a half years ago. Has he ever talked about that?”




Andrew shrugged. “A little bit. He misses some of the ‘colleagues working together and talking over stuff’ part of things, but he doesn’t miss the ‘you are a bad boy for wanting to work in my personal field and make me look lame’ stuff.”




She smiled slightly. “Then give him the phone numbers too. We have some top-notch physics and biophysics and biochem and computer experts, and they like working with talented people. This could be even better for him than for you. But whichever way you go, make sure your family knows the truth, and make sure they’re safe. Okay?” He nodded. “Any questions you’d like to ask me right now?”




He nodded again. “Does Action Girl have a boyfriend?”




“Yes.”




Rats. “How about you?”




She beamed, “Yes, and I’m very serious about him. But thanks for asking.”




Darn it! He tried one more time. “How about the Hispanic lady in the sexy dress?




She patted him on the shoulder, “Andrew, she’s an Orphan. She’s over twenty-five. You’re not seventeen yet. Why don’t you wait until you’re over eighteen before you go there?”




She swooped through the air, pulled Action Girl into her silvery shape, and took off to the south. He stood there and watched until she was out of sight.




Wait a minute, did that mean that Terawatt was not over twenty-five?




And how was he going to explain this to Martha and Patti back at the kitchen? And Craig? Oh man…




209. Prom Clean-up



Alex followed the GPS information on her tPhone and flew straight to the hospital building. She dropped Hanna off around the corner from the emergency room entrance, and she flew in alone, so the hospital people wouldn’t realize that Hanna was part of the SRI.




She flew in upright, her feet a foot off the floor. “Pardon me. I am—”




“It’s Terawatt!”




“Oh my god, it’s Terawatt! Here!”




“Holy crap!”




“Can I have your autograph?”




A doctor scowled at everyone else and strode forward. “I’m Doctor Miller. Are you injured?”




“No doctor, but I was told that some DHS people were being rushed here.”




He nodded carefully. “Right. They should be here at any moment.”




Well crud. She hadn’t expected that. Okay, she really should have. She didn’t spend all that long doing search and rescue, or talking to Andrew. And then she had flown way faster than a car could go on those roads, and she had gone in a straight line. She said, “Have you been briefed on the problems in treating Klar?”




He nodded again, “Yup. We got a long call from a DHS doc who’s on her way here right now, and we’ve got two infrared imagers we’re setting up in ER 2.”




“Good,” she managed. “If there’s anything I can do to help, you can just ask.”




But just then, Sergeant Walters stomped in. “Terawatt! I wasn’t expecting you to get here first.” He turned to Dr. Miller. “I’ve got Klar in my car. We need to get him moved—”




Alex interrupted, “Sergeant, I’ll move him to ER 2 right now, if you could provide information to the doctors. I expect Lieutenant Lupo will walk in under her own power.”




“Damn straight,” Jo insisted. She walked over with a slight limp. “It’s just a sore knee and ankle.”




Alex ratted her out. “Doctor, if a Medal of Honor winner is having to limp from the injury, you may assume it’s serious enough to need a doctor to at least examine it.”




Jo glared at her but didn’t say anything.




Hanna slipped in to stand next to Jo. She smiled, “Look at the bright side. You can get someone to give you one of those sets of surgical scrubs so you don’t have to keep walking around in a torn dress.”




Alex noticed Jo had ditched the heels. She figured Jo was really glad it was just a ripped sleeve and a torn hem, and not one of those Hollywood-movie dress tears, which would be showing off more of her cleavage or more of her legs. Or both.




Jo insisted, “This is minor. It can wait, while some of your other patients probably can’t.”




While Jo argued with the ER staff, Alex flew out to the car, scooped up Klar in her morph, and flew him to the bed in ER 2. There were a couple lightbulbs that were obviously on but weren’t putting out any light that she could see except a really dim red glow, so she figured they were infrared lights, and someone would wear infrared goggles or look at a screen on an infrared imager to see what they needed to see.




She let Klar out of her morph, but she hung onto most of his clothes. She didn’t know how many sets of invisible clothes he had, so she didn’t know if they could afford to have the doctors cut the stuff off him. She hung onto his wool shirt and his wool pants and his wool socks and his felted boots, but left him in his undershorts because she so didn’t need to handle invisible boy-junk.




She carefully laid Klar out on his side on the bed, because she didn’t know how bad the whack on the back of his head was. The doctor and intern in the room looked at the hospital bed as Klar’s weight made a distinct dent on the mattress and pillow.




The doctor swung some weird-looking goggles onto his face and told her, “I’m sorry, but you’re going to need to leave the room.”




She tried to sound responsible. “I understand. I need to check on some other DHS personnel.” And she flew out. She had no trouble finding Jo. All she had to do was listen.




An angry female lieutenant was insisting in another treatment room, “I’m telling you, I’m fine!”




But Jo wasn’t fine. The doctor found a sprained knee, a swollen ankle, one badly sprained wrist and one slightly sprained wrist, bruised ribs, a ton of bruises and cuts, and about twenty good-sized splinters that needed to come out. Plus a big bruise on the back of Jo’s head, even if there wasn’t any sign of concussion that the doctor could find.




Jo was totally the worst patient Alex had ever seen.




By then, some of the injuries from the Chamberlain disaster were coming in too. There were other hospitals who were taking people who just had smoke inhalation or broken bones, but the serious stuff was coming into Maine Medical and another Portland hospital.




Fortunately, before long, Klar woke up. A nurse walked over to them and gave them the heads-up. “Klar is awake. He has a concussion and a scalp wound and a couple cracked ribs, plus a lot of bruising. He’s asking for someone named ‘Cindy.’ And he wants to make a ‘report’ to some ‘general.’ Is that delusional?”




Jo snapped, “No, that’s a sign that he’s lucid.”




Alex explained, “He really does work with us, and he really does need to give General Jack O’Neill a situation report. He may be one of the few people who can accurately describe what happened in the gym up in Chamberlain. We need to talk to him as soon as the doctors will let us.”




When the nurse walked out, Jo grumbled, “Next undercover assignment, I want armor. Or at least some decent clothes.”




Alex carefully told her, “I thought you looked really pretty. That dark red is totally you.”




Hanna wasn’t as careful, but that was just Hanna. “You should do that with your eye makeup all the time. You looked really beautiful. Even Andrew couldn’t stop looking at you.”




Jo frowned, “Just what I want. Sixteen year olds drooling over me. Look, just because you know how to apply makeup really well doesn’t mean you have to, or that you need to, or even that you should want to.”




Hanna missed some of Jo’s point. “Oh, Cindy did this for me, I am still learning. Grover calls us ‘Master Cindy and her padawan.’ Charlie thought that was very funny. Cindy thought it was very appropriate.”




Sergeant Walters walked back into the room. “Tera, you ought to go over to Klar’s room and talk with him. And Lieutenant? The SRI chopper is thirty minutes out, so you might want to look for some scrubs to put on before the general gets here with Dr. Fraiser and starts making… quips.”




Jo grimaced but agreed, “Right, sergeant. Tera? Get into Klar’s treatment room and talk with him. Daughter? Get me a set of nurse’s scrubs in my size, and footwear if you can find it. Dad? Give Grandpa and Grandma a report on everything we haven’t told them yet. Daughter’s findings around the battlezone. Terawatt’s deductions. And get me a current status on the butcher’s bill there.” The sergeant started to walk out. “Oh, and tell Grandpa to help ‘our new neighbor’ with a cover story for the evening.”




Ooh, good idea! Alex was totally glad Jo thought about that, because she figured Andrew was even worse at cover stories than she used to be.




So Alex flew into Klar’s treatment room, where based on the shape of the dent on the bed, and where the doctor was standing, Klar was sitting upright and getting the back of his head sewn closed.




The doctor didn’t turn his head, but he complained, “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to wait outside until—”




Alex insisted, “I’m sorry too, but I need to talk to Klar. Now. We were dealing with a superpowered threat in Chamberlain, and Klar may have crucial information.”




Klar apologized, “I don’t remember all of it…”




The doctor explained, “Concussion. That’s natural.”




Klar went on, “It took longer than I expected, but I finally got to where we talked about, but the earjack and the tape were gone. I even found the sticky spot where the tape had been. The tables for the prom ballots were blocking me, and there were a lot of people there counting ballots, and one of them probably cleaned up the place and tossed the duct tape. Then these two prom girls backed up and I had to squeeze into the space under the bleachers so they wouldn’t bump into me, and I was stuck there. They were two of the people counting ballots. And they knew what was going to happen. They couldn’t stop giggling and watching the stage. I think most of the room just seemed pretty surprised that Carrie White got picked as prom queen, even if she looked pretty good. Then the buckets dropped. You could smell the blood all the way over where I was. And the two girls knew it would happen. The rest of the gym was just kind of shocked. And I saw one of the buckets fall and hit the guy in the head. Then Carrie’s head snapped over to glare at the two girls, who were still laughing it up and weren’t even trying to be quiet about it. And… that’s all I remember.”




The doctor said, “It’s unlikely he’ll ever recall anything more. Some short-term memory is usually lost when the concussion occurs.”




Alex nodded. She knew that part already. You learned a lot of really cruddy stuff like that when you were a superheroine. She replied, “But that’s really helpful, and based on what we observed, there was probably only at most one or two seconds between his last memory and when he was knocked out.”




Klar asked, “What about the girls? Did you arrest ’em?”




Alex admitted, “We believe Carrie used a tk blast on that whole section of the gym. The tables were crushed. The two girls were crushed into the wall. The edge of the bleachers was mangled. If you had been closer to the girls, you probably would’ve been killed.”




“Oh shit. What happened after that?”




Alex glanced at the doctor and the nurse, who were paying a lot of attention to her. She figured she’d better not talk about stuff Jack wouldn’t want her to blab. Like the stuff she had just blabbed about the tk blast. She told him, “After that… things got worse.”




“But you stopped the threat, right?” Klar asked.




Alex nodded unhappily. “Yeah. We stopped her.”




Klar sounded like he was smiling. “I knew you would. You always do.”




Alex flew out of the room. She didn’t feel like smiling. No, she felt like bursting into tears, but Terawatt couldn’t cry in public. If only some jerkheads hadn’t done that to Carrie. If only those jerkheads in the car hadn’t tried to run her over. If only her own mother hadn’t stabbed her in the chest with a big kitchen knife.




If only they had gotten there one stupid day earlier. Even a couple hours earlier. It wasn’t fair. Carrie White was going to be branded a murderer. A monstrous psychotic murdering supervillainess. And if anyone was the victim in this whole mess, it was probably her.




There were more injured people from Chamberlain in treatment rooms, so Jo was out of her room and an unconscious lady was in it. A husband with his arm in a sling and a daughter with her head bandaged up were sitting with her. They looked up and saw Alex, and then they couldn’t stop thanking her for rescuing all of them and saving the woman, who would have died if she’d been buried under that rubble a lot longer.




Alex smiled, and told them she was glad they would be okay, and let them shake her hand. But she didn’t feel like a hero. She felt like she should have done a better job. And maybe their house got blasted to pieces because Alex was fighting Carrie in the street.




It only took a few seconds to find where Jo was. Sergeant Walters was standing just outside a room. It wasn’t a treatment room. It was a small room set up like you’d have one hospital person sitting behind a desk and dealing with paperwork while up to four people sat in front of the desk and filled out forms.




Jo was sitting behind the desk, looking uncomfortable. Alex didn’t say anything, but the doctors had needed to pull some splinters out of Jo’s back and thighs and butt, so she was probably sitting on bandaged spots. Hanna was sitting on the desk, just swinging her legs and chatting away. Only she was chatting about the battle against Carrie, while Jo listened. And there was a sat phone on the table, so Alex figured Jack and Willow were listening too.




“So, you know how someone we know always says she cannot talk people into doing what she wants? Well, she was awesome! She got our threat to stop, and she was just a couple seconds from getting her to surrender, but two problems tried to run Carrie down in a car, and then Carrie thought Tera tried to trick her, and so it all went to hell. And I am very sure the two people in the car are the ones who set up the attack at the prom, so they are really the ones to blame.”




Well, that was pretty embarrassing. Alex could feel her cheeks getting hot while Hanna went through the rest of the battle and the aftermath. Alex hadn’t heard the part about what Hanna found in the wrecked car, so that was good to know. But then Alex had to give her report too, and she really wasn’t happy about the way the battle with Carrie had gone. And some of the stuff with Andrew was embarrassing to tell, like when he was asking if they had boyfriends and stuff. And she gave Klar’s intel too. When she checked, Sergeant Walters had already given his report, and she’d missed it.




She ended up having to wait for the SRI helicopter. And she didn’t even have her tablet, so she couldn’t do her official reports and paperwork, which she was going to have to do even if she already gave a verbal report.




At least she got to see Janet for a second, before Janet rushed in to take over the medical treatment for Klar. But it only took about twenty minutes before Janet was scooting all of them off to the helipad. Then Captain Eddings flew everyone home, except he just dropped her off where the Blackbird was waiting. It turned out that Maine didn’t have a single runway long enough for an SR-71, so he had to fly her over Massachusetts, let her dive out near the Blackbird, and then he flew everyone else back to Jack’s base.




She was home an hour later. It was hardly past nine when she flew into her garage. Shar was still up, and she was playing Forbidden Island in the kitchen with Alex’s mom and dad.




Her dad was frowning in contemplation. “But if I just let those guys sink, then I can swim across them in one move and get all the way back and forth. And we don’t need any of those squares anymore.”




Shar grinned, “Okay, ’cause then I can give you my cards when you’re over here, and we can get the last treasure.”




Her mom nodded, “Let’s do that. I’m shoring up the landing site so we can get off the isl… Alex! You’re home!”




Shar ran over and gave her a big hug. “I’m glad you’re back and you’re okay, ’cause you can watch us win! The stupid island got us last time.”




Her dad said, “The tv’s full of news about the Chamberlain prom disaster. It looked pretty ugly.”




Alex nodded a little. “Yeah, if Hanna and Grover and Jo and Sergeant Walters had gotten there even fifteen minutes later, most of the people in the gym would’ve died. Hanna and Jo ended up tracking down a super-threat in just nice dresses because they didn’t have BDUs to change into, and they didn’t have time either. Jo was really grouchy about it, but she looked gorgeous.”




Alex’s mom glanced over at Shar and said, “I’d rather not talk about it right now.”




Instead, Alex changed out of her uniform and played a game of Forbidden Island with her family and they played on ‘elite’ and they just barely won, because the next card would have flooded them out and they would have lost in two different ways at the same time. Shar was so excited it took almost another hour to get her to go to sleep.







On Saturday, Alex got to have a normal day. She wasn’t all beaten up, and she didn’t have homework to do, except some more of the ‘unix tools’ course. She was really liking the way that course was set up, because everything you learned got used later on in the course and made the next chapters easier. She figured if you didn’t really learn the stuff in the first chapters, the later chapters would be a huge headache.




Then on Sunday after church and lunch, she had a conference call with Jack and Willow and the IT guys and Jo and Hanna and Klar and Sergeant Walters and Graham.




Jack apparently knew exactly what she had been stewing about. She wondered how many times the same thing had happened to him in the field. “Okay, nobody was ‘just a day late’ or ‘just a few hours late’ no matter what people feel. We were days early. We got a ridiculously early headstart because of great IT work. We moved as soon as we had enough intel to classify it as an SRI tasking and get DHS permission. We moved in a heck of a lot more force than we ought to need for a new telekinetic who hadn’t managed more than a blown lightbulb yet. And we called in for heavy backup well before we had official justification. We did this right. We just got hit with a perfect storm. Stupidly bad luck, a planned attack against the red team that we couldn’t see, and a vulnerable super who got pushed over the edge before we could get to her. This was bad, but it could have been a hell of a lot worse. FEMA’s already extrapolated what would have happened without us. There were ten deaths and thirty-one seriously injured. The ten dead include Carrie White, her mother who probably put that carving knife in her, and three of the people involved in the assault on her. FEMA analysts figure you five and Ultraman saved over four hundred people just at the prom, plus everything else in her future path, which probably included two gas stations and the town’s police station. Their estimate is eight hundred to two thousand dead, and more than that injured.”




Oh crud. Two thousand dead and more than that hurt? Alex didn’t want to believe that poor Carrie would do that, but she’d seen what Carrie could do, and she’d seen that Carrie was not in her right mind. She complained, “We’re not gonna let people think Carrie’s the badguy here, are we? It wasn’t really her fault! I mean what if Shar’s school didn’t do anything to stop that little jerk Petey Johnson and his friends from bullying her? Bad stuff would happen!”




Willow insisted, “Yeah, and bullying is wrong. And schools that don’t stop it are asking for this kind of trouble, so we need to make it clear that it was really the bullies’ fault and anybody who bullies other kids is asking to get superstomped if they pick the wrong person!”




Jo pointed out, “Yeah, that Hargensen bitch is gonna be Exhibit A on that one for the rest of her life. She definitely chose the wrong girl to bully.”




Willow agreed, “Totally. She used to be the pretty one who got to lead the important clique, and now she’s a cripple with a horribly scarred face who’s probably gonna be facing two counts of felony assault, maybe one count of manslaughter because Tommy Ross died due to her actions, and dozens of civil suits from prom kids who know it’s her fault. And probably a massive lawsuit from Susan Snell’s family: Tommy Ross was Susan’s boyfriend, and apparently she got him to take Carrie to the prom as a way of making amends, even though she was a month or two pregnant. When she was informed, she fainted and had a miscarriage.”




Jack added, “And police interrogations got some of Billy Nolan’s gang to cough up some interesting tidbits. The two girls involved, Tina Blake and Norma Watson, stuffed the ballot box so Carrie would be up there. They may have dumped the buckets, or they may have been working with co-conspirators. And Billy killed two pigs when they did some trespass and B & E the night before to get that blood, and all of his gang knew about it. They were a little too stupid to figure out that telling the cops at this stage makes them accessory before the fact in multiple felonies.”




Alex asked, “What else do we need to do?”




Jack sounded like he was grinning as he replied, “Tomorrow nine ack emma, six your time, we have a conference call with the Prez. Sound only, no webcams. I want you on it. He likes you. We’ll also get the Secretary of Education if we can swing it. Plus someone like General Jackson.”




She asked, “And did you do anything to help Ultraman out?”




Jack smirked, “Well… maybe…”







Andrew looked up as Craig walked over with Mr. Bowers, one of the Outward Bound bigshots who did all the administrative stuff in an office instead of the fun stuff outside. He hoped this wasn’t more trouble. Craig had yelled at him just a ton yesterday and Friday night, even after he claimed he hitchhiked into Chamberlain and helped with the disaster. That wasn’t even lying much.




“Hi Craig! Hi, Mr. Bowers.”




Okay, Mr. Bowers was smiling. That had to be a good sign.




Mr. Bowers shook Andrew’s hand and grinned, “Andrew! Nice to finally meet you. Craig said you weren’t afraid to roll up your sleeves and do some of the dirty jobs we have to do around here. And you sure showed that on Friday night. I just wanted to let you know you may get a thank-you of some kind from the city of Chamberlain. The mayor called me to tell me Principal Grayle personally wanted to thank you for dropping what you were doing and rushing to the rescue. We may not be superheroes like Terawatt, but we can sure show the Outward Bound spirit!”




Andrew tried not to blush. “I saw the news, and I had to do something. I just took off running toward Chamberlain, and I was lucky enough to hitch a ride with a guy in an old pickup who drove me right into town when I told him what I was doing. And it was pretty bad. Fortunately, my neighbor’s a big believer in first aid training and things like that, so I could help.”




Mr. Bowers hiked off. Craig waited until the guy was gone. “Okay, you’re off the hook on this one. But next time? Don’t do something stupid like trying to run all the way to some town miles away. Come find me. I’ve got a car. And Mitch and Robin will want to help too.”




Whew. That went better than he’d expected. And there was no way Principal Grayle would know his name, which meant Terawatt and Action Girl must have thrown their weight around to get him that alibi. Maybe he needed to work with them just for stuff like a decent uniform, and an alibi when he needed to rush to the rescue, and all kinds of stuff he hadn’t even thought about.




But if there was a next time while he was still at Outward Bound, and he went with Craig and Mitch and Robin, how was he going to manage to be Ultraman with three witnesses?




And he still had to explain stuff to Dr. Jeffcoate. And tell his mom and little sister he’d had superpowers for three years and he’d been lying about it. Man, he was gonna be in so much trouble. Maybe Terawatt would fly over and help him out on that.







Alex had to hurry after the conference call, because she had to be at the graduation ceremony an hour early, like everyone else, so they could practice one more time and then get lectured by the principal about not messing around or else. And really, there were only about a dozen people that would pull anything at graduation, and Alex could have pointed them out without thinking about it.




So graduation went just fine. The valedictorians had to get up and give a joint presentation. The salutatorians did too. And so did the class president and vice-president. And then there was the big ‘speech from someone important’ they all had to listen to. And the principal announced a couple dozen awards that they just stood up for, although Alex was surprised she won the school Citizenship Award. And then the ‘walking in line to get your diploma’ part took like forever, and it wasn’t even a real diploma. It was an empty holder so no one got the wrong diploma, and your real diploma was getting mailed to your house unless you made the principal mad or something.




And afterward, her dad took her and her mom and Shar and their relatives who came in to see her graduate out to her favorite all-you-can-eat buffet for dinner. Even if she couldn’t get all she could eat with her relatives watching her.







She had to get up way before six the next morning. Even though she had showered the night before and she didn’t need to shower before the call, she still felt funny not cleaning up and putting on her uniform to talk to the President. Of the whole United States.




Still, she wanted to be done eating breakfast before the call. And sometimes she took a long time to eat. Which was totally not her fault. And she wanted waffles for some reason, so she had to make up the waffle batter while she preheated the waffle iron, and then she ate waffles while she made new waffles. She ate three whole waffles with butter and fruit sauce, while she made an extra nine more waffles that went into the Dutch oven she stuck in the oven to stay warm for everyone else. And she made a sign she taped on the oven door so everyone would know there were yummy waffles for breakfast when they got up.




Then she went into the home office and dialed into Jack’s conference call system. She wasn’t the first one on.




“Stop it Will, Harriman’s gonna be on any second now…” And that was followed by slurpy kissing noises.




Willow murmured, “Oh don’t be an old poop, I’m sure Walter knows what—”




Alex cleared her throat and went into her most pompous Terawatt voice. “Excuse me, Ms. Rosenberg, but I think you should put your old poop down before the President joins this forum.”




Willow squeaked a little in surprise, and Jack laughed. But that was the last fun part of the call, because General Jackson was really concerned about bugging the President for ‘small stuff’ when they might need to bug him for really major stuff down the line. And she really could have lived without hearing how much it had cost to fly Terawatt to India and then pick her up in Moscow and fly her home again. Crud, no wonder they had mothballed all those other Blackbirds, if it cost that much to maintain them and fuel them and get them turned around for a re-flight.




And then the Secretary of Education came on and was crabby about being bothered about something ‘minor’ when there were supervillain problems in schools. And then the President’s staffers came on to complain about the President’s valuable time. And then the President finally came on and said he was sorry but he only had a few minutes.




Willow said, “This is Willow Rosenberg, Mister President, and this is not a small matter. We have reason to believe the Chamberlain disaster was caused by high school bullying. We as a country need to put our collective foot down and stop bullying.”




Well, it was still one of Willow’s hot buttons. And Alex thought there was a totally good reason why.




Jack took over and explained about the bullying, and the detentions given by the gym teacher, and the mean stuff Christine Hargensen and her pals did to Carrie White, and how they did something totally evil at the prom, and then it turned out they ‘awoke’ someone’s superpowers by making them go crazy. And the FEMA analysts thought things could have been a hundred times worse — literally — and if people didn’t clamp down on bullying, then the next time the death toll might be in the hundreds or the thousands, and that would give this administration a massive black eye because everyone would point back at the Chamberlain disaster and ask ‘why didn’t they fix things way back there?’




Alex added, “I was there, Mister President, and it could have been drastically worse. And I would be utterly surprised if there are not a dozen videos on the internet as of this weekend of what happened to Carrie White, and I doubt that very many people will say that her attackers did not have it coming. You need to have your interns find several such videos and you need to look at them, because it is the most vicious, cruel ‘prank’ I have ever heard of. Once you see it, you’ll be appalled. And once you find out that Carrie White was probably an abused child who was already emotionally fragile, you will be revolted at what was done to her. I had to fight her to the death, and I still feel sympathetic to her plight. You have all summer to put forth legislation on bullying, start committees to study the problem, make mandates for principals all over the country, whatever you need to do. But you need to do something.”




But bullying was just way down the list for the Secretary of Education, who was making a big deal about kids not graduating from high school, and whether some kids were getting unfair advantages in schools, and on and on. The guy just did not sound like he cared at all about bullying. And Willow was getting really upset.




And then the President had to leave the call, and the Secretary of Education got crabbier without the President listening to him so it was obvious that any anti-bully stuff was going to go nowhere fast. And Willow was getting more upset. And General Jackson needed the Secretary not to backstab them on DHS budgets or anything.




Finally, the Secretary hung up, and General Jackson apologized to Jack and hung up, and then Walter hung up. And it sounded like it was just Alex and Willow and Jack, only Jack was holding Willow while she cried.




This was so not fair! Alex asked, “Can’t we do anything?”




Jack growled, “Well, I can’t. And I can’t let Willow do anything. But you sure as hell can.”




“Me?” She didn’t squeak. She was sure she didn’t squeak.




Jack insisted, “Damn right. You’re the most powerful superheroine in the world, and you saved the asses of every single person in Chamberlain. All we have to do is call a press conference in Chamberlain and have you fly in and talk about what happened, and announce that you are challenging every school administrator from kindergarten on up to stop bullying completely before the next disaster.”




“Me?”




“You. Can you do it?”




Alex gulped a little, but she thought about Willow, who was still sniffling. “Heck yeah I can do this. When do you want me there?”







And that was why Alex ended up flying back to Chamberlain on Wednesday morning. There were still tons of photographers and reporters in and around Chamberlain, and every person at the prom had probably been interviewed a half a dozen times. But they were still hunting for more stories, because it was a ‘supervillain attack’ and super-stories racked up really big audience numbers.




She didn’t like public speaking, and she really didn’t like dealing with reporters, who maybe were great one-on-one but in a crowd there was always that one guy who asked something that made you want to use your tk to give him a mega-wedgie or something.




She knew there was something weird about being a photojournalist and not wanting to talk to journalists.




She took a Blackbird to Maine and hovered a couple miles in the air until it was time. Then she flew in, arcing lightning all around her, and aimed for the podium where Sergeant Scott and Sergeant Walters were waiting for her. And Sergeant Scott had a parabolic mike, so she didn’t even have to go down to the podium.




The podium was on what was left of the sidewalk in front of what was left of the Whites’ house. She floated down until she was about fifty feet above what was left of the house, and she waited until Sergeant Scott gave her a little thumbs-up.




“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen of the press. I wanted to make a short statement about Chamberlain and the crisis which just occurred. Some of you are standing where I fought Carrie White. Some of you are even standing where she died. This was a tragic situation which need not have occurred. And why did it happen in the first place? School bullies. Bullies who were not stopped for years, and when Ms. Desjardin the gym teacher stepped in to help Carrie, the bullies felt that she was in the wrong. They felt entitled to torture a helpless, fragile girl. Some of them then perpetrated the most sickening, revolting act that I have ever heard called a prank. Make no mistake, this was not a prank. It was a felony assault, done in a public place, and done in a way to hurt Carrie White the most, when she thought people were actually being kind to her. It is little wonder that Carrie had an emotional breakdown. The only difference between this and countless other acts of bullying and cruelty is that Carrie’s powers suddenly erupted. She killed eight other people. FEMA has estimated that if the SRI and I had not intervened, the death toll might have been in the hundreds… or the thousands. And when I faced her, she was still willing to stop, until two of these bullies tried to run her down with a car. Bullying is wrong, and we now face a world where any act of bullying could unleash powers that no ordinary person is prepared for. We must stop bullying today. I challenge every school of every level to take steps to stop all bullying, and to implement those steps before school starts again in the fall. Any school that fails to do so may unearth another Carrie White, at which point they will be responsible for the deaths of untold schoolchildren. That is all I have to say. Thank you.”




“Terawatt! Terawatt!” It seemed like every single reporter was yelling her name, trying to get her to focus on them so they could ask her a question. A bunch of them were also yelling out questions all at the same time.




Hey, there was no reason she couldn’t cheat and just pick the questions she wanted to answer. That didn’t make her a bad person, did it? So that was what she did.




“Is Sue Snell going to be arrested? I have no way of knowing what the city and state police plan to do. However, I do know that Department of Homeland Security investigators do not currently believe she was a part of this assault, even though she was a part of the bullying that led to the detentions and Christine Hargensen being banned from the prom. I personally think that Ms. Snell was trying to make amends to Carrie White by getting her boyfriend to take Carrie to the prom, which is an act more considerate than we usually give high schoolers credit for.




“Do I feel guilty for killing Carrie White? I did not kill Carrie. I tried very hard not to kill her, and to talk her into surrendering. Our current working theory is that when a very traumatized Carrie went home for comfort, her mother stabbed her in the chest with a large carving knife. That knife was still lodged in her when she faced me. At one point, she used so much telekinesis that she created a rock pillar out of the remains of the street, and she was standing on it. When she attempted to crush me with tons of asphalt ripped from the street, she accidentally knocked herself off the pillar. The impact drove the knife not only through a large section of her heart, but all the way through her body. She was dead before I could get to her.




“Do I think this tragedy could have been averted? Definitely. If the bullying had been addressed a long time ago, this would not have happened. I have no idea how many more tragedies like this will have to happen before teachers and school administrators clamp down on bullying, and school bullies come to realize that they will always be one victim away from being crushed to a pulp, or being electrocuted, or being burned alive, or being shredded with broken glass, or something even worse. And don’t forget. Bullies aren’t acting in a vacuum. They are being bullies because of their own pain and anger, combined with the thoughtlessness of youth.




“Do I personally have any experience with bullying? Yes. I know Azure Crush. When she was younger, she was a very unhappy girl who struck back by being a bully. She needed help and support, and she didn’t get it. Her mother was killed when she was little. Her father spent most of her early years in and out of prisons. She has been homeless. She was undoubtedly bullied herself, since she didn’t have money and she didn’t have new clothes and she didn’t have protectors. She is currently trying to turn her life around. Many people in her position would currently be misusing her powers. The last I heard, she was using her powers to help rebuild Larry Flynt’s mansion.”




She didn’t want to answer some of the really rude questions some people were yelling, so she just said, “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. But I have to leave now. There may be another problem I need to look into. Good day.” And she went silvery and darted away southward as fast as she could, staying just above the houses and trees so she would quickly vanish from the sight of the reporters.




She flew, following the GPS beacon on her tPhone, until she met up with an SRI helicopter that then flew her down to an airstrip long enough for an SR-71 to use. As she waited for the maintenance stuff to get finished on the Blackbird, she called Jack.




“Terawatt here. Any news?”




Jack laughed, “Yeah, you could say that. Willow’s so happy she’s crying. The President just let General Jackson know he is not happy with your little announcement, and he wants Jackson to let you know he doesn’t appreciate being backed into a corner even if you didn’t do it publicly. And the Secretary of Education was so mad at you he was about to explode. Man, you’d think the guy in charge of education would be better with, you know, words. I’m giving 5-2 odds that he was a bully in junior high and high school.” Jack pulled away from the phone. “What? Okay, give it your best shot.” He came back, “Willow thinks I had a great idea, and she’s searching through the guy’s educational records to see if she can find evidence he was a bully, in which case anything he says publicly about Terawatt and bullies is going to get him hoist with his own petard.”




“Jack, what’s a petard, and how do you hoist yourself on one?”




He snorted with amusement. “And once again, we come back to one of my areas of expertise: explosives. The ‘petar’ or ‘petard’ was a huge bomb. Sappers would dig a tunnel until they were under the walls of a castle or fortress or town, and plant the petar to take down a big section of the wall, and then scramble like hell to get away before the fuse set off the bomb. Being hoist with your own petard meant being blown up by your own bomb. Oh, and Will says if there’s any evidence against Mister Secretary, it’s all hardcopy files, but she now knows his old schools and maybe she can get someone to go investigate him if need be.” He turned away from the phone again. “Honey, have I ever told you that you can be really vindictive sometimes… and that’s one of the things I love about you?”




Willow grabbed Jack’s phone and said, “Tera, Jack’s not gonna be available for the next… umm… half hour. Maybe longer.” The phone clicked off.




Alex winced a little bit. That wasn’t TMI, but it was still maybe more than she wanted to know.







But there was yet more aftermath. A couple days after the press conference, Willow called her up. “Alex, have you been following the threads on the Terawatt forums?”




Alex had to admit, “Well, I keep telling myself I need to, but I just never seem to have the time.”




“Well, go right now and look in the ‘I Have Superpowers’ forum.” Alex did check that forum about twice a week hoping to find someone who was just getting powers and needed her help, but no, it was always joke posts with trolls claiming they had superstrength or cyberwarfare powers and they were going to crush anyone who talked back to them, or guys claiming their farts were super-strong, or people saying someone else was super-stupid, or that kind of stuff. Willow went on, “There’s a new thread titled ‘My Daughter Annie.’ Read the first post.”




Alex grabbed her tablet and pulled up her browser and was in the forums in seconds, since she had the top level bookmarked. And there it was. A Tennessee woman named Amelia Jenks was asking if having telekinesis could be harmful to your health, because her daughter had it.




Her two year old daughter.




Her two year old Annie could already move marbles around just by looking at them.




Mrs. Jenks ended her post by saying, “I bet she’ll be a worldbeeter someday.”




Alex just cringed.





210. Summer Jobs



Alex was already planning for summer work. She had to skip the waitressing thing at Gloria’s, even though she really missed Gloria. And Gloria’s donuts. But she needed to spend more time with Shar. As things were, she was going to run into problems as soon as she had to rush off on the next Code Terawatt. Okay, she was already looking for emergency sitters, but it wasn’t that easy.




Ray was working at that garden center again, and that was an all-day job. He said he needed to put together a decent nest egg, because taking his girlfriend out to dinner in D.C. was going to be expensive. Alex figured she would make dinner for the two of them whenever Ray wasn’t eating at the Georgetown sports-team training table. She was also happy about Ray’s choice of a degree, because having a communications degree meant he could get a job as a sports announcer or a sports reporter or one of those ESPN-type jobs covering sports, and he’d be really good at that.




Louis and Marsha were both going to be attending the Paradise Valley community college. Louis was doing it so he could keep working at Driscoll Enterprises with his dad, and Marsha was doing it to be with Louis. And also to work at Driscoll Enterprises, which had hired her again for the summer. Marsha was grumbling a little about having to wear a Terawatt uniform this year when she and Louis hit the convention circuit, but Alex had promised to help her put together a really great Terawatt costume. And really, who knew more about Terawatt uniforms than Alex and her mom?




Nicole was going to go to Loyola Marymount, and Robyn was going to attend Cal, and they were both working the same jobs as last summer so they had some cash when they went off to school, even if both of them could drive home if they wanted. And Helen was going to Stanford because they had a biophysics department where they were offering courses on the science of superpowers, and Helen was totally fascinated by that. Maybe that came from living in their town, which was pretty much the superpowers capital of the world. The basketball guys were off to major colleges too, with Heyward going to UNC, which wasn’t that far south of D.C., so Ray planned to get together with him once in a while. Kristi even got into California Institute of the Arts down in Valencia in Santa Clarita Valley, and wouldn’t need to throw hair dye on anyone going there.




Annie was already starting on her big summer internship, but she was so busy she didn’t have time for little sisters to come out and visit. Alex was a little frustrated about that, but when Annie spelled out what she was doing, it really sounded like she wouldn’t have any free time at all until mid-summer. In addition to tons of paperwork she had to read through and fill out, she was taking a nine-day training in D.C. on ‘security concerns for DHS and DOD researchers’ that went all the way through two weekends, and then a one-week training in New York City on ‘ethical research issues in modern research conditions’ that Jack was claiming was totally because of Danielle Atron and Maggie Walsh. Yeah, Alex could believe that. So then, in the evenings Annie was studying the research materials the SRI had for her, and so it sounded like there really was hardly even any time for Annie to Skype with her.




And one of the big projects Alex was working on with Shar was cooking. Alex was making lists of all the stuff she needed for her apartment kitchen, and the lists were getting pretty immense. So she was working on keeping the list to something reasonable and making sure she could even fit all her purchases into that little kitchen.




Plus she needed to make enough food for Terawatt. And Ray. She figured she needed to buy four or six place settings, plus a basic ‘pots and pans’ set with cooking spoons, plus maybe a dozen 9”x13” metal pans that could nest for storage, with lids for the pans, because she’d decided that if she made rice or spaghetti or stew or a fancy salad or whatever, she needed to make enough to fill a 9”x13” pan or two of leftovers, just so she didn’t have to cook a ton every single night. And if she had a bunch of leftovers, they would cool off a lot faster in a flat shallow metal pan instead of in a tall, square plastic tub.




She wanted a microwave and a toaster and a toaster oven and a big mixer and a slow cooker and ten other things, but there was no room for all that junk, and buying all that stuff at once would put a dent in her checking account. So she was trying to cut down on her list. And cooking with Shar was part of that, because it let her decide what she really needed and what was just a luxury. So… a decent-sized microwave and a big slow cooker. And a cheap little toaster oven she’d use as her toaster too.




What she really needed was a big colander and one big cooking pot that would still fit in her cupboards, not one of those immense stockpots that you needed a ton of space to store when you weren’t using it, unless she was just going to keep the stockpot on top of her stove 24x7. What she didn’t need was a separate rice cooker, or a big stand mixer like Gloria used, or a breadmaking machine. What she really needed was salt and pepper and half a dozen seasonings she used all the time. What she didn’t need right off the bat was the other fifty herbs and seasonings and stuff that her mom had in the cupboard. Okay, she needed coriander, just because she liked it a lot in stews. And her mom would probably send her off with a baggie of bayleaf.




Since she had a full-sized fridge all to herself, she planned on buying a lot of ice cream. Gloria said places like Baskin Robbins would sell ice cream by the gallon or even two gallons, just by slicing sections off their five-gallon tubs. It was more expensive than buying cheap cruddy store-brand ice cream, but it would be way cheaper per ounce than buying those Ben & Jerry’s pints all the time. Mmmm, Baskin Robbins mint chocolate chip ice cream by the gallon…




Maybe the real problem was there were like sixty Baskin Robbins flavors she’d like to buy a gallon of. And a gallon of their Pumpkin Pie ice cream in October. It was so yummy, and it was so good as a milkshake.




And there was lots of other stuff she needed, but she could bake cakes and desserts and casseroles and stuff in those 9”x13” pans too, so they were going to get a lot of use. So she also needed a little hand mixer and a whisk and a couple spatulas, although she could do some of that kind of cooking with her tk. It was just that using tk to make food to give her calories to fill her up after she burned calories by using her tk was just a bad idea.




And that still didn’t cover the actual ‘edible stuff’ part. She needed big bags of rice and spaghetti and macaroni and lasagna noodles and all that stuff. She needed breakfast stuff and lunch stuff. She needed salad fixings and veggies she liked and dessert stuff. She needed flour and sugar and baking powder and baking chocolate and like that. Her lists were still pretty huge. And she didn’t want to ask Willow or Jack for help, because she knew if she did, she would get to her apartment and find someone had filled her fridge and shelves and counters and cupboards to the brim already and wouldn’t let her pay them back either.




Holy crud, if she wasn’t really careful, she was going to have to shop like three or four times a week, and then with no car she was going to have to lug home everything she bought. She left Shar watching some meatballs they’d just browned, and she ran upstairs and grabbed her tablet, and she checked to see how far she was going to have to walk with a bunch of bags of groceries. Okay, a block and a half wasn’t too bad, but maybe she was going to buy one of those rolling carts you thought only old ladies wheeled around behind them.




She’d better check whether Ray could keep his car on campus, and then she could just borrow it whenever she needed to haul a big bunch of stuff around.




“Alex?” Shar asked worriedly while she watched Alex start making some pasta sauce.




“Yeah, bug?”




“Are you gonna forget me when you’re off at college and stuff?” That was totally a whine there. Not that Shar sounded like her or anything.




Alex scooped Shar up and hugged her and insisted, “No way! Not ever! And you’ll be doing school stuff, and making tons of new friends, and doing lots and lots of stuff with Auntie Willow and Uncle Jack and Auntie Hanna and Auntie Janet and a ton of people, and you’ll probably forget about me!”




“Nuh-uh! No way! Not ever!” Shar switched to a pretty good imitation of Willow. “Totally of the not!”




Alex told her, “I won’t forget you. And you’ll probably be too busy to bother with me anyway. And you’ll probably have a mega-awesome room of your own at Jack’s, with way too many Barbies and toys and who-knows-what.”




Shar insisted, “I won’t ever be too busy for you!”




Alex smiled and kissed her on the top of the head, because Shar was already too busy for Alex a lot of the time, and as Shar got older, and discovered boys, and found new stuff, she’d get more and more busy. Alex suddenly had to swallow a lump in her throat and blink away some tears. She needed to talk to her mom and see if her mom felt like that all the time these days.







After dinner that night, Alex sat down with her mom and dad and went over her emergency plans in case Terawatt had another last-second emergency. “Okay, between nine and five on Monday and Wednesday and Friday, Louis can let Marsha rush over and babysit. But not when they’re out of town doing conventions. Which reminds me, I need your help making a Terawatt costume for Marsha to wear when they’re running a booth at conventions. And Robyn can cover from seven to ten on any morning. And Nicole can cover from four until maybe seven any night, unless she has a date that starts early. But I don’t have anyone to cover Tuesday or Thursday from ten to four, or when Louis and Marsha are doing cons.”




Her mom and dad just looked at each other. Her mom said, “Your father and I talked about this. We’ll cover Tuesday and Thursday from ten to four for you, but this just really drives home how unprepared you’d be to have Shar living with you at college.”




Alex frowned at that, but it was totally true. Totally not fair, but true. “Jack could do it, but only because he had Mrs. Murdock to come over and stay with Charlie for as long as Jack was gone.”




Alex’s mom smiled gently, “Well, when you and Ray get married and have kids, maybe we’ll retire and move to a place near you, so Terawatt can rush off to save the day and you’ll have babysitters who have the clearance to know why you’re leaving at the drop of a hat, and why your children can fly and benchpress the sofa.”




Her dad added, “But no having children anytime soon! Okay?”




She nodded. “We’re not having kids until someone really mega-smart figures out how to keep ’em from expressing powers until they’re old enough to handle them safely. And maturely. So maybe twelve. Or sixteen.”




Her dad just smiled, “Maybe Annie and I’ll slip that project into the queue. I’d like to be a granddad while I’m still young enough to enjoy my grandkids.”




Her mom pointed out, “And if there’s a chance of a superpower-related incident, you need to tell Ray’s folks the truth.”




Alex tried not to wince. “Yeah, I figure we need to sit ’em down and tell ’em.”




Alex’s parents looked at each other and snickered. What was so funny about that?




Alex’s mom grinned, “When we talked about that very thing, just between the two of us one night, your dad pointed out what they would assume the talk was going to be about.”




Oh. Right. If Alex and Ray made his folks sit down in the living room for a serious talk, the first thing they’d probably guess was Alex was pregnant.




Alex’s dad smiled, “As soon as they find out you’re not pregnant, and you’re not dumping Ray, and you two didn’t just rush off to Vegas for a quickie wedding, they’ll be so relieved they’ll let you get away with pretty much anything.”




Alex managed not to blush. Much.




Her mom added, “And I was thinking maybe we could talk to Andy and Dottie about maybe taking Shar for a couple hours now and then, just when we needed her to.”




Alex complained, “Mister Botswell? He can’t take care of Shar! He can’t even take care of his lawn!”




Her dad frowned at her. “That’s not really fair. Andy may not take great care of his lawn anymore, but he can babysit. And Dottie certainly can babysit. It’s not Andy’s fault he had to take early retirement from the plant when he hurt his hands. And Shar likes Dottie.”




Someone yelled from upstairs, “Yeah! She makes me chocolate chip cookies!”




Alex rolled her eyes. “And I bet Mrs. Botswell wouldn’t make Shar eat all her vegetables before dessert either.”




Alex’s parents both smiled. Her mom said, “I wouldn’t be surprised. At any rate, Shar could go over there, or Dottie could come over here, and I’m sure they’d be fine for a few hours.”




Her dad said, “I don’t think we could ask Jennie and Howard. Shar and Jennie didn’t exactly hit it off.”




Alex groaned to herself. “Well, it isn’t Mrs. Sliff’s fault Shar chased a ball right through one of Mr. Sliff’s iris beds.”




“That was accidental!” someone yelled from upstairs.




Alex went on, “I can see why maybe Mrs. Sliff isn’t happy with Shar. And Mr. Sliff too.”




Her dad pointed out, “Howard does love his yard. He spends a lot of time on his iris beds and his roses in the back yard, and he has Staub’s Yardcare come in regularly to manicure that lawn to within an inch of its life, and he has someone trim his noble fir three or four times a year.”




Her mom said, “I’ve seen artificial Christmas trees that don’t look as perfect as his fir tree. I think we’re lucky Shar didn’t break a few branches off of that.”




When Alex went upstairs later, Shar was in bed like she was supposed to be, but she wasn’t asleep. She sat up and whispered, “It wasn’t my fault. And I even made apology cookies like Auntie Willow says to. And it isn’t my fault mean ol’ Mrs. Sliff’s allergic to nuts. And I don’t like the way she looks at me with those ‘I’m blind’ glasses.”




Alex managed not to roll her eyes much. “She’s not blind. She just has to wear really heavy dark sunglasses when she’s outside because she had some eye surgery thing or something years ago.”




“Well I still don’t like her or her glasses, and her iris are stupid flowers.”







The next day, Alex took Shar over to Sophie’s house for a playdate. Shar had to take her Terawatt Barbie and Skipper dolls with a couple disguises in their secret disguise gymbags. Shar explained, “It’s because Sophie only has really girly Barbie doll stuff and you never know when a monster might show up and Barbie will need her uniform to go kill it.”




Alex just said, “Well don’t lose any of it, because we don’t want other people finding it and figuring out Terawatt Barbie’s secret identity.”




Shar nodded vigorously. “Yeah. Totally. We have to keep Sophie’s mom from finding out Barbie’s secret identity because she might tell the tv station. Or not make her baked apples for us. And maybe one of her neighbors works for Baron von Kreep.”




Alex just nodded, like that made sense. “You know, Terawatt doesn’t believe in Baron von Kreep.”




“Well that’s okay, ’cause Sophie and me will find him and blast him to pieces.”




After Alex got Shar all situated at Sophie’s, she drove over to KPVC and talked to Laura Marsters for a while about freelance work during the summer.




Laura sadly told her, “I’m sorry Alex, but we have more than enough stringers right now, and there’s no high school or college sports until fall. If something last-minute comes up, like a supervillain attack on the town hall, you’ll probably already be on your way there before we can find out and call you. So we’re interested in seeing anything a Pulitzer Prize winner shoots around the valley, but we don’t have work for you.”




Alex pretended she wasn’t bothered. “I guess that makes sense. And it’s not like I haven’t made a lot of money already.”




Laura smiled a little. “I hear the Paine Foundation gives the winners a pretty big bonus check.”




Alex grinned, “I was totally surprised when I saw how huge it was. And I met Bruce Paine at the luncheon!”




Laura rolled her eyes a little bit. “Was he drunk? And did he make a pass at anyone?”




“Umm, I think he was totally sober. And he gave a funny speech. And he brought his girlfriend, who’s really pretty and really nice. And this Iowa reporter brought his wife and daughter, and the daughter went gaga when she saw Mr. Paine, and he was kind about it.”




Laura said, “I’ve only seen pictures, but I bet a lot of women go gaga for him when they meet him.”




Then Alex drove over to the newspaper office and got the same spiel. She knew the newspaper had even less money to throw around than the tv station. She figured her best bet was letting Willow look for local superheroing opportunities, and maybe A.L. Mack could show up at one of them.




On the way to pick up Shar, Alex listened to a news radio channel. It seemed that pretty much all the Congressmen and Senators from Maine were starting a big push to get some anti-bullying bills, and there was a ton of support. Even the President was joining in and acting like he hadn’t told Terawatt to kiss off a couple days ago.




And Shar had tons to tell about Sophie and Sophie’s mom Mrs. Moore and Sophie’s house. Alex had seen Mrs. Moore before, and she thought Mrs. Moore was trying to be the Terawatt of housewives. It also really bugged Alex that Sophie’s mom only encouraged Sophie to do really girly stuff, and didn’t encourage Sophie to do well in school, or stuff like that. She wasn’t sure Shar recognized the difference, but Shar was expected to do well in school and be just as good in math and science as anyone else, while Sophie was basically being told that girls didn’t need more math once they knew enough to make a cake or double a recipe.




Shar was telling how she taught Sophie and Mrs. Moore about science cookies, and she didn’t seem to recognize what her story revealed about Sophie and her family. Alex wondered if it was too late to try and talk Mrs. Moore into letting Sophie go to the plant’s science camp with Shar.







That night, Alex and her mom spent an hour on the phone with Aunt Ashley, planning out the big trip at the end of June when Alex would fly to Paris and meet Aunt Ashley and they’d play tourist for five days before Alex would fly home again. And they could fit it in while Shar was off at summer camp, so no one had to stay home from work to babysit Shar. Ashley also had special family miles as a perk of her flight attendant job so Alex could fly free, if she didn’t mind flying standby the whole way. Alex thought that sounded fun, even if her mom was sort of not thrilled about the idea.




Afterward, her mom had a little talk with her. “Honey, you could get stranded in someplace like the New York airport or the Paris airport if you’re flying standby.”




Alex hugged her and said, “Mom, I’ll be okay. It’s not like I’m a vulnerable teenaged girl. I can take care of myself.”




Her mom hugged her back. “Alex, you may be the most special person on earth, but you’re still a teenaged girl. And people will think you’re vulnerable. Bad stuff happens to young women on vacation every day.”




Alex pointed out, “Look, if I really get stuck, I can just go silvery and fly somewhere on my own. Or I can call Jack and have him fly me somewhere. Or I can just use my credit card and buy a regular ticket. And when I’m in New York, Jack and Willow and Annie are all close enough to help me out, or I could just fly over to one of them. And when I’m in Paris, I could just fly over to London and get help from Hermione. Or I could just puddle into the plane and hide in the cargo hold for a few hours during the flight. I’m not going to be trapped in an airport and helpless.”




Her mom fussed, “And have you thought about how much you’ll need to pack to go to Paris for a week?”




Alex admitted, “I was figuring on just what I’d be wearing on the plane, then a pair of jeans, a couple t-shirts, some underthings, my travel dopp kit and makeup kit, and a little bottle of Woolite so I could wash stuff in the hotel sink. And maybe one nice dress with my ballet flats, because they pack up really nice and small. And my tablet. And a box of energy bars and a water bottle. And my GoPro.”




Her mom just stared at her. “That’s it? If I was going to Paris, I’d need a couple suitcases of clothes and things. What about a hair dryer? What about a charger for your phone and your tablet and batteries for your camera? What about… your uniform?”




Alex grimaced a little. “I’m not taking my uniform. If something comes up, I can handle it while I’m silvery. That uniform takes up a lot of room, and I totally don’t want to be lugging it through customs and stuff, which would be pretty hard to explain. And anyway, I want to keep everything down to what I can fit in my daypack.”




Her mom shook her head and then changed the subject. “Oh! I got a leotard sewn for Marsha. I just put in an invisible zipper in back. We need to get a dressmaker’s dummy for her measurements so we can spray it and have it fit right.”




Alex nodded, “Yeah, and we need her hat size for the wig, and her shoe size for the boots, and we need to get her over here so dad can do the mold for the mask.”




Her mom smiled, “Alex, in case you haven’t noticed, you can get a decent Terawatt mask at every web costume store you can think of. You’re very popular.”




Alex grinned at her, “Hey, maybe I could get a Terawatt costume from a French costume shop if I need one!”







That weekend, Marsha came over with Louis in tow, while Shar was off with Alex’s dad. Marsha insisted, “This is never gonna work. I mean, before the prom I saw what you look like when you’re not wearing overalls, and you make me look like Kathy Bates.”




Alex frowned, “That’s not fair! You look pretty. You’re not fat, and you’re not all brick-shaped. Just because you’re not working out like I do…”




Her mom chipped in, “Alex has abs you could bounce a quarter off.”




Louis added, “She has abs you could bounce an anti-tank missile off. You have to stop comparing yourself to Terawatt.”




Marsha scowled at him and explained to Alex, “He went out with your mom’s list and bought the boots and the boobs and the wig and the mask, and he spent a totally stupid amount on some of that stuff, and he said I wasn’t all fat, but then he bought me a couple pairs of Spanx!”




Louis shrugged. “I read on a cosplay website that a lot of girls were wearing Spanx to get that superheroine shape, and I thought it was a good idea.”




Alex’s mom smiled gently, “I’ve got a pair, and it’s a lot easier putting on a pair of Spanx to fit in a nice outfit than exercising for four months.”




Alex thought Louis had ‘pulled a Louis’ again, coming up with an idea he thought was great that maybe looked bad to someone else.




Louis complained, “I apologized a ton, and I even bought her flowers! I mean, I was gonna buy her a box of chocolates, but I figured she’d cream me if I did after I bought the Spanx and all…”




Alex’s mom just said, “Marsha, sometimes you just have to realize that men are simple creatures who aren’t smart enough to figure out how we’ll see their actions.”




Louis nodded, “Exactly, and… Hey!”




But that was enough to get Marsha to laugh.




Alex took Marsha up to her bedroom with all the stuff and the leotard her mom had made for Marsha. She said, “Let’s try it with the Spanx and see how it looks, okay?”




Marsha sighed, “Sure. I mean, I really don’t want to stop eating for the summer and work out two hours a day just to wear that stupid costume. I have no idea how you do it.”




Alex confessed, “It’s the GC-161. It burns totally ridiculous numbers of calories, at least on me. And I work out every morning.”




Marsha admitted, “Well, you look pretty awesome in that uniform. I mean, you really do look like you could take a missile off your abs.”




“Okay, maybe I work out really hard. But I couldn’t take a missile off my abs.”




So Marsha sat on Alex’s bed and changed clothes while Alex pulled stuff out of the box and the rolling bag Marsha brought. Marsha had a thong so her underwear wouldn’t show, which was really good. And both pairs of the Spanx, which really pulled in Marsha’s tummy and waist, and really emphasized her butt. And the black tights. And the boob padding in a fitted bra. And the leotard that Alex’s mom had adjusted to Marsha’s measurements, which weren’t really all that different from Alex’s, especially after Marsha was wearing the Spanx. Alex helped her with the zipper in the back. Then the kneeboots and the fake utility belt. And the wig, which wasn’t a cheap costume shop wig, but was a really expensive wig from a real wig shop that even came in its own box with its own wighead and stuff.




Holy crud, Louis had spent a ton on all this stuff. And the wig was tight enough that Marsha needed help to get it on. After she stuffed her hair under a wigcap, Alex draped the wig on Marsha’s head, and Marsha held the front of the wig at her forehead with two fingers as Alex tugged the rest of it in place.




Then Marsha touched up the wig with a special brush, and put on the black eyecrayon, and applied the deep red lipstick, and stuck on the rubber Terawatt mask. She tugged on the long gloves, which even had the fingertips trimmed off two fingers on each glove. “How do I look?”




Alex grinned. “Great. Take a peek.” She pointed at her full-length mirror.




“Wow,” Marsha whispered. “That Spanx crap really works. I am totally stealing ’em for when I wear nice dresses. Or maybe even my new jeans.”




And Marsha really did look great. She looked like a genuine, top-of-the-line Terawatt impersonator. Maybe she didn’t look perfectly like Terawatt, but Alex knew exactly what Terawatt really looked like. Marsha could fool pretty much anyone who hadn’t met Terawatt before.




Then Marsha sort of checked herself out, admiring her boobs and her backside and her stomach and her legs. She grumbled, “I totally have to practice in these boots.”




Alex admitted, “Yeah, I had to practice for days before I dared go out in public wearing ’em, and I could fly instead of walking around everywhere.”




Marsha grinned, “Come on, I have to show Louis.”




Alex suggested, “And you should work on your Terawatt voice too.”




Marsha pitched her voice a couple notes deeper and tried to sound more forceful. “That is an excellent idea, young lady.” She switched back to her normal voice. “Man, that’s uncomfortable. How do you do it?”




Alex just shrugged. “Lots of practice. And I picked a pitch I could do for a while. Sometimes, when I’ve been Terawatting for a long time, it’s kind of hard to get back to my normal Alex voice.”




So Alex gave her some tips on walking up and down stairs in those boots, and Marsha sashayed out to show Louis how she looked. Alex crept along behind her but stayed out of sight.




Marsha asked from the top step, “How do I look?”




Alex heard Louis. “Uhh… guh.”




Alex’s mom said, “Louis, you’re drooling.”




Marsha did a fist-pump and cheered, “Yes!”




Alex peeked over the railing, and Louis was staring up at Marsha like she was the most gorgeous woman on earth, pretty much like Ray had stared at her the first time she did the full Terawatt thing in front of him. And Alex knew Louis didn’t look at her that way when she was Terawatt. It was kind of cute, like that special moment in a romantic movie.




Or at least it was until Marsha tried strolling down the stairs in five-inch heels and stumbled. Alex caught her with tk, even as Louis dove onto the stairs to try and catch her, which probably would’ve gotten him hurt. Or maybe gotten both of them hurt.




Marsha hung in mid-air and complained, “Shit! I really gotta practice in these heels.”




Alex used her tk to fly Marsha around the room and land her standing up right in front of Louis. Louis took her arms and checked, “Are you okay?” And as soon as Marsha nodded yes, Louis was kissing her. Well, they were kissing each other.




After about fifteen seconds, Alex’s mom had to clear her throat pretty loudly.




Louis and Marsha pulled apart a little, even though there was a little arc of spit still connecting their lips. Louis looked at Marsha and gasped, “We gotta go.”




Marsha looked at him and nodded, “Right now.”




They rushed out the door, with Marsha staggering a little in those heels and Louis helping her with an arm around her waist.




Alex grabbed Marsha’s stuff with her tk and pulled it down the stairs. Then she yanked open the back door of Louis’s car and put Marsha’s clothes and the wigbox and the rolling bag in. Marsha gave her a quick thumbs-up as Louis hastily backed out of the driveway and rushed off.




Alex’s mom fussed, “Are they going to go do what I think they’re going to do?”




Alex admitted, “Umm, yeah, if you’re thinking what I’m thinking. But Marsha’s been on the pill since way before she even went out with Louis, although I don’t think her dad has any idea, and they’ve been… together since San Diego Comic Con I’m pretty sure. Maybe the night before Louis got knocked into the fishpond.”




Her mom sighed, “Sex is hard to say no to. I don’t have to know any details about you and Ray that you don’t want to tell me, but once you do it and it’s good for you, it’s a lot harder to decide not to.”




“Mom!” she squawked. “And we haven’t even gotten to third base yet. I am totally not. And Willow gave me the whole 4-1-1 on having sex.”




Her mom gave her the raised-eyebrows thing. “And just what advice did you get from the soon to be Mrs. O’Neill?”




Alex swallowed. “Maybe I’d rather not say, so you don’t get mad at her. But some of it’ll be helpful when Ray and I finally go all the way, and some of it’s a little too TMI, and some of it… maybe I didn’t need to hear those parts. And she’s going to be Rosenberg-O’Neill but their kids are gonna all be O’Neills.”




Her mom asked, “And is Charlie okay with a new stepmom who’s not that much older than him?”




Alex nodded. “Yeah. Hanna says Charlie’s really happy that his dad’s really happy, and not just cheerful and pretend-happy to keep Charlie’s spirits up.”




Her mom grimaced. “I can’t imagine how awful it was for Jack. I… I don’t know if I could keep going on if I lost George like that.”




Alex confessed, “I don’t think I could keep going on if one of you died because I wasn’t doing a good enough job.”




Her mom hugged her fiercely. “Alex, I don’t ever want to hear you talking like that, because you always do a wonderful job. I could never do what you do, and sometimes I don’t know how you keep going out there after the things you’ve seen, and the things that have happened to you.”




Alex hugged her back. “You could. I know you could. And you’d do it for the same reason I do. Because you’d want to protect your family and your friends and your town, and sometimes the only way to do that is to go fight battles really far away.”







So Alex wasn’t sure what she was going to be doing for the summer, right up until she got the phone call the next morning.




“Alex? Frank West here.”




“Hi, Mister West! I wasn’t expecting to hear from you this soon.” She made sure her tPhone had his number and it was listed properly.




“Just Frank, okay?” He said, “First, I need to know if you’re available for a couple days next week.”




She thought about it for a second and said, “Well yeah, even if I’ll have to do a little scheduling. Unless you want a nine year old tagging along with us.”




“Uhh, no. Definitely not. I wouldn’t want a nine year old tagging along even if I was covering a new Disney World. And this is definitely not going to be Disney World.”




She asked, “Okay, what is it?”




He cleared his throat a little. “I got word that the Army Corps of Engineers is about to start excavating the Oswell Spencer Building in downtown Davenport starting Monday, and I think that could be right up both of our alleys.”




She stopped and thought for a second. “Yeah. Especially if there’s anything in there that’s still not dead.”




“There might be something in there that’s still alive? I mean, un-dead?”




She sighed a little and told him. “There’s something that was in the security cam footage at the very end, before the building collapsed.”




“I was looking over that just a few minutes ago. You mean that big thing with the spikes in the front? It’s gotta be dead after getting thousands of tons of burning building dropped on it and then being left for months.”




She just said, “I really hope so. Because if it’s not…”
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Alex waited until her folks were both home and they were all eating dinner with Shar. Then she broached the subject. “Mom? Dad? I need to fly back to Davenport for a couple days next week. Like flying on Sunday and coming back maybe Thursday or Friday. And it’s photojournalism, not Terawatt stuff. My Corcoran College mentor’s Frank West. The big-name photojournalist?” She could tell her parents had no idea who he was. “We’re gonna take photos of the big excavation of the Oswell Spencer Building. Even if there’s nothing left alive in there, it’s still big news.”




“Oh Alex!” her mom sighed.




“I don’t want you to go! Every time you go to Iowa it’s full of icky monsters and creepy people!” Shar whined. “I want you to stay here with me!”




Her dad let out a long breath. “Alex, are you sure this is what you want your life to be? It’s going to make it hard to be normal, and have the other things you want out of life.”




Alex nodded carefully. “Yeah. I’ve thought about it a lot. And my life isn’t gonna be normal no matter what. I can’t be Terawatt and have a normal 9-to-5 job, or just be a housewife, or anything like that. And I can help people every day like this. I was thinking about interviewing some regular people in Davenport about how the Umbrella thing has wrecked their lives, or just turned them into a bundle of nerves. Because people still don’t know how awful it was, or how awful it could’ve been.”




Her mom said, “I talked to Dottie, and she’s perfectly happy to come over here and keep an eye on Shar, and I got the feeling she was looking forward to getting out of the house more. Ever since Andy retired, he’s been a stay-at-home, while Dottie’s still playing bridge a couple times a week, and she goes to a book club, and she has an exercise class, and things like that. So we just need Shar not to get carried away and try to grill a steak sandwich without using the stove.”




Shar fussed, “I never did that!”




Alex mussed Shar’s hair and smiled, “I think she’s teasing.”




Shar frowned, “I knew that. I was just pertending I didn’t know.”




Alex’s dad pretend-whispered to Shar, “It doesn’t work when I say that either.”




Alex just said, “Mainly, don’t take advantage of her, even if you pick up something you could use to get her to do stuff. And I know you’ve got a ton of playdates next week anyway.”




Shar nodded, “Yeah, so I don’t need a sitter for a whole week, And I’ve been working real hard on not hearing what people are thinking or saying or anything, and I totally didn’t listen when Sophie’s mom called her dad at work, so I don’t know why she was really sad after. Maybe I should’ve listened a little bit?”




Alex’s mom pursed her lips and insisted, “No, it’s better you didn’t, even if she got sad. You don’t need to know that, and eavesdropping wouldn’t make things better, and it could make things a lot worse and maybe make Mrs. Moore not let you play with Sophie anymore.”




“That’s not fair!” Shar complained.







So Alex called Jack and Willow next, even if it was ten o’clock in West Virginia.




“O’Neill-Rosenberg Ranch, Charlie speaking.”




Alex grinned to herself. “Hi Charlie, it’s Alex. Can I talk to Jack? Or Willow? Or both of ’em?”




Charlie pretended to think it over. “Hmmm… Well, I don’t know. They’re right in the middle of season thirteen of the Simpsons, and you can’t interrupt that kind of thing.”




And in the background, a certain general called out, “Fer cryin’ out loud, Charlie!”




Charlie just said, “Doh!” and handed the phone off.




“Jack O’Neill.”




Alex explained, “Hi Jack, it’s me. I don’t want to interrupt stuff, but I wanted to let you know I’m going to Davenport with Frank West to take pictures of the excavation work on the Spencer Building.”




Jack told her, “Okay, first thing, you can call me any time, day or night, no matter what. Or Willow. It’s like those first-class ticket perks I hear someone got. You deserve some perks, because you have one of the hardest jobs in the world, and you do it really, really well. Even if the President and the Secretary of Edumacation are being complete dickweeds about your anti-bullying platform.”




“Jerkheads!” called out Willow from a couple feet away. “They’re being mega-jerkheads.”




Charlie couldn’t have been very far away, because Alex heard him say, “Of the jerky.”




Jack went back to business. “Next, I wasn’t going to ask you to drop in on the Quad Cities, because Finn and Valentine and Marshall are there for the big dig, and they’re kitted out, and the National Guard is in force around the building too. And you deserve some Alex time. But if you want to get your Peter Parker on and take cool pictures, the SRI is going to be very accommodating.”




Alex replied, “Great. Because I want to have my gymbag there just in case, but I’ll be flying a regular airline, and I can’t carry it through security.”




Jack told her in a bad Arnold Schwarzenegger imitation, “No problemo.”




Willow had a way worse Arnold Schwarzenegger imitation. “Cohm wid me if you want to change clothes.”




Jack said, “Look, you’ll be carrying your camera gear on the plane, right?”




“Right.”




“Then we’ll make sure no one snitches your suitcase at the airport, and we’ll slip one of your gymbags into the baggage transport system for you. I’ll make sure you’ve got plenty of energy bars.”




Willow leaned in, “I was gonna make brownies this weekend, so there might be a surprise in that bag.”




Jack pretended to complain, “I’m having to run an extra couple miles every day because my lovely fiancée is such a great cook. And baker. Pretty soon, Walter is gonna be making cracks about my waistline, like my mean, mean son already does.”




Like Walter would ever say stuff like that to his commanding officer. No, Alex could only think of one Air Force guy who might say stuff like that to a superior officer.




Willow snorted with laughter, and then added, “Hey, Dr. Finn is in the Quad Cities with Riley. She’s recuperating from her injuries, so she’s mostly stuck behind a desk, but she’s helping with the CDC vaccination program. They’re trying to get everyone and every animal vaccinated against the four different types of t-virus, and it’s like a four-state program. So you and Frank will have to get vaccinated to be near the dig. Don’t worry. You didn’t have any reactions when you got the shot the first time, so think of this like a booster shot.”




Jack cut in with an ‘old guy’ voice. “And make sure you have separate rooms, young lady. That Mister West looks scruffy and untrustworthy, and there’s no telling what he might try to do to a fair maiden like yourself.”




So then Jack and Willow started taking turns giving her a pretend lecture, like she was their naïve, helpless daughter and she was going off to the big city where she would be surrounded with ne’er-do-wells. It was part really funny and part really embarrassing. And judging by the background noise, Charlie thought it was a hundred percent funny.




She didn’t even know people still said ‘ne’er-do-well’ unless they were on Masterpiece Theater.







Alex left from San Francisco International Airport early Sunday morning, so she could get into the airport in Moline at something approaching a reasonable hour. This time, she was using her mom’s nice rolling bag as check-through luggage. She was assuming she’d get dirty sooner or later, especially if she and Frank were trying to climb up on places to get really good views of the digging, so she had extra shampoo and a bottle of Woolite and a stick of stain remover and a bar of Lava handsoap, along with jeans and overalls and an extra pair of sneaks. And just in case, she had one nice outfit with a pair of nice shoes. Her mom’s bag had a folding dress-holder and a separate dirty clothes bag and places for shoes and all kinds of nice pockets and stuff. On the other hand, she kind of doubted she was ever going to get any use out of the flat, thin pocket for men’s ties, except as an energy bar holder.




The important thing was her camera bag. She made sure she had everything in the padded compartments and the big front pocket and the bigger back pocket. Two camera bodies, four different lenses, a packet of filters, her GoPro and the sound system for it, and all the cables and spare memory cards and lens caps and extra stuff you needed for cameras. She even had a couple extra batteries in there along with her special charger. She had her tablet tucked away in the big front pocket, along with a flat halogen light panel and half a dozen energy bars that she was going to need since she wasn’t flying first class this time.




She checked her roller bag and took her camera case to security. Then she had to show the nice TSA agent pretty much everything in the bag, because it all looked high-tech and suspicious. He said it would have looked even more suspicious back in the day when everybody shot onto film instead of memory cards, and the photographers carried dozens of rolls of film in lead-lined cans to protect them from the x-ray machines.




Boy, she really felt guilty about slowing up everything when there were like a thousand people waiting to get through security. And how was that lady in the next line wearing the five-inch heels not feeling guilty for wearing ten pounds of metal bracelets and ankle bracelets and necklaces and earrings that all had to come off before she could get through that metal detector? Oh, and the thing in her hair set off the metal detector too. Maybe she’d never been in an airport before.




And then Alex had an hour to wait, just to get on the plane, before the four hour flight to Chicago, before the two hour layover, before the connecting flight into Moline, when it would probably take her less time to grab her junk, turn into Terawatt, and fly on her own from Chicago to Davenport.




Having superpowers was not good for your patience.




She bought two small bottles of diet coke and two sandwiches and a lunch salad. At least they came in a plastic bag she could carry onto the plane. Then she just found a nice seat, put her camera pack between her feet, and read on her tablet until the gate agent called her section of the plane for boarding.




Okay, that was her plan. A teenaged guy sat down next to her, and two more guys sat across from her.




“Hey. I’m Chuck.”




She was careful not to give him a big smile, but she wasn’t rude or anything. “I’m Alex.”




“Wow, that’s a really sexy name.”




Oh crud. But Chuck and his two pals Tom and Eddie thought she was the prettiest girl on the flight, and they just wanted to ‘be friendly.’ She was pretty sure if she gave any of them any encouragement in the least, there would be an offer to join the Mile High Club during the flight. Ick.




Fortunately, when her section of the plane got called, she found she wasn’t seated anywhere near them. Instead she was stuck in between a forty year old lady who was dressed and made up like she was eighteen and was wearing way too much perfume, and a really, really, really hairy guy who not only was covered in hair except for his shaved head but he was wearing a tank top so the hairiness was right up against her for the whole flight. And he took over the armrest so she had a gross, hairy arm against her every time she even moved.




The lady acted like Alex was trying to steal her boyfriend or something and didn’t want to talk or even be nice. The hairy guy wanted to talk to her too much until Alex told him what she was reading on her tablet. She sort of channeled Willow and acted way too enthusiastic about awk and sed as tools for unix systems administration. After that, the guy did pretty much everything except beg the flight attendant to move him to another seat. Mission accomplished.




Then she had two hours to waste in Chicago O’Hare Airport. It only took half an hour to walk from her concourse, through the entire airport, to the concourse for her connecting flight, which was on a ‘United Airlines partner,’ which meant it wasn’t United Airlines at all, but a small airline that flew small planes to places not too far from Chicago. Pretty much like most of the airlines that flew in and out of the Paradise Valley airport. So she sat at an empty gate and read on her tablet for a while before she walked over to the small gate where her plane was. And boy, was it a tiny plane. Jack’s Cessnas were small but roomy and well-designed for comfort. This was designed to cram the most seats possible into the smallest space imaginable. And the little plane looked like a cardboard mailing tube with wings.




She didn’t think of herself as big, but the plane was too small for her. She had to duck down to walk down the aisle. She had to step over a big step-thing halfway down the aisle. It had to be part of the system that held the wings on. There was only one narrow seat on each side of the aisle, and there was basically no overhead storage, and the last row was three narrow seats side-by-side without even chair arms to separate them. She had the seat in the back right corner. Maybe there wouldn’t be anyone else in the back.




Oh crud. After the plane filled up, including a crabby-looking guy in the back left corner, one huge guy got on the plane. The guy was mega-huge. He was like an NFL lineman in a gray suit. He had to duck way down to get down the aisle, and there was only one seat left on the whole flight. Right in between her and Crabby Guy.




Yep, that was where Mister Big had to sit. And he pretty much squished Alex and Crabby Guy against the walls. He did say ‘sorry’ but she wouldn’t have wanted to be sitting that close to anybody unless it was Ray. And Crabby Guy complained the whole flight about it.




She was so glad when she got off the plane and grabbed her roller bag — and also the gymbag that had mysteriously gotten into the hold — off the open-air baggage rack and she walked up the stairs into the Moline airport.




At least Frank was waiting for her on the other side of the security stuff. He had his long coat on, and he had a really nice camera slung around his neck with a big 50-200mm lens dangling down like a weird necktie.




He shook hands and said, “The backpack’s your camera pack?” She nodded. “And you’ve got a gymbag and a roller bag both for less than a week here? I guess lesson one is going to be how to pack light for travel.”




She grimaced. “I’ll explain in the car.”




He had a vehicle, which was good because there was no way she could rent a car until she was like twenty-five. It was a five- or ten-year-old pickup truck with a big cab and a solid cover over the truckbed and Iowa license plates. As she put her gear in the bed of the truck, he told her, “Don’t go for anything flashy that might get stolen or targeted, or even noticed if you’re trying to follow people, like, say, a sports car or a huge brand-new SUV. Go for something you can use to drive off-road if you have to, and make sure you can protect anything or anyone you pick up along the way.”




Yeah, being able to rescue people was good. She was good with that.




She glanced again at the Iowa license plate. It didn’t look as dirty as the rest of the rear bumper.




He spotted where she was looking and told her, “Yeah, I slapped on some local plates I borrowed so the truck blends in better.”




She hopped into the passenger seat, and he drove out of the airport. He checked, “You’re not really carrying enough clothes for a month, are you?”




She admitted, “The gymbag is my Terawatt gear, just in case. And a disguise valise, just in case. And a lot of energy bars, because I need stupid amounts of calories and it’s not convenient to eat way too much in a restaurant because that attracts attention. In the roller bag, I’ve got jeans and overalls, and one nice outfit in case I have the chance to do an interview. And some Woolite and stuff to wash anything that gets really filthy, because I figure this isn’t gonna be a clean job.”




He nodded. “Good. Sometimes, if you’re doing the kinds of jobs I’ve done, you want to have everything fit in one backpack: clothes, toiletries, weapons, and your camera gear. Granted, you’re your own weapons and your own transport. But toilet paper and an entrenching tool. Some places are about as third-world as you can get. Pull the cardboard roll out of the center, and a roll of toilet paper squashes down more than you’d think. Plus an entrenching tool with a sharp edge makes a hell of a good weapon in an emergency.”




She peeked in the back of the cab, and she saw he had a bunch of stuff hidden under a blanket. He supplied, “Yep, just in case. Pump-action shotgun with five boxes of ammo, a baseball bat, a crowbar, a machete… and an entrenching tool. Because most of the time shit like that is just a waste of your time and effort. But that one time when you need it? You’ll really, really need it.”




Then he changed topics again. “Do you have your own passport? And are you keeping all your receipts?”




She told him, “I got a passport so I can go with Aunt Ashley to Paris at the end of the month.”




“Ooh, big jetsetter already!” he teased.




She rolled her eyes just a tiny bit. She was used to a lot more teasing, after hanging around Jack too much. “Well, she’s a flight attendant. So I’m using her ‘family miles’ and flying standby there and back. My mom’s not thrilled about me traveling alone there and back.”




He glanced over at her. “Kid, you look like you’re sixteen and the easiest mark in the whole state. Plus you’re pretty. Expect every pickpocket, thief, con artist, and womanizer to make a beeline for you.”




She just pointed out, “I’m not as naïve as I look. At least, not anymore. And I do have defenses that no one’s going to expect.”




He glanced at her again. “Yeah. Even knowing, it’s hard to believe. You just do not look like Terawatt. You look like some dainty little prom queen.”




She blushed a little. “Maybe I was a prom queen. And a homecoming queen. But I’m not exactly dainty anymore.”




He sighed, “Oh yeah. I did some research since we met in D.C. There’s a lot of video of you out there. AP, UPI, Reuters, some chick named A.L. Mack…” He gave her a smirk to show he’d made a little joke. “You are one seriously bad mofo. If there’s one person in the entire city of Davenport I’m not gonna have to worry about being safe during this dig, it’s you. You just don’t look it.”




“That’s the whole idea, you know. I even keep my hair short and dyed brunette, and I only wear flats these days, just to separate me more from the way she looks.”




He nodded a tiny bit. “Yeah, I found an archive picture of your family when you were a kid, when your dad was doing something at his plant that made the local papers. You used to be really blonde.”




“I still am if I don’t dye my hair. But I don’t want to have Terawatt hair and have people say ‘gee she really looks so much like Terawatt it’s uncanny’ because that leads to problems.”




He nodded again. “Okay, open the glove compartment. There’s a manila envelope in there for you for this trip.”




That sounded interesting. She pulled out the envelope, but it just held a piece of notebook paper and a paperclip and a pen. The notebook paper was headed, ‘A.L. Mack — Davenport’ and the date.




He said, “Hold all your receipts for each trip together with the paperclip. Food you bought to bring on the trip, photography supplies, parking fees, plane ticket, car rentals, gasoline, taxis, restaurants… everything you spend. You need to do a really good job of record-keeping if you’re gonna be a freelance photographer, and you need to start paying your taxes quarterly.”




She fished the food court receipt out of her pants pocket using a little tk, and she slid it into the paperclip. “And the paper?”




“For your records. Write down every item you can expense, and add explanations if you need to, like ‘energy bars for plane rides there and back.’ I date ’em and put ’em in datetime order just for my own records, and I go ahead and figure the total cost on every trip. Then I paperclip the expenses to the sheet, and when I get home I put the sheet and receipts in my tax file for the quarter. New gear you buy goes into a different category, but you need to keep those receipts for taxes too, and you may want to amortize the cost on some of the expensive stuff, but an accountant can show you how to do that. Also, keep copies of all payments you get, and set maybe twenty-five percent of each payment aside for your tax payments, just in case, if your client doesn’t do it for you first. Then, when you do your quarterly taxes, you’ll have everything ready and at hand, and you can get ’em done in a couple hours every time. The first time, meet with a really sharp accountant and have him go over everything and see if he can come up with any new tax breaks or deductions. He’ll know the rules on deductions for things like your work website, clothing that’s work-only or that gets destroyed on a job, an office if you have one, or what you can deduct for a home office if you go that route, and any state-specific tax rules you need to know. After that, you ought to be able to do ’em yourself if you want. And working out the costs for each trip also tells you how much you need to be charging for your work so you can afford an apartment and food and a website and maybe an office.”




“Okay.” Boy, she was learning stuff from Frank that would have taken her years to pick up on her own, and this wasn’t the kind of thing they taught at Corcoran.




He went on, “And if you go with a home office, make it one separate room that’s used for nothing else, or you’ll have trouble deducting that proportion of your rent or mortgage off your taxes. Or else you need to have one segregated part of a room that’s work only, and you’ll only be able to declare what the taxman can see as ‘work only.’ Which means if you have a work area with a work computer, but you also use that computer for emailing with friends, or videogames, forget it. Or if your ‘home office’ is one dedicated desk in a room, then you’ll only be able to claim maybe a few square feet out of your whole apartment as ‘your office’.”




“Maybe I’ll have to skip the home office deduction until I’m out of Corcoran, because I’m pretty cramped for space with my apartment right now.”




He gave her a quick glance. “Then you’re way ahead of me when I was in college. I spent my first year in the dorms sharing a crappy dorm room with three other guys. Then I spent my other three years renting a really small room in someone else’s house and sharing the bathroom and kitchen. You already have your own apartment and some sweet hardware. And your very own Pulitzer.”




They drove across a huge bridge that spanned the Mississippi, and they headed into Davenport proper. Frank said, “I got us two rooms at the hotel most of the site bigshots are using. Jack said ‘some of your friends’ are staying there. I figure that means some important SRI types.”




Alex confided, “It probably means Colonel Riley Finn and his wife, Dr. Samantha Finn, and S.T.A.R.S. officer Jill Valentine — I still don’t know what her official title is right now — and Professor Hank Marshall, U.S. Naval Lieutenant. Lieutenant Marshall’s really smart and a biophysicist, and the rest of them are Orphans. But they’re on our side. And Sam just got shot three times in March, so don’t be mean to her.”




He smirked, “Pro tip number seven: never be a dick to people who are soon going to be holding your life in their hands. And pro tip number four: never pick a fight unless you know there’s no way you can lose. Granted, you probably can’t find anyone who can beat you in a fight, even if they bring mil spec weaponry. Plus pro tip number four and a half: don’t pick that fight if it’s going to come back on you later.”




Alex told him, “For me, there’s an extra rule. I can’t be in a fight if it could even look like I have powers. I’ll let someone punch me instead of using my powers, so don’t expect you’ll have Terawatt alongside you in a bar brawl. You’ll have a scared little girl who’s trying to hide under a table.”




“Yeah, but if the shit hits the fan for real, like we run into Umbrella zombies, then you won’t pull that. You’ll disappear and Terawatt will fly in to save the day.”




Why did everyone think Terawatt always had to fly in and save the day? People could save the day without her. And she wasn’t the only superhero out there. She just admitted, “Yeah, when we take photos this week, I’m bringing the gymbag just in case.”




He grinned, “Awesome!”







They checked into the hotel, and she hid her gymbag in the plinth base under her king-sized bed that she totally didn’t need. Then Frank bought her dinner at a restaurant around the corner. She ate a reasonable amount for a growing girl, and then they both ordered big desserts. Only Frank waited until she finished her hot fudge sundae, and he switched dessert plates, and he hadn’t eaten any of his chocolate cake. He’d gotten it just for her. Then he pretended he hadn’t bought it just to be a really nice guy, and he’d just decided after he ordered that he was already full.




After dinner, there was a meeting in one of the hotel meeting rooms. There were about eighty photographers and journalists. Lucas Kincaid was there, so Alex went over and said hi and asked how his wife and daughter were doing. Alex was so not surprised to find out that his daughter was still crushing on Bruce Paine.




Riley was running the meeting with a CDC doctor who gave everyone a shot in the arm. She wasn’t surprised that they wanted to make sure every person who showed up around the dig site was properly vaccinated against the t-virus stuff. And she wasn’t surprised that they had a nice area near the dig site where all the photographers could set up their stuff. She knew a lot of them would want to set up big tripods or else wear fancy steadicam systems. She didn’t need that.




After the meeting, Frank asked her, “Do we need to use that site?”




“What do you mean?”




“Well, there’s footage of Terawatt flying around the Spencer Building the night after it dropped. She might know if there’s a flat rooftop overlooking the dig where we could get much better pictures than anyone else. Oh, and she might know if it’s possible to even get onto said rooftop.”




She thought about it for a second. “A rooftop in Davenport in June? It might get really hot up there.”




He grinned, “I can probably scrounge up a couple folding chairs and maybe a beach umbrella.”




“And a cooler full of ice. With drinks. And sandwiches.”




He grinned, “Right. I’ve got the cooler and the folding chairs in the truck already. I’ll see what’s open at this time of night on a Sunday. In Davenport, Iowa.”




She replied, “And I’ll go to my room and not go out for a few minutes.”




She went right up to her room, which had a window that was sealed shut. But it also had a big air conditioning unit under the window that had a switch setting that said ‘outside air.’ She flipped the switch to that setting and heard something flip inside the unit.




She went silvery and dove under the bed, into her gymbag, and she changed into Terawatt. Then she stayed silvery as she oozed out past a filter she had to pull out of the way, past a fan that wasn’t running right then, and past an outside filter with a heavy screen to hold it in place. She had to use her tk to unscrew several screws, and then she just pulled the filter and screen and screws into her morph before she darted up to the roof of the hotel and took off.




It only took her a minute or two to get to what was left of the Spencer Building. It was surrounded by heavy fencing that was right up against the sidewalks across the streets around the wreckage. And on the west side inside the fence there was a lot of construction equipment and some special stuff she’d never seen at an ordinary dig.




She checked the buildings to the south of the wreckage. Ooh, perfect! One rooftop looked like the perfect vantage spot. She flew down and puddled under the roof exit door. Crud. The roof exit was locked shut on the inside. And the stairwell had locked doors at every level. And the ground floor door into the stairwell was barricaded on the inside and sealed all around the edges so nothing icky could get in. Or out.




She flew back to the hotel, flew into her air conditioning unit, and fixed the outside screen and filter back the way they were. Then she fixed the inner filter she had sort of squished, and she changed back to Alex.




An hour later, Frank was back with a pleased smile. They met in his room. “Okay. One large beach umbrella with a hollow base you fill with water to hold it in place. Ice, plenty of diet coke for you and plain water for me, and a stack of cold sandwiches all in individual ziplock baggies. How about you?”




She explained about the stairwell and the ground-level door and the roof exit door. He just nodded. “Okay, now I’m not going to have to teach you about lockpicking, but it’s a very useful skill that you’ll probably want to be able to fake, given your powers. I’ve got a set of lockpicks and a lockpicking gun in my toolbox in the truck. We’ll go in the back door of the building, walk up to the second floor, cut over to that inner stairwell, open the second-floor door, haul our stuff up to the roof, and unlock the roof door. Then we’ll set up shop on the roof where we’ve got a nice view. We’ll leave our umbrella and chairs up there at night. I’ll risk it.”




She figured there weren’t a lot of thieves in Davenport who ripped off stuff sitting on top of locked ten-floor office buildings. But she asked, “Aren’t you lugging around a lot of illegal or at least really suspicious stuff?”




He nodded, “Yeah. But as long as I’ve got a DHS or DOD contact I can call, I can get away with it. And as long as they owe me a ton of favors instead of the other way around, it works.” He glanced at her. “And I’ve needed every damn one of the things I’ve got in there at one time or another, so I’d rather get arrested for possession of burglary tools or an illegally modified shotgun or whatever, instead of being extremely dead.”




“Eww.”




“Yeah Alex, being an American photojournalist in some parts of the world is like walking around with big signs that say PLEASE SHOOT ME and PLEASE KIDNAP ME. Granted, I’d feel a hell of a lot safer having you at my back if we were in a place like Colombia than I’d feel if I was alone.”




“Thanks.”




“Yeah, well a great ’tog who also has a ton of useful abilities and also can whip out some incredible superpowers in an emergency? That’s who anyone would choose to work with.”







The next morning, Alex ate two energy bars and three of Willow’s really yummy brownies before she joined Frank for breakfast at the place around the corner. A ton of the other journalists were in there too. She noticed that none of the SRI or CDC or EPA or National Guard people she had met before were in there. She figured they ate somewhere else to avoid the journalists.




The other journalists hopped in their fancy rentals or their fancy local tv and newspaper vehicles, and rushed off to the area where they were going to set up so they could fight over who got the best spot. Frank took his time while Alex fetched her gymbag, and they took a different route. They parked in a dark corner of a multi-level parking garage a few blocks south of the Spencer Building, and they lugged their gear over to the building. Alex had her camera pack on her back, her gymbag over her left shoulder, and two folding captain’s chairs in their nylon tubes hanging by their straps off her other shoulder. Frank had a backpack, two cameras hanging in front, the box for the beach umbrella under his right arm, and the cooler’s handle in his left hand. It was a good thing they didn’t have much else to haul over.




The back door wasn’t locked, probably because people were entering the building that way, instead of going around to the front where you had to walk on a narrow sidewalk behind a huge fence and keep getting reminded about the Spencer Building because its ruins were just across the street. Instead of going over to the elevator where they were likely to run into someone they didn’t want to meet, like a security guard or maybe someone who knew all the people who worked in the building, they took the back staircase up one floor and walked over to the inside stairwell.




Frank told her, “I might need ten or twenty minutes to pick a lock like this one, so I’m just going to scratch up the lock a little.” He pulled his lockpicks out and scratched around inside the lock where the key would go. When he looked over at Alex’s puzzled expression, he said, “Now anyone investigating will be sure we used regular lockpicks.”




Alex nodded at the explanation. Then she did her tk trick. She felt around the lock cylinder with her tk and slid the lock pins out until the cylinder would turn freely. It only took her maybe fifteen seconds to get it, and Frank was totally impressed. They slipped up the stairs as quietly as they could.




Frank repeated the whole deal at the roof exit, scratching around where the key would go and letting Alex open the door. The roof door had one of those doors that didn’t lock from the other side, so no one could get stuck on the roof. So she just grabbed the latch and pulled it back into the door, then swung the door open. And they had the whole vantage point to themselves.




Except Alex still needed to sneak down to the top floor with the base of the umbrella, fill it with water from a bathroom, and bring it back up to the roof. Since she could pull the base into her morph, she just puddled under all the doors to do it. Even if the base was really heavy once it was full of water. She could still lift it and herself and fly, so it wasn’t a major problem.




They set up the big beach umbrella in the stand, placed the two folding captain’s chairs in the shade of the umbrella, and unpacked their gear. Frank was already wearing his cameras, but Alex had to open her camera bag and set up her good Canon camera body with her 70-200mm lens, and get her GoPro ready in its steadicam frame.




Frank told her, “Next lesson. Even if you have superpowers, always have a camera ready. Always. You never know when your best photo op is going to appear. If you need a minute to get the shot, or even ten seconds, you may have already missed it. And believe me, I’ve missed enough amazing photos in my life.”




“Thanks.” She was starting to feel like she was learning more from ‘apprenticing’ for a couple days with Frank than she was going to learn in her whole freshman year at Corcoran.




“Now this is a great spot. Really good job on the site selection. We have the best lighting for most of the day. We have an excellent height for the first couple days of the dig at a minimum. And we’re at a good distance for safety but we’re close enough to get all the details we want. Normally, someone like me needs a way in to the spot where I set up, and at least three ways back out again in case things go haywire, but you’re your own transport. Still, plan that way. If I wasn’t with you, I’d have the roof exit gimmicked, I’d have an emergency rope or an emergency slide set up on the back side of the building, and I’d have at least two different doors in the stairwell ready for instant access. If you’re doing journalism with someone not in on your secret, you’ll need to do the same.”




“Okay.” Those were really good ideas she hadn’t thought about. Maybe she was way too used to having superpowers.




“And in buildings, check out the ductwork. Most places have ducts that are far too small to crawl through, even for you. But some places have ductwork big enough to move through. Knowing about that can mean you have ways in and out of places, or you know other people might be able to sneak up on you through the ductwork. And even if the interior ducts are too small, there may be really massive ducts in and out of the HVAC systems that will let you into buildings without using a door or a window. Or they might just be really useful places to hide for a while. Okay, those won’t matter for you, but they may matter for anyone working with you.”




“Gotcha.” Wow, it really sounded to her like he’d had to know all that stuff at one time or another.




The workers were getting started, so Alex used her Canon’s telescopic lens to capture them getting all the equipment ready and getting into the equipment. Riley had explained about all the gear the night before, but it was cool to see it getting set up. Each of the six huge hydraulic excavators was near a wicked-looking rock grinder to dump loads into. Each rock grinder dumped stuff onto a big conveyor belt that sprayed a special viricide and a wide-spectrum disinfectant and a biocide on everything before it got dumped in a huge dump truck, so the stuff that got hauled away was safe. Even if they were only hauling it out and dumping it into the hole that was all that was left of the Spencer Mansion, since the Army Corps of Engineers had finished excavating the crater that was left from that stupid self-destruct thing.




He checked, “How many spare memory cards do you have?”




“Three.”




“And are they all interchangeable with all your cameras?”




“Umm, yeah, but I might have some stuff on one of ’em already.” She really should have checked that before she packed.




He frowned, “Okay, here’s what you need to do.” He pulled out a clear plastic case. It was full of memory cards, each in a thin plastic holder like some of them came in from the store. And every plastic holder had a blank piece of paper in it with the card. “Every card you fill up, you immediately label and close up in its holder. That way, you never overwrite good stuff, and you always know which cards are full and which are empty, and later on you can always find the memory cards you’re hunting for.” He showed her one holder that had a memory card in it. The piece of paper had yesterday’s date and the word ‘Davenport’ on it and the note ‘prep for dig, faces of the workers’.




She grinned, “That’s great. You’re really smart.”




He scowled, “No, it’s just the school of hard knocks. These are all things I learned by screwing up somewhere and having to find a better way after that.”




She said, “I wanted to get some human interest photos, and you’re already beating me to the punch.”




He nodded carefully. “Every one of those guys knows he might unearth something so horrible that he’ll need those DOD guys like Colonel Finn to save his ass. Or else he could end up like people he’s heard about, and in a couple cases, even knew. If something happens, we have the ‘before’ photos, and I even managed to get a couple short interviews.”




She had her fingers crossed that nothing would happen. But this was the Umbrella Corporation they were talking about.




She spotted some movement way off to the side, and she got a couple telephoto pictures of Riley and Jill and Hank moving into position with heavy weapons, so someone else was planning in case of badness.




The construction guys got into their huge Cat excavators and started tearing chunks off the top of the rubble and dumping them into the rock crushers. But nothing happened.




Alex waited patiently, her Canon around her neck and her GoPro at her side in its fake steadicam so Frank could see how cool her dad’s invention was. Frank even tried it out a little.




After a while, she was waiting impatiently. She had a sandwich. And then, after another long stretch of boredom, a diet coke. And then, after a while, an energy bar. Still nothing.




Frank spotted her moving around, and he told her, “I know it’s hard, but you have to learn to be patient. You can’t go read a book. You can’t go watch tv. You just have to wait and pay attention the entire time, or you’ll miss that one moment.”




She took a deep breath and tried to concentrate on nothing but the digging. “I know. I mean, I know it in my head. Making my body cooperate is a lot harder.”




Nothing happened all morning. As they ate lunch out of the cooler, he reminded her, “There may be nothing all week. I mean, we don’t want these guys to get mutilated and killed, so you should be hoping nothing happens.”




She sighed, “I am hoping nothing happens. But I just… well, there’s a reason I brought my gymbag.”




He gave her a lopsided grin. “And that would be the reason you’ve got an earjack in your ear?”




“Yeah,” she admitted. “It’s my Terawatt earjack. Just in case.”




After lunch, the crews got back to work. And with six huge excavators, they were working fast. The entire roof level was already cleared, and they were into the penthouse levels like the IT level. Alex could tell, because the asphalt-y roof parts were all gone, and big chunks of crushed computer stuff were now turning up in the rubble going into the rock crushers. She figured that at the rate they were going, they could be at the aquarium level by quitting time, and maybe at the atrium level by early Wednesday.




She sent up a silent prayer that Birkin wouldn’t be its former still-moving, still-angry, still-indestructible self when they got down there.




Then her earjack finally clicked. “Finn to team. Cat 3 is reporting something wrong with its treads.”




She yanked her camera up and focused in on Cat 3. Its treads looked stuck, even though the cab was moving. She took photos as she zoomed in.




“Frank! Cat 3! The treads!”




There were huge vine-like things wrapped around the bottom parts of the treads, holding them in place.




She clicked her earjack with her tk. “Terawatt to Finn. Do not let Cat 3 bail. Something has the treads. It looks like one of those plant monsters.”




The worker in Cat 3 used his huge bucket as a lever to try and pull his treads loose, and the rubble erupted all around the excavator. Vines the thickness of a man’s arm snaked around the excavator’s bucket and then up the treads until they were surrounding the cab of the excavator too. Massive toothed mouths at the ends of the vines bit and snapped at everything.




Alex handed her steadicam GoPro to Frank and snapped into her earjack, “Terawatt here. Inbound.”




212. Vine Street



Frank West had hoped he’d get to see this some day, just as soon as he had realized what that crazy bastard Jack O’Neill was really offering him.




He had seen the real Alex Mack. She was pretty much what his mother would have thought of as the epitome of the ‘girl next door’ type. She was sweet and wholesome. She was pretty in a cute way, rather than a brassy way. She was a flawed teenager trying hard to be something better. She was nervous and had doubts.




But Alex had just transformed. She straightened up. Her voice deepened into those distinct Terawatt tones. The nervousness and impatience vanished. So did the sweetness. This wasn’t your girl next door any longer. This was someone who knew what needed to be done, and knew she was going to have to do it or die trying. This was someone who was too badass for class.




She swiftly handed him her steadicam, and she dove at her gymbag. It was a real dive like she was on a low board at a swimming pool. Only she kept flying forward, and she went silvery in mid-air. She dove into the gymbag like she was a tub of water.




The gymbag shuddered and wiggled for maybe two seconds, and then the silvery blob flew back out. It changed into Terawatt before it reached the side of the building.




There was no way that was Alex Mack. That was a superheroine who could stop anything, and knew it. She dove over the edge, cut down several stories, and then rocketed toward the crisis so that it looked like she had just flown in from between the buildings.




And she was fast. She had to be going way over a hundred miles an hour. She headed right for the most dangerous thing in sight.




Well, the second most dangerous thing in sight, because he had no doubt that Terawatt was the most dangerous thing he’d ever seen in his life.




He lifted up Alex’s steadicam and concentrated on getting the pics. This time, someone else was doing the world-saving and people-rescuing part, and he was good with that.







Alex zoomed at the plant-thing as it tried to eat the excavator.




Or whatever it was trying to do. It had mouths on the ends of its vines, and some of those mouths were big enough to eat a whole roast turkey in one bite.




It probably had some sort of disturbing instinct to find the cracks in a shell and invade that way, so a turtle would have been in big trouble. Maybe even a Birkin.




If this thing could kill and eat Birkin, it was going to be a problem.




She didn’t care if it scratched up the excavator, as long as it didn’t hurt the guy inside. That had to be her first priority.




“Finn to Tera. If you can rescue the worker, we can attack the vines.”




“Tera. Roger that.”




She hit two of the closer vines with lightning bolts, and they both writhed frantically for seconds before dropping to the rubble. So she flew to the top of the excavator’s cab and grabbed two more vines. They reacted as soon as she touched them, but she still had time to shock them both before they attacked her.




Only problem? A dozen other vines lunged for her, their hungry mouths trying to rip her apart. She darted into the air, and the vines couldn’t find her. Yet. Each massive vine had a mouth that was like a four-leaved, yellow flower. If flowers were the size of a trashcan lid and snapped closed like something in a horror movie and had rows of teeth inside each petal and had creepy thin tongues instead of stamens.




She flew around the excavator, hitting vine after vine with lightning. But every time she killed — or maybe just stunned — a vine, a couple more ripped their way up through the rubble and came after her or the excavator or just started reaching out toward other parts of the ruined building. The other five excavators were getting the heck out of the immediate area, which she was pretty happy about.




She flew toward the rock crusher and smacked the rubble with as much tk as she could spare. Okay, she had a lot more tk to spare than she used to, because she had been working out. She was up to about three hundred pounds of tk, when she had barely been over two hundred pounds not much more than a year ago. And if this trick worked on giant clam monsters, it could work on something else just as stupid.




The vines snaked up out of the rubble where she was smacking on the debris, and tried to grab whatever was there. So she used her tk to smack the sides of the vines. That wasn’t enough to hurt vines that were maybe three inches thick, but it sure got their attention. More vines erupted out of the rubble, and the vines that were already up just reached out a lot further.




Perfect. That was just what she wanted.




She flew backward, using her tk to smack vines away from her. Well, she was pretending that she was trying to smack the vines away from her. Because first of all, she wasn’t strong enough to smack those vines and do any serious damage, and second, she wanted them to come after her, not go away. She drifted backward past the edge of the rubble, and downward. The vines came after her, only now there were more vines. A lot more vines.




She jetted straight up and let go of herself so she could use all her tk for just a moment. And she used all that tk to shove the tips of two of the vines into the rock crusher.




Then she grabbed herself with her tk before she dropped more than a few feet. The rock crusher was mercilessly grinding the vines to pieces, but even better, it was dragging more lengths of vine in. And it was heavy enough and powerful enough that the two vines couldn’t pull loose or drag the rock crusher around. It really worked! She couldn’t help smiling.




And with two of its vines under attack, the plant thing was sending more and more vines to grab the threat. She dropped to the ground beside the rock crusher and grabbed another vine tip with her tk. A hard tk shove, and the third vine went right into the rock crusher.




One vine that was being ground to pulp in the rock crusher was stretched so tight that it finally ripped in half. The lowered stress on the grinder gave it more power to use on the other two vines, and so within seconds the second vine ripped. And then the third one tore, only it tore way back at the rubble end, so a whole lot of vine came whipping through the air like a bullwhip. She went silvery and darted out of the way, as she fed two more vines into the maw of the rock crusher.




The plant-thing really didn’t like that, and it handled the problem by coming at her with more vines. A lot more vines. She was starting to feel like she’d found her very own hydra. She hit another couple dozen vines with lightning blasts, and fed another dozen into the rock crusher.




And there was still more junk writhing its way up from beneath the rubble. How much stuff was down there?




She suddenly remembered Jack complaining about something that was like ‘twenty tons of angry vines.’ Was this what you got if you let twenty tons of angry vines grow and mutate for five months? Crud.




“Finn to Tera. Can you hold a vine stable for long enough for us to poison it?”




“Tera to Finn. No. But what have you got?”




“Marshall to Tera. I mixed up a homebrew concentrated herbicide with antiviral in it, but if we want to kill the underground part, we need to get it into the mouths, not just on the outsides.”




She looked over, and there were only a couple vines still grappling with the cab of the excavator. “Tera. Let me rescue the construction guy first.”




“Finn. Go for it.”




She flew across the rubble to the huge excavator and zapped all four vines still attacking the cab. Then she used her tk to unlock the door to the cab, and she flew in. “Sir, just trust me for a second.”




“Are you fuckin’ kiddin’ me? Me not trust Terawa…Aagh!”




He sort of freaked as she pulled him into her morph and puddled as fast as she could past the rock crusher over to where it was safe. She went normal and stood him up beside her.




He took a deep breath and then gasped, “Holy shit, that was freaky.” He got hold of himself and looked at her. “Jesus, I can’t thank you enough. No one’s gonna believe I got rescued by Terawatt.”




She smiled slightly. “I think that the two dozen news cameras will be all the proof anyone’s going to need.”




He grinned back. “I thought I was a goner. I mean, did you see… Of course you saw. Sorry, that was stupid.”




She patted him on the shoulder. “No, that’s completely normal. You’re a very brave man to even consider doing a job like this. I hope this doesn’t scare you off.”




Then she flew toward Lieutenant Marshall, who was standing there with a rolling cart full of stuff, including a big plastic cooler. He grinned at her as he patted the top of the cooler, “Hi, Tera. I’ve got a bunch of cheap cuts of meat that we spiked with our own herbicide and toxins and antivirals, just in case. I was hoping you could grab a vine with your tk and hold it long enough that I could feed one of these chunks into its mouth-part. Then we’d leave the poisoned vines alone and let the toxins get absorbed by the plant body that’s still down under the rubble. We can’t clear more while that thing’s still a threat.”




She thought for a second and said, “I’ve got a better idea.”




And he just trusted her, like she was Sam Carter or something. He just said, “Okay. Have at it.”




She popped open the cooler with her tk and lifted out what was probably sixty pounds of beef in chunks that were like half a pound or a pound apiece. She also grabbed a can of red spray paint off his cart. Then she flew right at the vines.




Every vine that opened its mouth as she passed over it got a big chunk of meat shoved down its throat and a line of spray paint marking the vine. She flew around for maybe fifteen minutes feeding it and marking the poisoned vines so she wouldn’t waste her time poisoning them a second time. Or ruin her hard work by killing the vine before the poison got all the way down the system. There must have been almost a hundred vines that got fed. She just knew that if Jack was here, he would have been doing ‘Little Shop of Horrors’ jokes.




When she ran out of beef chunks, she went back to zapping the unpoisoned vines until Riley called her in. “Finn to Tera, please come to Valentine’s station.”




“Tera. Roger that.”




She flew over to where Jill was standing next to a Humvee that was chock full of heavy weapons. It looked the SRI team was equipped for fighting pretty much anything, including tanks.




Riley jogged over to the Hummer, and Hank Marshall wheeled his cart over too. Riley grinned, “Good to see you.”




She grinned back. “I was hoping to stay in my other identity this week, but just in case I asked Jack to get me a gymbag. Turns out I needed it.”




Jill said, “Turns out we needed it. We would’ve had a hell of a time getting that guy out of that cab safely without you.”




Riley told her, “We have everything up to anti-tank missiles and a flamethrower, but we sure couldn’t use a flamethrower on that thing while we had a civilian trapped in there.”




Alex wondered, “What are you gonna do now?”




Riley looked over at Lieutenant Marshall, who answered, “We’ll stall. The far side of the wreckage seems to be safe, so we’ll excavate over there only. This isn’t really a normal plant any longer, so it won’t take days for the poison to work its way systemically. And you really taxed it, so it ought to be expending a lot of energy in repair and healing. If you can dump a few hundred gallons of our herbicide all over the rubble surface there, that ought to force it to expend more energy and depend even more on the food it just got. Then tonight and early tomorrow morning, we’ll run some little robots across the surface here for a few hours, and we’ll see if anything’s still hungry and mobile. If not, we’ll go back to digging.”




Riley added, “I think every one of our operators will feel better knowing Terawatt can swoop in on a second’s notice and save their bacon.”




Jill muttered, “If they have any sense, they wouldn’t get back in those cabs otherwise.”




Riley grimaced a little. “They spent a couple weeks excavating the crater that was left when the Spencer Mansion blew, and everyone was on edge the entire time, and there was nothing left. Not even pieces of things.”




Hank Marshall added, “Not even concrete and rebar. It was like they used a hundred Mark 77 mods and fifty tons of C-4. The most they found was where the bedrock got glassed from the heat. Some CDC guys are still checking that ‘glass’ to make sure it doesn’t have any nasty surprises inside.”




Alex said, “If Jack was here, he’d make a ‘box of Crackerjacks’ joke there.”




Jill smiled at that. “Yeah, while we were dealing with plant-jira back there, I was wondering what the general would have gone with.”




“Little Shop of Horrors,” Alex guessed.




Lieutenant Marshall grinned, “The Roger Corman version or the musical?”




Riley volunteered, “The general’s more of a ‘cheesy monster movie’ kind of guy than a ‘retro musical’ kind of guy.”




Then Alex followed Hank’s directions as she poured ten-gallon drums of herbicide all over the plant-infested rubble. Since she was just standing next to Hank and using her tk, she was able to empty a bunch of the drums all at once.




Afterward, Alex walked over to Riley and whispered, “How’s Sam doing?”




Riley grinned, “We’re in room 612. How about A.L. Mack comes up and has dinner with us at seven? And we’ll talk about interviews too. Sam was really impressed with what you did for Willow.”




Alex almost jumped up and down like a little kid. “Great. I brought one nice outfit just in case I got to interview someone like you or Jill or Hank.”




Riley clicked his earjack and pretended he was talking over it. “All right Terawatt, I think that’s it for the afternoon. And you have all of our thanks.”




She smiled at him. “Roger that, Colonel Finn.” She leapt into the air, and she flew off to the west, away from the journalists’ pavilion, like she was going to fly home.




Once she was half a dozen blocks away, she went silvery and made a careful jaunt across rooftops, so she wouldn’t be visible to anyone on the ground for more than a fraction of a second. She got back to Frank’s spot in maybe a minute. Then she dove into the gymbag and changed back to Alex.




Frank was standing there holding his camera and looking through the telephoto lens at the general area where the SRI team was stationed. He said, “Impressive, kiddo. Damn impressive. I figured that guy was toast, and you made it look easy.”




She groaned, “It wasn’t. It really wasn’t. I was pretty worried there for a bit, even knowing I had Riley and Jill backing me up.”




“You’ve got that much confidence in Finn and Valentine?”




She nodded, even if he wasn’t looking at her. “Totally. They’re both mega-awesome. I’ve seen both of ’em do really amazing stuff.”




He kept looking through his camera. “Oh, another tip. Don’t stand and talk with your pals anywhere you can be scanned by lipreaders or someone with a rifle mike. I could only get a couple of Finn’s words out of that whole chat, but I could tell he’s a lot friendlier with Terawatt than some ordinary colonel would be.” He glanced at her. “And I scanned the surrounding buildings for anyone with a rifle mike or a parabolic mike, and you’re safe. This time.”




“Thanks, Frank.” She totally needed to step up her operational security.




He told her, “Let’s bug out. I want time to download some of these shots to some newspaper editors I know, and you need time to get ‘your’ film footage edited and off to KPVC or whatever it is. I’ll share my still shots if you’ll give me partial credit on your video.”




“Partial credit?” she squawked. “You deserve the whole credit! You’re the one who took all the pictures!”




He grinned, “We’re not admitting that to anyone, remember? On assignments like this, we’re a team. We share pics and we share credit. You’re not writing a front page story and fighting with other newsies for space above the fold. You’re making me look good already.”




She insisted, “You’re making me look good, and you give great advice. I think Jack picked the best person possible for the job.”




He actually blushed a tiny bit. “Kid, if you were twenty years older…”




“Twenty years? I’m not three you know.”




He insisted, “Twenty. Fifteen years at a minimum. I’m not Hugh Hefner. I like my women the same age as me, so we share some life experiences and we like the same kind of music.” He looked out over the rubble and added, “O’Neill said you’ve got a boyfriend who’s been helping you for years. I’m old-fashioned. I don’t know if I could cope with a girlfriend who’s a hundred times more powerful than me. So hang onto that guy.”




“I plan to.”




They folded the two captain’s chairs and folded up the beach umbrella, leaving the base full of water where it was. That left them with a camera bag apiece, one gymbag, and a cooler. They had no trouble retracing their route and getting back to Frank’s truck.




On the way back to the hotel, Frank asked, “Dinner’s on me. There’s a steak place I saw Sunday that looked pretty good. I’ll even let you order some food to go.”




She gave him a small smile. “I got an invitation to dinner. I may get a really good interview out of it.”




He told her, “Good work. Just remember. Journalism you do without me doesn’t have to be shared. This is your connection and your lead. I’m not helping at all on this one. Be fair in giving credit, but don’t let other people walk all over you. You have to learn to stand up for yourself when you’re trying to get a story, and when you’re working with partners, and when you’re selling pics, and when the inevitable someone powerful gets their nose out of joint over the story you uncovered.”




“You really know this business,” she said.




He shrugged. “If I really knew this business, I’d probably be working as a big-name photographer for National Geographic or Time. And I’d have an expense account as big as Joe Frady’s.”




Alex muttered, “He’s an Orphan, and he’s probably got a pipeline feeding him the stuff he’s published, so he’s probably a tool for Maggie Walsh or one of the American Orphans.”




He raised his eyebrows. “You get to call Dr. Margaret K. Walsh ‘Maggie’ now?”




She shrugged. “Jack calls her ‘Wacky Maggie,’ but he’s like that. And I had a face-to-face one of the times she tried to kill me, and if she can call me ‘Tera,’ I can call her ‘Maggie’.”




“Holy crap.” He gripped the steering wheel harder. “You had a real face-to-face with Code Walsh herself. And you don’t get how astounding that is.”




She shrugged again. “Well, it wasn’t like I could leave. She had me in a deathtrap.”




“Alex!” he snapped. “Listen to yourself! You’ve gone through some of the most terrifying things possible, and you’re just… casual about them. You really don’t see how freaking awesome Terawatt really is.”




She muttered, “That wasn’t even in the top ten scariest things I’ve run into.”




“Holy crap,” he murmured. “Can you tell me about any of ’em?”




“Can you tell me about your thing in Colorado?”




He frowned at her. “You know I can’t. The DHS has that sealed.”




She knew she shouldn’t, but she still pulled out her tPhone and pressed a speed-dial button. “Hey, Burn.” She flipped it to speakerphone.




“Are you okay? I saw the newsfeeds. I thought Jack said you were just gonna be taking pictures!”




Alex admitted, “That’s pretty much what I thought too. Even if I got a gymbag just in case.”




Willow’s AutoTuned voice said, “Ooh, they’re using cute little robot walkers that are like big spiders, which I totally didn’t think would look cute, and they’re walking the robots over the rubble waiting to see if the plant-thing is gonna attack ’em.”




Alex made a mental note to look into that. “Okay, but I need to know what Frank West did in Colorado that was so need-to-know. You already cracked the DHS safeguards on his files, right?” Frank totally winced when she said that.




Willow cheerfully said, “Oh sure. Jack told me not to, but it’s totally good I did. It was more zombies, but no creepy monsters. Probably some sort of Umbrella Corporation trial release, but we’re still contacting people who know people who might know people, and Jack’ll get really crabby at some guys who totally should’ve told Big Cheese and Top Banana about this stuff as soon as the Umbrella mess spilled over.”




“Just infected-live-people zombies?”




Willow replied, “Yep! Transmitted by zombie bite or insect infection vector. Sound familiar?”




“Oh yeah.”




Willow added, “And the DHS really likes Frank, because he saved their agents, and then he saved the day when their agents got killed, and then he actually adhered to the NDA he signed. No wonder Jack likes him.”




Frank muttered, “Who the hell is she? Even the major cracker threats shouldn’t be able to get into those records, and a DHS computer whiz wouldn’t go rummaging around in files like that without a ton of permissions first.”




Alex smiled a little and said into the phone, “Thanks.”




“Acid Burn out.”




Frank rolled his eyes. “Oh come on. Acid Burn? As in Angelina Jolie in ‘Hackers’? You’ve got to be kidding me.”




Alex admitted, “She just uses it as a handle when she’s Terawatt’s personal Penelope Garcia.”




Frank snorted in amusement. “So Terawatt has her own personal hacker, her own costume designer and master of disguise, her own support group, her own official contacts with the U.S. military and also in Europe and Asia and maybe Africa, and God only knows what else. And you’re a high school senior.”




She explained, “I’ve been doing this a while. I got my powers the first day of seventh grade.”




“Crap.”




She added, “And they went haywire a lot for the first year or two. Like the next time I got a cold, my powers went totally berserk. My… biochemistry expert thinks it was the fever, and also I wasn’t taking in enough calories or my electrolytes were totally imbalanced, so I got a little delirious and lost what little control I had over them.”




“Your… expert? You have your own personal superpowers expert?”




She confessed, “Well, yeah. You know who I am. You probably looked up my family.”




He concentrated on remembering stuff he had looked up. “Your dad. He’s the head of research at PVC. Or your sister, who’s eating up the competition at MIT and already has several universities offering her big bucks to come and develop things for them while she earns a Ph.D.”




She admitted, “Both. Annie was my expert for the first four years. We were afraid to tell dad, because Danielle Atron was his boss and we didn’t know what she’d do. And we were pretty sure she was trying to capture me and experiment on me and cut me up to see what made me tick.”




“Crap!” he yelped. “I think you just won the ‘worst teen years story’ contest.”




She told him, “Thanks to my powers, I now know at least five people off the top of my head with worse ‘early years’ stories, and that’s just in this dimension.”




He slammed on the brakes. “You know people in other dimensions?!?!”







Alex knocked on the door to room 612 a few minutes before seven. She had checked with Riley twice more already, and he had been pretty specific. If she didn’t want Sam to know her secret identity, he would keep the secret. But if she wanted to eat four full dinners, Sam was going to twig that there was something biochemically abnormal about her.




And Alex was still hungry. She had ordered and eaten a room service dinner — along with five energy bars and another brownie and two cans of diet coke while she waited for the dinner — when she was editing and prepping the film footage Frank had shot for her. Frank thought her dad’s fake steadicam was an amazing invention and she ought to be selling them for three times what they cost to make.




Laura had been pretty surprised and really excited to get the footage, and Alex had made sure that Frank got credit too. Okay, the footage was really crisp and smooth, and it was really well filmed. Frank was totally awesome with a camera, and their post on top of the building had been a great vantage point that was plenty close to the action. Nobody else was going to have film as good as theirs.




Then, once Alex had emailed everything off, she had walked outside and gotten some burgers and fries at a little fast food place that wasn’t part of one of the big chains but looked like it did a lot of local business. She didn’t bother keeping that receipt, because she just couldn’t explain why she needed so much food right after Terawatt had been doing her stuff.




So she was still ready for dinner at seven. But she was sure she could keep it down to one normal-sized meal. She had even told Riley what to order for her.




The thing was that A.L. Mack hadn’t met Samantha Finn. Terawatt had. And Alex wanted to have a warm, friendly dinner with the Finns, not something stiff and awkward. And she had called Jack to ask his advice, and he said he trusted her judgment. Okay, he also had gotten Riley’s report and seen some camera footage from the dig, so he did a couple ‘Little Shop of Horrors’ jokes and a ‘Day of the Triffids’ joke and even a Dr. Who joke that she didn’t get but Jack said she’d be ‘rushing off to get some jelly babies afterward’ so that probably meant it was a Fourth Doctor episode. She wasn’t a Whovian like Willow, but she knew that much.




So she was carrying her gymbag.




Riley opened the door and spotted the bag at once. And she could tell from his eyes that he knew what that meant. He waved her in.




Riley and Sam had a nice hotel room. There was a little kitchenette and dining table on one side of the front door, and a little living room area on the other side, and straight ahead was a closed door that had to lead to the bathroom and bedroom. The area she was seeing was all cleaned up, but she knew what her room looked like a lot of the time, so she wasn’t assuming the bedroom or bathroom looked that neat.




Okay, Riley was career military, and Sam was living in a Doctors Without Borders compound most of the time, so they probably kept everything clean and neat and perfect even when they didn’t have guests.




Sam was sitting on the nice couch, and she got up with the help of a cane. Alex hurried, “Oh please don’t get up on my account.”




Riley smiled a little as Sam walked over anyway and shook Alex’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you. I saw your interview with Willow Rosenberg, and I was very impressed.”




Riley had a Jack-like smirk on his face as he said, “Sweetie, you’ve met Alex before.”




Alex grinned, “It’s good to see you again. The last time I saw you, you weren’t in very good shape.”




Sam looked back and forth between them. “Okay, I’m not getting something. Riley’s not fibbing, but…”




Alex held up a finger to stop her. “This is why I brought the gymbag.” Just to show off, she tossed it into the air and held it there, unzipping it with her tk as she did so. Then she went silvery, flew into the bag, changed, flew back out, and went normal in her Terawatt uniform. In her best Terawatt tones, she said, “Good evening, Dr. Finn. The last time I saw you, you weren’t in very good shape.”




Sam opened her mouth, and nothing came out for a couple seconds. Then she cursed for several seconds in a language Alex had never heard before. Maybe it was Swahili or Hausa or one of the other African languages that Riley said Sam spoke.




Alex used her tk to lift off her mask and plastic ‘makeup’ and wig. “Yeah, I’m Terawatt. So we really have met before.”




Sam looked over at Riley for support. “So she’s really A.L. Mack also? So how did she get those pictures of Terawa… Oh right, telekinesis.” She turned back to Alex. “And you look like you’re about seventeen!”




“I am about seventeen. I had my eighteenth birthday just before school started.”




Riley added, “She just graduated from high school. She starts college in the fall.”




Sam really glared at Riley. “She’s a teenager! It’s bad enough you’ve got Action Girl out there, it’s not right to drag teenagers into things like this!”




So Alex changed back to her regular clothes and sat Sam down and explained all about the secret world of Alex Mack. It took a while. They were most of the way through dinner before she was done.




Sam finally looked at Riley. “So you’ve met her parents and boyfriend… because you had to rescue them from Danielle Atron.”




Riley nodded, “Right. And Jo gets to have dinner with them most Sundays because she flies up and gives them martial arts lessons.”




Sam looked back at Alex. “I don’t know what to say… except thank you very, very much for keeping the world safe and saving Riley.”




“It’s been my pleasure.” Alex didn’t realize until after she spoke that she’d slipped back into her Terawatt voice.




Sam giggled slightly. Then she asked, “And you really can do an interview with us?”




Alex nodded, “Sure. And since you know my secret, I can do the whole thing even easier, because I can use my tk to manage the camera and the lights and the reflector and everything.”




Riley smiled, “That’s great.”




Alex added, “So first, let’s talk about what you want to say in the interview, and what you don’t, and what you don’t want me to ask. Then we’ll put together an order for the questions, and then I’ll take the gymbag back to my room, and I’ll put on my nice interviewing outfit while you two dress up a little nicer, and I’ll bring my camera bag up and we’ll do it right here with you two on that couch and me in that armchair…”





213. Fifth and Vine



Alex woke up the next morning when her alarm went off. She had it set a little early, so she could wash the mousse out of her hair from last night. The interview had gone really well. Riley and Sam were such a cute couple. But she’d spent so long planning the interview with them, and then recording it until it looked just right, and then checking the footage and the sound, and then eating a late-night snack with them and just chatting, that she had gotten back to her room late enough that she just scrubbed the makeup off her face and piled into the bed.




And boy, did her hair look weird this morning. The mousse had made it look really good the night before, but after sleeping on it, she had mousse bedhair. One side was crushed in, and the other side was bent at a bunch of goofy angles. So she took a quick shower, and she dried her hair with her brush and her tk, and she was dressed in an old top and jeans before room service brought her breakfast.




She met up with Frank at his truck. He already had his camera slung around his neck. She remembered what he had said, so she had her good Canon around her neck, and her GoPro on a Joby strap at her side. She had her camera pack on her back and her gymbag strap over her shoulder.




“So how did the interview with important people go last night?”




Alex smiled, “They’re both really nice, so it went really well. The main thing is whether anyone will pay me for it. After all, it’s me asking non-nasty questions and listening to two Orphans.”




“Colonel Finn and Lieutenant Valentine?” he guessed.




“Colonel Finn and his wife the doctor.”




He nodded like he should have known. “Right. Dr. Samantha Finn, née Samantha Milicevic. Not a lot of supermodels use their money to go to med school so they can take low-paying jobs saving poor people in wartorn Africa. Other than the beauty and the brains, there’s not a lot about her that says ‘Orphan’.”




Alex decided to spill a little, because a lot of it was in her interview so it wasn’t going to be a secret for long. “Sam’s tougher than she looks. When the Congo Orphans hit her compound, they shot her. Three times. One in the arm, one in the leg, and one in the chest. They herded all the other survivors into the big surgical trailer and locked them in with a huge chain so they’d die of heat stroke the next day. And they shot up the compound sat phone. She dragged herself across the compound and tried to get the trailer open. No luck. Then she dragged herself across the compound to the jeep with the sat phone and pulled herself in and patched up the sat phone enough that someone could call in. By then, she had a pneumothorax and she was having trouble breathing, so she put together a field-medic gizmo and jabbed herself in the side with a huge needle so she could aspirate enough blood and air that she could breathe okay again. And she held out long enough for us to get there.”




Frank checked, “That was just three months ago, so she’s on leave now?”




Alex shrugged. “Pretty much. She’s working with the Quad Cities vaccination program, but she’s probably sitting down all day.”




They chatted about camera brands and expensive lenses and that kind of stuff. Frank insisted that the person behind the camera was way more important than the camera. He told her, “Getting to the right spot and being ready to take a picture is always going to be more important. Who cares if you have the best camera in the world if you can’t get to the photo op, or you don’t know how to capture what needs to be photographed?”




They drove past the building they’d been in the day before, and there were two policemen standing in front of the door. And the buildings on either side had policemen on duty too.




Frank growled, “Shit! They looked at our film footage and figured we had to be on one of these roofs yesterday.”




Alex suggested, “Terawatt could fly past and check with the SRI agents. That’ll give me a chance to see if our stuff is still up there, and if there are police waiting for us to show up.”




Frank nodded. “Good. And you can fly our crap up to the roof, and we’ll walk in to see one of the offices in the building. It’ll be me and my really uncooperative stepdaughter.”




She giggled a little. Then she asked, “Do you know any offices in the building?”




He admitted, “No. I didn’t see any signs or anything when we were sneaking in. They probably have all of that over by the elevators.”




Alex pulled out her tPhone and used the mapping feature to find the building and look up stuff. “How about… Ooh! How about the law offices of Larson, Larson, and Larson-Edwards? Fourth floor.”




“Sounds good. If the cops stop us, I’ll grump through it and you be really uncooperative.”




“Can do,” she said. “Too bad I didn’t bring any disguise makeup. Other than the valise, which won’t help on this. Some black lipstick would be good about now.”




He smirked, “Too bad your mean old stepdad threw that crap away.”




She grinned back at him. She wondered how many times he’d pulled stuff like this to get past someone to get the pictures he wanted, or to get away afterward. And she made a mental note to add some lipsticks and eyecrayons to her disguise kit so she could look totally different. Maybe a jet-black wig with straight hair too.




After he parked the truck, she flew into the gymbag and changed into Terawatt. Then she flew out the back side of the parking structure before she went soaring over buildings to the dig site.




Their stuff was still in place, and there was no one on the roof, or on the roofs of the neighboring buildings. But she hadn’t checked the stairwell for policemen yet.




She landed beside Riley and Hank. Jill saw her and trotted over. Hank had three eight-legged walkers that were like mechanical spiders. Each one was maybe two and a half feet across from leg to leg. Hank Marshall saw where she was looking and explained, “They walk better than a four-legged robot. So they’re good on uneven terrain like this. We ran ’em all over the area this morning, and we didn’t get any plants visiting, but it may be that they’re not big enough to attract the thing’s attention.”




Jill added, “So we’ve got herbicide sprayers mounted all over Cat 3, and I’m going to be driving it around the target area while the other five excavators do their jobs. Plus I’ll be wearing a Nomex fire-retardant suit, so if we have big problems with plant-jira, the colonel can pull out the flamethrower and charcoal-broil the bastard.”




Alex managed not to grimace much. “Okay, but if you’re having that much trouble, call me for a rescue before you have to test just how flame-retardant that suit really is. If you open the cab a couple inches, I can fly right in, grab you, and take off. And if you leave your really heavy stuff behind, I can fly you out of here instead of puddling you across the rubble.”




Hank suggested, “Or maybe we killed it yesterday.”




Riley pursed his lips, “I’ll believe it when I see a dead root system.”




Hank said, “If it even has what we would consider a root system, sir. It may be more like seaweed or something out of a hydroponic system, or it may be something utterly unnatural.”




Alex asked, “And does anyone know why there are police at the doors to the buildings around us?”




Riley shrugged. Jill guessed, “My contacts didn’t know, but the best film from yesterday came from on top of one of those buildings over there.” She pointed to the south and basically right at Alex’s spot on top of that one building. “The guys running the Davenport P.D. right now are trying pretty hard to look good in the media, so if some of the building owners threw their weight around and called for help in keeping reporters out, there’s probably a response for the next couple days. Expect they’ll have some sound bite prepped for the department PR guys to go with, like ‘we’re trying to protect the good citizens of Davenport as they go about their daily business when there are threats only a block away.’ Or some bullshit like that.”




Hank speculated, “I figured some of the local press asked their LEO contacts to help keep poachers from getting better footage than them, like yesterday. We’re already insisting on no helicopters in the area except the military hardware, just in case of a crisis, and some of the local newsguys were pretty peeved about that. One station wanted to put their traffic chopper over the dig during some non-rush hour times, right up until the colonel pointed out that the wash from the chopper blades might stir up dust with really nasty stuff in it.”




Riley frowned, “And having a news chopper overhead might mean that something with flight could target the chopper or even use it to get out of our control zone, or just use the local chopper as a screen so our military hardware couldn’t target it effectively.”




“Well, thank you for your input,” Alex intoned. Boy, she really sounded pompous sometimes. She needed to watch that. She turned and flew off to the north before going silvery.




Okay, there were police at the entrances to the closest buildings on the north side too. She did a detour and found the same deal on the west side around the dig. Someone really didn’t like photographers getting up on buildings and scooping other photographers.




So she stayed silvery and flew really low over the rooftops back to where they still had their gear on the roof. She puddled under the locked roof exit door and down the stairs. The ground floor door was still barricaded. But there weren’t police stationed at the stairwell doors.




And why would they need to put police there, when a policeman at any entry door would be able to stop some scruffy jerk with a couple huge cameras from getting inside?




She flew up to the roof again and over to the parking structure before diving into the back of Frank’s truck. “Our stuff on the roof is fine, but every building around the dig has police keeping photographers out.”




Frank frowned in thought. “We didn’t make anybody look bad, except maybe some other ’togs. You said they didn’t grab our gear, so no one came up there after we left and had a hissy about their building being violated. And you said all the buildings were getting the same coverage, so it’s not one or two Davenport powerbrokers protecting their property. It’s probably a really rich local tv station owner throwing his weight around because his boys got shown up.”




Alex carefully suggested, “Well, we could just go hang out with the other photographers.”




He shook his head no. “Unh-uh. You need to build a rep as someone who wants to pick her own spot and capture her own unique view of the world. If we go wait with the other ’togs, then you’re screwed as soon as another crisis pops up and you have to run off just before Terawatt makes her big appearance. Peter Parker gets in this kind of bind and it never works for him. We’ll find a way.”




She proposed, “I could fly all our stuff up to the roof like you said, come back, and we could just walk into the building. Then we take the regular elevator up to the fourth floor to ‘see the lawyers,’ only I pull you into my morph, and we puddle under the doors up to the roof and over to our stuff.”




He grinned, “Let’s try it. Y’know, you could be the greatest photojournalist in history. I mean, you can go into a warzone or a high-security building or a place like North Korea, take the snaps they don’t want you to get, and fly out when no one’s looking. All the problems us normal ’togs have would be stupidly easy for you.”




Alex frowned a little. “Except then I’ll have to explain how I got in there and got the pictures and got back out again.”




He smirked, “I went back and looked at the footage KPVC aired when you scoped out that meatpacking plant. It looked amazing. Risky and dangerous and insane, but absolutely possible. You pulled that one off, so I figure you can fake pretty much anything.”




She blushed a little but she stuck to her guns. “It won’t be that easy everywhere.”




He agreed, “Hell no. But if you can find a line in and out of a place, even if it would really take most of the Mission Impossible team to pull it off, you can fake it. And you’re a hot babe. You can use that. Parties that ugly ’togs like me can’t get into? A sexy brunette in a shiny minidress and heels would get in with hardly a glance from security. World-class reporters just don’t look like you.”




“What about Joe Frady?”




He scowled, “That guy’s a dick. And he’s too distinctive. I’ve seen him try the ‘secret disguise’ routine and he sucks at it, mainly because he’s got an ego the size of Times Square. You would be great at it, as long as you can drop the shyness and flirt like there’s no tomorrow.”




She decided she’d think about it. She wasn’t agreeing to do it. But she would think about it. After all, it would just be a disguise, like ‘Lieutenant Annie Farrell’.




So Frank put his camera gear away. Then she changed back to Alex, grabbing a baseball cap out of her gymbag too. She went silvery and pulled the gymbag, her camera bag, Frank’s camera bag, and the cooler into her morph. Then she darted up to the roof of the parking garage, across several roofs to drop off their gear, and back.




She tugged the baseball cap on backwards and slumped. She put an ‘angry Kelly’ scowl on her face. And they walked over to the building. A cop stopped them at the door.




She instantly fussed, “I didn’t do nothing!”




Frank growled at her, “Shut the hell up!” Then he turned to the cop. “What? We’re not good enough to go see lawyers anymore?”




The cop calmly asked, “Can you state your business?”




Frank snarled, “Lawyers.”




Alex whined, “It wasn’t my fault!”




The cop carefully restated his question. “Can you be more specific, sir? We’re trying to deal with a small problem related to the Spencer Building.”




Frank grumbled, “Hell no. We ain’t sayin’ anything else till we get a lawyer, and we gotta go up to the fourth floor here and mortgage the fuckin’ house to git a lawyer first.”




“It wasn’t my fault!”




“Shuddup.” Frank glared at the cop, “She’s done plenty of crap, but hanging out with a bunch of fuckin’ rich Spencers ain’t one of ’em.”




The other cop gave the first cop a ‘let them through’ gesture. Alex stepped in and waited until the door was swinging shut but still open enough that the police could hear her. “I hate you!”




Frank gave her a big wink. Then they took the elevator up to the fourth floor, while a building security guard drank coffee and kept a careless eye on them. They got out on the fourth floor, and Alex looked for security cameras. She couldn’t spot any, not even hidden in the air vents.




They walked just past the door to the inner stairwell, and they checked to make sure no one was around. Alex pulled Frank into her morph. She puddled under the door, up the flights of stairs, and out under the roof exit door.




When she let him out of her morph, he took a deep breath and gasped, “Crap! How do you do it? I couldn’t breathe the whole time you had me in that goop.”




She admitted, “I never have a problem with that. But I guess you’re not the first person to complain about it.”







They waited all morning for something to happen. But there was no sign of more vines. Jill operated Cat 3 for hours. It was pretty easy to tell which one she was in, because she was in the danger area, and she wasn’t nearly as good as the experienced excavator operators. Still, she was clearing a lot of rubble, and the other operators were moving into her area a little bit to help out. But by lunchtime her section of the rubble was about ten feet higher than everyone else’s. Alex figured Jill would probably be grouchy about that, since she didn’t like not being really good at stuff.




After lunch, the regular operator took over from Jill, and two more excavators got up on the higher section to help out. Alex hadn’t thought they would be able to climb up the steep slope, but she didn’t know how impressive those operators were. The two excavators put their buckets down on top of the high area and used them to help pull themselves up the way you’d use your hand if you were clambering up a rocky slope. Then they cleared the danger area down to the same level as everyone else in a couple hours. Alex spotted lots and lots of dead vines in the rubble that got cleared there. But she didn’t see any threats.




By quitting time, the excavators were nearly down to the atrium floor level, if she was right. They were starting to dig up some of that fancy marble veneer that had been over the concrete of the atrium, and there was a crushed metal wreck that she was pretty sure was most of one of the chandeliers.




That meant they had to be getting near Birkin. She swallowed.




She clicked her earjack with her tk. “Terawatt to Finn, come in please.”




“Finn here, Tera. Go.”




She asked, “Shouldn’t we have found Birkin by now?”




“Finn. According to Marshall’s measurements, we’re at atrium level. They’re finding atrium floor rubble at the points where the atrium was raised. We don’t know where Birkin’s body is. We lost all the cameras before Birkin stopped moving and the roof fell on it. However, Acid Burn just sent us a projection based on Birkin’s observed movements and the estimated time until it should’ve gotten crushed. Valentine?”




“Valentine here. I’m pulling up the transmission right now. According to Burn’s map, the highest likelihood area to recover Birkin is… God damn it. Right about in the center of where plant-jira was.”




Alex winced a little. “Tera here. That seems a bit too coincidental.”




“Marshall here. Agreed. Especially when Birkin kept modifying its body to survive stressors. If the plant didn’t die in the collapse and it found Birkin’s body, then we might have a really unpleasant symbiosis, or possibly some sort of genetic synergy.”




Great. So far, so icky… as Willow would say.




“Finn. If so, we still ought to be able to see some sign of Birkin. I don’t like this. Hold on a minute or two.”




Alex waited impatiently. Frank just stood there like he could wait longer than she could. Okay, she already knew he could outwait her.




“Finn to team. National Guard agrees to staff the area overnight with heavy weapons teams and a Warthog. Tera, can you stay on watch here until eight?”




“Yes sir.”




“All right. Valentine, you have eight tonight until midnight. Marshall, you have midnight to four. I’ll take four onward.”




“Roger that.”




Alex knew Riley was taking one of the worst duties for himself, no matter how much of an early riser he was. And she knew he was giving her the best time. She said, “I’ll be down there and on duty in five minutes. Terawatt out.”




Frank looked over at her and asked, “What can you tell me?”




She decided to tell him the whole deal. “We’re nearly down to the level where Birkin ought to be, only he ought to be right about where those vines were coming up, which is probably not a coincidence. So we want to watch out for any surprises tonight. I’ll fly all the stuff to the truck and come back for you, but then I’ll need you to haul all my stuff up to my room until I get back a little after eight.”




“And then you’ll be starving,” he smiled.




“Yeah. By then I’ll probably be starving.”




He wondered, “What happens if you don’t eat?”




She grimaced. “Sooner or later, I start getting confused and irrational, and my electrolytes go haywire, and then I’d probably lose consciousness and then die.”




“Okay. Remind me not to let you go hungry, especially when you’re burning calories the super-way.”




She didn’t smile. After the India thing, it really wasn’t funny. She had been so confused and dopey, and she hadn’t understood at all that she was confused and stupid and putting herself at real risk, and she had scared the pee out of Jack and Willow.




She grabbed the camera bags and the gymbag and the cooler, along with Frank’s carkeys. Then she flew off to the truck and put everything in the back. She flew back to the roof, and Frank already had the umbrella collapsed and both chairs folded up so the stuff was all set to be left behind for the night. She gave Frank his keys, pulled him into her morph, and puddled down the inner stairwell and out under the second floor stairwell door so they could walk out past the policemen on the outside door.




As soon as Alex got to the truck, she dove into the gymbag and changed to Terawatt. She grabbed four energy bars and squeezed them into her utility belt. Then she flew out the back side of the parking garage and made a little detour so she could fly down a busy street and have people see that Terawatt was on the way to the Spencer Building dig.




She landed beside Jill and the Humvee full of heavy weaponry. The Humvee full of Lieutenant Marshall’s stuff was parked sixty feet away, but there was no sign of the lieutenant.




Jill saw where she was looking, and she explained, “The colonel took Marshall off to get him fed. If you need either of ’em, they’ll have their tPhones on ’em all night long. Me too.”




Alex nodded, “Yeah. Me too. If you need me, just call. If you even think you might need me, call. I’d rather get a false alarm than have you get hurt or killed because I didn’t know to get over here.”




Jill looked at the rubble and the equipment. “I’m gonna go get you half a dozen baconburgers and fried chicken sandwiches. In the briefing, Finn said you need calories more than anything.”




Alex smiled a little. “It would be great if you want to get some dinner for you too, and we can sit and have dinner together. Unless you have somewhere to go or someone to go see.”




“Nope,” Jill insisted. “No dates. No boyfriend. No guys who aren’t scared shitless of the big, bad Orphan. And since the general’s about to get my lieutenant’s rank reinstated, I’ve got to watch the whole chain of command issue too. I can’t date any of the military guys in the SRI.”




Alex smiled sadly. “That’s utterly unfair. You and Jo should have a ‘single and not happy about it’ club with Janet Fraiser and Sam Carter.”




Jill hopped up, “Some fries too, and a big diet coke?” Alex nodded. “Okay, I’ll be back ASAP and maybe you can tell me how you manage it.”




While Jill was gone, Alex flew around to the various National Guard units and introduced herself. She hadn’t expected that the guardsmen — and women — would think getting to meet Terawatt was a huge bennie. Everyone wanted to shake her hand and thank her for doing what she did, and maybe get a picture with her. And they seemed so surprised that she wanted to thank them for what they did. But she did. They were totally awesome and totally brave, and they totally did not get enough recognition for what they did.




When she flew back to her post, Jill was sitting in the ‘armory’ Humvee eating a hamburger. And Jill had a bunch of food for Terawatt’s mighty appetite. They just had a great time talking about guys and career choices and why Jack O’Neill was both the best commanding officer ever and also the craziest.




Jill laughed really hard when she heard about the My Little Pony codenames in London and Jo getting stuck with ‘Rarity.’ “He really called General Hammond ‘Princess Celestia’? Really? Oh my God that’s hysterical. And he didn’t get in trouble?”




Alex admitted, “I really don’t know if Hammond ever found out. But he has grandchildren young enough to be watching the show, so he’d know what the codenames meant.”




Alex talked about her boyfriend ‘R’ and why R was the world’s greatest boyfriend. And Jill talked about the last date she had, which was weeks ago, and then it turned out the guy was just trying to get a story out of it for one of the local papers. And Jill hadn’t been sure she could complain to Finn, or if he would even be sympathetic, but she gave it a try, and Finn was really upset about it. So Finn called General O’Neill, and General O’Neill said he knew just who to call, and then her creepy date spent three days in the worst jail in the Quad Cities while the FBI and the DIA investigated him.




At a quarter after eight, Frank called Alex on her tPhone to make sure she was okay. She told him she had gotten fed plenty of calories, and she was talking with soon-to-be-Lieutenant-again Valentine.




By the time they stopped chatting, it was after ten and it was more than halfway through Jill’s shift. Alex did a quick flyover and reported there was nothing happening. Then she headed back to the hotel. She went into her room through the air conditioning unit again, even if she had to take off that screen and outer filter again, and then put it back together once she was in her room.




Frank had used her spare roomkey and put her stuff on her bed, so she changed back to plain old Alex. There was a note on the gymbag that said he was talking with an old journalist friend and he would appreciate it if Alex didn’t drop by. So she hid her gymbag under the bed in the plinth base like usual, and then she took a shower before calling Ray and then calling home to talk to everyone. Apparently, Shar and Dottie were now swapping cookies recipes, since Shar had taught Dottie how to make science cookies and Dottie had taught Shar how to make shortbread cookies.




That reminded Alex of something important, so she had another brownie before she got in bed. Then she tried to go to sleep and tried not to think about anything going wrong at the dig site.







Alex woke up on Wednesday morning before the alarm went off. There was some noise in the hallway or something. She went silvery and poked a tiny part of herself out under the door so she could peek.




Oh. Frank and some forty-ish woman were kissing pretty passionately considering they were in the hall outside Frank’s door. Oops.




Alex figured it was a really good thing she hadn’t knocked on his door and disturbed him last night. She pulled back into the room and went normal. The whole time she was getting dressed and eating breakfast in her room and stuff, she was wondering why it was okay for guys to be like Sergeant Carlson or like Frank, but it wasn’t okay for women to be like Jill Valentine or Sam Carter, or even like Janet Fraiser. Jill and Sam and Janet were all pretty women who were gorgeous enough to be Hollywood starlets, and it wasn’t fair that also having brains and brawn meant they couldn’t have a totally great boyfriend.




She met Frank for breakfast at the little restaurant around the corner. He was smiling a lot more than usual. She just didn’t ask him why. Since he’d been ‘occupied’ last night, they had to swing past a sandwich shop and get a dozen sandwiches to go and drinks and ice, so they got the cooler loaded up. Then Alex flew up to the roof with all their stuff, while Frank went into the building through the front door this time and met up with her on the fifth floor outside the inner stairwell door. She puddled him up to the roof, even if he did the ‘gasp for air’ thing once she let him go. It was too bad he was over two hundred pounds, or she could have flown him around in her morph instead of him having to do the sneak-into-the-building thing.




It only took a couple hours for the excavators to work their way into the atrium floor. And Cat 3 was being extra careful. It was turning up a lot more vines, but they were all dead, and the other ends of the vines were all still pointing down into deeper rubble.




And then Cat 3 scooped up another huge bucket of rubble, and Alex could see from where she was. There was a hole in the wreckage of the floor that all the vines were going down into.




“Finn to Terawatt, come in please.”




“Terawatt here.”




“Finn. It looks like there’s a hole in the atrium flooring that wasn’t there before.”




“Tera. It looks that way from here. And all the vines are going down into that hole.”




“Marshall to Finn. Sir, we could have a problem. What if we didn’t find any sign of Birkin yesterday afternoon because it didn’t get buried and crushed? What if it got punched right through the floor into a basement level?”




Oh crud.




“Valentine here. In that case, let’s torch those vines and hit that level with more herbicide and more antiviral and more poison.”




“Marshall to Finn. We can probably kill off the vines, but Birkin will adapt.”




“Finn. Let’s do it and see if we can at least make Birkin less of a threat, so we can excavate down to where we can get at him.”




“Or it can get at us… sir,” Lieutenant Marshall cautioned.




So Riley had the six excavators working all over the dig site except around the danger zone. And Alex got totally awesome footage of Jill walking out there with a flamethrower and roasting those vines, which really didn’t like being on fire. They writhed around, and smacked against the rubble, and pulled themselves back down into the hole.




After a couple minutes with the fires definitely dying out, Lieutenant Marshall flew a little remote control helicopter over the hole and then down into the hole. It didn’t come back out.




“Marshall to Finn. Sir, we have a problem. There’s a large open area down there, and a lot of vines. You need to look at the video feed, but all I could see before the vines took down the remote were coils of vines. And possibly a root system lying in water. We have no way of telling how deep that water is.”




“Finn. Let’s look at that footage and decide on next steps. Tera, you can stay put for right now.”




“Roger that,” Alex said.




She looked over at Frank, who was studying the hole through his camera. “Frank? There’s a big hole down there, and a lot more vines, and maybe water. And maybe something else. We could have a problem.”




He just said, “Not worried. Finn struck me as a smart guy who won’t lose his cool. And if he can’t kill something they’ve got trapped in a hole, I figure Terawatt can.”




She grumbled, “You know, Terawatt doesn’t just automatically save the day. Sometimes stuff is really hard. Or really complicated.”




He smiled a little. “Oh, I get that. I can’t talk about the Colorado op, but I can tell you it took me most of the time in there just to figure out just what the hell was really going on, and then I had to stop it. And then I had to stop it again. And then I had to stop some idiots from making things a lot worse.”




She admitted, “Sounds familiar.”




She watched as Jill walked back to the hole and nearly emptied her flamethrower into it. Then Lieutenant Marshall drove a little Cat loader over to the hole and dumped in two different fifty-five gallon drums of stuff. Alex got really close-up footage, so she was pretty sure from the markings that one drum was herbicide and one was some of the antiviral stuff.




“Finn here. Let’s give the chemicals a while to do their job. We’ll just keep an eye on the hole, and the excavators can work on the rest of the dig.”




“Marshall to Finn. Sir, I’d recommend waiting until, say, two this afternoon.”




“Finn. Sounds good.”




Alex told Frank, “We’re not gonna attack what’s down there until two. And if it has any sense, it won’t try coming back out.”







So Alex had to sit and wait for hours. The excavators worked away on the rest of the dig. Nothing creepy turned up anywhere else. Nothing came up out of the hole.




At lunch, Lieutenant Marshall flew another remote controlled helicopter into the hole and then back out. He reported over the comms that most of the vines were torched, but there were still vines lying in the water, and a big mound off to one side of the open area that looked covered in rubble but had tons of burned-off vines sticking out of it.




Alex sighed to herself. She figured someone was going to have to go down into that hole, sooner or later. And if that happened, the someone was probably going to be her. Ugh.




On the other hand, she’d feel a lot worse if it was someone else going down there instead. She didn’t know how Jack did it. Sending someone off to do really dangerous stuff was harder than going and doing the dangerous stuff yourself. At least, it was for her. And she was pretty sure it was worse for Jack, even if Willow really liked having Jack stay home and not risk his neck all the time.




A little after two o’clock, Riley directed two of the big excavators to start work in the danger area, with Hank Marshall and Jill standing nearby with weapons. The excavators pried broken and damaged concrete off, slowly widening the hole until the whole thing was exposed. Alex could see from her vantage point that it was a big basement room about sixty feet by maybe a hundred twenty feet, with lots of rubble jutting up from the nasty water. And there was still no way to see how deep the water was, or what might be lurking under the water. Although it probably wasn’t Dr. Birkin in scuba gear, which was just a really weird thought. She had no idea where that came from. Probably from hanging around Jack too much.




214. Dying on the Vine



Alex watched as Riley stood on one side of the hole and threw a rope across to Jill, who was on the other side. While they did that, Hank Marshall and four National Guard soldiers stood with RPGs and M203s and waited for something to happen.




Oh. Riley had a mannequin dangling from the middle of the rope. He and Jill tugged the rope until the mannequin was over the middle of the hole, and they lowered it until it splashed into the water.




Burnt vines grabbed the mannequin and dragged it over to the big mound, which opened up on one side, revealing a horrible vertical mouth lined with row after row of triangular teeth. And it roared as it swallowed the mannequin whole. Alex had heard that particular roar before. Up close and personal.




Alex groaned, “Crud! It’s Birkin.”




Hank and the guardsmen opened fire on the mound. Rubble and stuff got blasted into the air, but all that really happened as far as Alex could tell was that some of the long orange spikes sticking out from Birkin’s body got uncovered enough that she could recognize them.




“Marshall to Finn. Sir, it looks like we have a new Birkin mutation in some sort of symbiosis or gene-splice with one of the plant-creatures. Based on what I saw, I’m estimating the water’s only about four to eight feet deep, but Birkin is now the root system for the vines, and his mass is perhaps six to ten times what it was before.”




“Valentine to Finn. And he’s still heavily armored. I don’t think there was any penetration.”




“Finn. Agreed. Let’s try something a little more penetrating.”




Riley trotted off to the gear in the Humvees and came back with what looked like a big surface-to-air missile launcher. He aimed it at the mound and fired it. From where Alex was, she could see the missile hit dead center on the mound and go off. But nothing else happened.




“Finn. Looks like we may have to call in an air strike.”




“Valentine to Finn. Birkin may be tough, but I’d bet a bunker-buster could punch a hole through him.”




Alex clicked her earjack. “Terawatt here. Can’t you get him to open his mouth and put a missile down his throat?”




“Finn to Tera. Sounds good. The chewy inside ought to be a softer target than the crunchy outside.”




Alex waited with her camera while Riley and Jill did the mannequin-on-a-rope trick again. A big vine came up out of the water again and grabbed the mannequin.




The vine stopped and waited. Riley and Jill tugged on the rope, but the vine wasn’t interested in a mannequin. Alex had no idea what ‘told’ the vine it had something that wasn’t tasty, but there was something it was picking up. Or not picking up. Maybe the prey wasn’t writhing in panic.




Alex clicked her earjack again. “Terawatt again. I have a really, really stupid idea.”




“Finn to Tera. Let’s hear it, because I figure it’s better than my really stupid idea.”




So she told him.




“Valentine here. I don’t like that. I’d rather we strap ten pounds of C-4 and some remote detonators to a goat and feed it to Birkin, then trigger the C-4 after he swallows the goat.”




“Marshall to Valentine. Isn’t that the ‘Tremors’ technique?”




“Valentine. Pretty much.”




“Finn to team. Marshall, start calling around and see if we can get a live goat-sized animal and enough C-4 here in the next hour. Meanwhile, we’re going ahead with Plan A, if Tera’s up for it.”




“Tera. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”




She used her tk to attach the GoPro to the fake steadicam frame, and she handed it to Frank. “There ought to be some pretty good footage in a couple minutes, and hopefully I won’t get killed.” Then something else occurred to her. “Oh crud, I’d better call my mom as soon as I’m back, so she won’t worry.”




Frank snorted in amusement. “Does anyone really worry when Terawatt does stuff?”




Alex frowned, “My mom still worries a ton. Especially after the giant spider thing. And the Gojira thing.”




She dove into the gymbag, changed into Terawatt, and flew three blocks further away from the dig before she swept across the sky in a big curve that led her right over the press area so maybe people would stop complaining about who had better pics.




She hovered a foot above the ground in front of Riley. “Colonel Finn, I’m ready when you are.”




He admitted, “I’m not sure I’m ready, even if you are.” He glanced over at Jill. “We’ve got our weaponry, so give me twenty seconds to get ready.” Alex glanced at what Jill had, and it looked like the kind of missile that got fired off an IFV, not the kind of stuff people carried.




Well, that was good. The more boom the better, as far as dealing with Birkin went.




Riley and Jill took up their positions with their weapons. She floated down into the hole. Then she hovered half a dozen feet above the water and slapped the surface with her tk.




Vines rose menacingly, searching for prey. She used her tk and slapped at the parts closest to her, so the vines would move at her. And then they found her.




She just hovered in mid-air and pushed with a little tk, so the vines would grab her. One big one wrapped around her waist and squeezed a lot harder than she had expected. Crud! She just let it hang onto her, and she wiggled like she didn’t know what to do. Okay, she used her tk like a tube around her waist to keep the vine from crushing her.




The vine pulled her closer to the big mound, which looked a lot bigger and a lot more dangerous now that she was down here with it.




She pretended to struggle some more, and she smacked the vine with her tk. The vine just drew her closer to the mound.




When she was only about ten feet from the mound, that massive vertical mouth opened up. It was huge. It was hideous. It was lined with rows of vicious, triangular teeth.




It was exactly what she had been waiting for. She yelled, “Now!” as she blasted the inside of the mouth with every bit of lightning she had. She went silvery to slip out of the grasp of the vine, and she jetted straight up. The missiles seared past the spot she had been only a fraction of a second earlier, and crashed into the inside of Birkin’s mouth.




She was at least fifty feet above the atrium level when the missiles exploded inside Birkin. She kept going straight up. It was a good thing, because gross chunks of Birkin flew all over the place.




She darted back down. The whole mound that had been Birkin was blown to pieces. Jill and Riley had dived for cover, but they were splattered with Birkin-y gunk. The whole area around the hole was splattered.




She checked herself, and she didn’t have Birkin goo on her, but she realized the vine had gotten stuff on her uniform. Her nice, white leotard looked like a muddy python had given her a couple hugs around the middle. Crud. She needed to wipe that off. And she needed to wash her tights too.




Still, that was nothing compared to how Riley and Jill looked. They looked like they were going to have to take their BDUs and burn them. It was pretty obvious they had both dived away from the hole and landed on their fronts, because the stuff was all over their back sides and worse toward their boots.




Alex hovered over the rubble and checked, “Are you two okay?”




Jill grimaced, “I landed on some rebar or something, but other than that I’m good.”




Riley looked over at her with worry in his eyes. “Penetrating wound?”




“No sir. I’m just gonna have a nice bruise.”




Alex figured it had to have been a pretty nasty impact if an Orphan had a serious bruise through body armor. And if Jill was mentioning it, the bruise was probably the size of her head and really painful.




He looked at Alex and told her, “Get some antiviral from Marshall to wipe that off your uniform.”




“Roger that,” she smiled at him.




Jill looked down into the hole and asked, “What do we do with that mess?”




Riley studied the mess. “We get an excavator over here and dump everything we can into a rock crusher and get it pulped and disinfected. Then we pour antiviral and herbicide into the water. Then we dump in enough bags of cement that it thickens up so the excavators can scoop it out when they get down to that level.”




Alex studied the mess. “And maybe we stay on duty again tonight, so a giant Birkin-y cement monster doesn’t get a chance to slorp its way through downtown Davenport.”




Riley gave her a lopsided smile. “Tera, have I ever told you that your pessimism is a very reassuring trait?”




“Marshall to team. I have antiviral for wiping down clothing, and I’ll have a decon shower with clean BDUs so you can change out of those clothes. We’ll just ditch the contaminated clothes and gear into one of the crushers.”




Jill scowled, “Damn. I like these boots. It takes a while to break ’em in the way I like.”




“Marshall to Terawatt. I think you only need some antiviral on a rag to wipe off your uniform.”




“Tera to Marshall. If I could get a small bottle of antiviral to wash this stuff in later, I’d appreciate it.”




“Marshall. Not a problem.”




She flew over and wiped off the muddy marks from her leotard. The stupid vine even left muddy marks on her butt. At least the leotard was waterproof, thanks to her dad’s spray, so cleaning off the outside was good enough for now. And there were damp traces she could feel on the upper parts of her tights, so they were going to need washing in her hotel room sink. Okay, black tights weren’t exactly unusual. It wasn’t like she would be hanging her leotard and boots out to dry in front of the whole hotel.




She decided she’d wash her leotard and tights, hang them to dry overnight, and just leave them laid out in the plinth base under her bed if there were times she wasn’t in the room. At least the boots and gloves were clean. She went over them with an antiviral-soaked rag just to be sure.




Riley said, “Tera, you’ve got five to eight again.”




“Roger that,” she replied. And then she realized that she needed to go back to her room, wash her stuff, dry ’em as much as she could, and then do the five-to-eight shift in damp clothes. Ick.




She flew over to the press area, where a bunch of reporters and cameramen were filming away. She hovered fifteen feet in the air and did the ‘hair blowing in a light breeze’ thing with her tk because it always looked cool. “Ladies and gentlemen of the press, I would like to thank you for remaining in a safe area while we are dealing with various crises here. We still have multiple levels of underground lair to excavate just to make sure there is nothing else dangerous down there. I can tell you that at a minimum, down there we might find more plant-monsters, more zombies, more zombies with long lethal tongues, some shark-like monstrosities, and some other quite ugly possibilities.” A bunch of reporters were shouting her name and trying to get her attention, so she lied, “I’m sorry, but I cannot stay to answer questions. I have another task to deal with. However, Colonel Finn will probably have a few words for you at the end of the workday.”




She flew over the heads of the reporters and vanished over the rooftops before stealthily working her way back to Frank’s position.




Frank was still watching the work going on around the hole. “You looked great there, kiddo.”




She complained, “Well, look at this mess on my tights. I’ve gotta wash my uniform tonight.”




He stopped and stared at her. “Alex, are you listening to yourself? You just let a monster the size of a semi grab you and try to eat you, and you’re worrying about laundry? I’d be worrying about getting a pint of piss off the front of my pants. And out of my shoes.”




Okay, maybe she was getting sort of blasé about some of this stuff. A little.




She changed back to Alex, even if she left her tights and her leotard out of the gymbag so they wouldn’t get any yuckiness on the other stuff. There was an NBC bag folded up in the gymbag for her, so she put her tights and leotard in it, poured in the antiviral, and then zipped it sealed. She shook it up some too, and then used her tk to scrub everything while it was inside the bag. She figured that by the time she got back to her room, all she’d need would be the Woolite.




While Frank stood watch in case there was more stuff to photograph, she ate sandwiches and made phonecalls and prepped footage from her GoPro to send off to Laura at KPVC.




“Hi, mom? It’s me. No, I’m fine, I just wanted to warn you that there might be some scary news coverage from Davenport, but I want you to tell everyone that I did it on purpose so we could kill the monster, and I wasn’t ever in any real danger. Okay? I love you too. See you Friday!”




“Hi, Willow, it’s me. You’ve already seen some footage? Well, there were some newsies who had cables running off to satellite-dish trucks. No, I wasn’t really about to get eaten by a monster, I just let it grab me so it would open its mouth and we could blast it. Yeah, I need you to tell Jack I’m fine, and send messages to all of the team. Thanks a ton!”




“Hi Ray, it’s me. No, I’m totally fine, but there’s gonna be some kind of scary footage, but we planned it like that so we could kill the monster. Yes, I really am being careful, but some of this stuff is mega-icky. I’ll be home Friday, and I love you.”




She looked up to see Frank smirking at her. He said, “Do you have any idea how weird it sounds hearing Alex Mack casually telling Terawatt stories?”




She stuck her tongue out at him, which probably didn’t make her look more mature. Then she synched her tPhone to her GoPro, set it so it read like it was Alex Mack’s personal phone, and fired off the edited files to KPVC with a note that Frank should get half-credit.




She puddled Frank under the roof exit door, down the stairs, and out under the second-floor stairwell door. Then she flew back up to the roof and grabbed the camera bags and gymbag and cooler, and flew off to the truck in silvery form. When Frank hiked over, she had already unlocked the truck with her tk and shoved the stuff in the back of the truck. So he just hopped in and drove them back to the hotel.




The first thing she did once she got in her hotel room was wash her stuff and wring it out and hide it under her bed with the gymbag. Then she walked over to one of the fast food joints on the next block and bought two bacon cheeseburgers, two fish sandwiches with extra tartar sauce, two fried chicken sandwiches, and two chicken and bacon and swiss sandwiches with ranch dressing. Plus four large fries. She also got three cans of diet coke out of the hotel drink machine.




While she was eating on the way back to the hotel, she decided that Terawatt could be on duty but not be visible, so she took the elevator toward the top floor of the hotel and went silvery with her food and her sodas. She flew up the elevator shaft to the roof housing. Then she slid under a locked door from the elevator equipment area onto the roof, and she flew back to the dig. She went normal in her Alex clothes and just settled in one of Frank’s chairs on the roof of that building.




She clicked her earjack. “Terawatt to Finn, come in please.”




“Finn here.”




“Tera. I’ll be around but out of sight from now until eight.”




“Roger that.”




So she just sat back in the comfy captain’s chair and ate sandwiches and fries. And drank diet coke. And kept an eye out for any problems.




Any more problems.




Without Jill to chat with, she got pretty bored. Nothing happened at all. She watched as Riley went over in clean clothes and gave a little press conference. She watched as most of the journalists packed up and left. Two didn’t. It looked like they had expensive cameras and some really expensive nightvision gear for after dark. She watched as some of the National Guard troops patrolled around the outside of the dig, while others set up some heavy weapons in case of badness. Boy, was she glad they’d finally taken care of Birkin. And she really hoped his brain hadn’t been trapped inside those creepy forms and then buried under the building for months as its body turned into a plant-thing. That would be mega-yucky.




When Jill showed up at ten to eight, Alex contacted her on the comms. “Terawatt to Valentine. Come in, please.”




“Valentine here. I don’t see you anywhere.”




“Tera. I’m high overhead. Nothing’s happened except there are two ’togs lurking in the press area with serious nightvision gear.”




“Valentine. Thanks for the heads-up. I’ll keep an eye out in case they decide to do something stupid, like go explore the dig site.”




“Tera. Take care. I’ll see you in the morning. Terawatt out.”




She grabbed up her trash and flew back to the roof of the hotel before flying down the elevator shaft to where the elevator was. She took the elevator to her floor and went to her room. She got her still-damp stuff out from under her bed and hung it up to dry in the bathroom. Then she Skyped with people until she was ready to go to bed.







She woke up Thursday morning at the alarm, and her stuff was all dry. Great! So she re-packed her gymbag and got dressed in her overalls and ate a room service breakfast and one of Willow’s brownies before meeting Frank for another breakfast at the place around the corner. There seemed to be some really grumpy reporters glaring their way.




“What’s up?” she asked.




He gave her a tiny smile. “Someone recognized us. You made sure both our names were on your Terawatt footage, and both of us have had our faces on the news enough times, so most of the room knows we’re the troublemakers who have the secret eyrie up on some roof.”




She had to look up ‘eyrie’ when Frank wasn’t looking, and it took her like five tries because she didn’t know how to spell it either. And that turned out to be the excitement for the day. They sat and waited. And waited. And waited. Workers worked. Excavators excavated. Rock crushers crushed rocks and everything else that got dumped into them. Dumptrucks trucked truckloads of stuff off to be dumped.




During lunch, Frank pointed out, “I know you’re bored, but this is the way it works in the real world. Even the guys down in the press area are bored. They’re not chatting with each other about their tennis games or anything. They’re concentrating on the dig so they don’t miss that one second of great visuals that someone else might get.”




She reminded herself that A.L. Mack was supposed to be used to this kind of routine if she spent over six months listening to police band radio broadcasts in an attempt to get Terawatt photos. But she wasn’t used to it, and it was really boring.




She just stayed put there until eight that evening, with Frank hanging around to keep her company and look for something newsworthy. When Jill came on duty, Alex and Frank packed up all their stuff, even the chairs and the umbrella and the umbrella stand, and hauled it all back to the truck.




As they drove off to a nice dinner at an all-you-can-eat buffet Frank had found, Frank said, “I’ll drop you at the Moline airport tomorrow morning before I go back to the dig. I figure I’ll stay until they get through the very bottom levels, just in case. After all, I don’t have a nine year old waiting for me. Or Jack O’Neill.”




“Same thing,” kidded Alex.




He went on, “And I don’t need fancy chairs and an umbrella and fifty pounds of sandwiches either. I’ll probably just go with my ‘repair guy’ routine. I’ve got a toolbox and a toolbelt in the back of the truck. The camera gear goes under the tray in the toolbox, and that leaves plenty of room for a bottle of water and a couple sandwiches and a few special items like my lockpicks. I’ll probably even choose a different building.”




Not for the first time, it occurred to her that Frank was more Mission Impossible-y than he admitted. She wondered how many times he’d crawled through air conditioning ducts or disguised himself or other stuff like that.




Frank was probably the coolest mentor it was possible to get at Corcoran.




Alex took her gymbag up to Riley’s room, hugged Sam goodbye, and thanked Riley for everything. He grinned and told her he should be the one thanking her.







Alex woke up nice and early Friday morning. She shoved her stuff in her roller bag, grabbed her camera bag, and made sure she was all checked out before Frank drove her to the airport.




The flights going home were way better. The commuter flight to O’Hare was in a nicer plane that wasn’t as crowded. She sat across the aisle from a young mom and six year old daughter, and the daughter was just cute as a bug. She had plenty of time to walk through O’Hare to her connecting flight, which was even on time. She bought two sandwiches and a lunch salad and a bottle of diet coke, to go with the last two Willow brownies. She had a window seat with no one next to her, and the guy in the aisle seat was totally focused on his personal DVD viewer for hours, so he never even noticed how much Alex was eating. And the traffic was even okay on the drive home from the airport.




She did feel really sad when she drove past Willow’s exit and she thought about how Willow wasn’t there anymore. She hoped Willow’s house and computers and everything were okay.




And her family was so happy to see her when she got home. They played Forbidden Island again, since it was either that or watching ‘The Iron Giant’ or having Shar fuss a lot. After all, Alex’s mom and dad were fussing plenty, since they had watched that ‘A.L. Mack’ footage of Terawatt almost getting eaten by a giant plant monster, and it sounded way scarier than what Alex remembered.







Alex just spent most of the weekend with Ray. The two of them took Shar bike riding. They hung out at her house. They hung out at his house. They went and saw a totally cruddy comedy Saturday night and made fun of it while they ate fast food later with Louis and Marsha. Louis had taken Marsha to see a chick flick that Marsha had really liked and Louis hadn’t, but Louis had known ahead of time he’d probably not like it at all. Alex figured Louis was going to get some major rewards for being a good boyfriend later on that night.




And then, on Sunday after church, Alex went over to Ray’s house with her gymbag.




Ray dragged his mom and dad into the living room and made them sit down. “Now I promise it’s not anything bad, it’s just something we think you need to know.”




His dad checked, “It’s not… something bad?”




His mom asked, “But it’s so important you needed us in here for a sit-down meeting?”




Ray and Alex looked at each other, and Ray sighed, “You were totally right.” He looked at his parents and started counting stuff off on his fingers. “One. We’re not breaking up. Two. Alex is not pregnant. Three. We’re not even having sex yet. Four. We didn’t run off to Las Vegas and get married. Five. We didn’t—”




His dad interrupted, “Ray, maybe you could tell us what you are.”




Ray broke into a grin. “Okay. We are planning on staying together, and we want to get married but only after college. But there’s something about us — especially about Alex — that you need to know. Alex is the most special person in the world.”




Ray’s mom sighed, “Sweetie, we all feel that way about the person we love, and that’s normal.”




Alex decided she’d better help Ray out. “What he means is I have superpowers. I’ve had ’em since the first day of seventh grade. I was the Mystery Kid people talked about back then.”




Ray’s mom and dad looked at each other. His mom gently said, “Alex, we love you, but you’re not the only person in town with superpowers. Everyone knows Terawatt lives here somewhere. Azure Crush used to live here. I’m pretty sure Bob at the Albertson’s has some sort of plant-based power because his fruits and vegetables just do not bruise like everywhere else.”




Ray’s dad added, “And I’m pretty sure Leon at the Honda dealership has some sort of power, because he can balance a new tire just by looking at it.”




Alex smiled a little. “Well, that’s why I brought my gymbag. I figure a ridiculous claim would take a ridiculous amount of evidence.”




She glanced at the gymbag and floated it up four feet in the air before she unzipped it with her tk. Then she went silvery and dove into it. She emerged and went normal in her Terawatt uniform. She floated a foot off the floor, and used her tk to make her hair blow like it was in a breeze, and she held up her hands so she could arc electricity around herself. She pitched her voice carefully, “Good afternoon, citizens. I am Terawatt.”




Ray’s parents froze with their mouths open. She drifted back to the couch and sat next to Ray, who casually put an arm around her.




Ray’s mom came unstuck first. “Alex can’t be Terawatt! Terawatt is… tall! Really tall! And… busty! And you don’t sound like her!”




Ray’s dad managed, “You do sound like her… now. And you did the flight. And the lightning. And… how is this possible? Alex couldn’t hurt a fly!”




Alex used her tk to lift off the wig and mask and plastic makeup. “It’s all disguise so we look different. And Terawatt is wearing five-inch heels. And I had a really hard time hurting anyone when I started, but I had to stop the supervillains Danielle Atron was sicking on the town. I just slowly… got tougher.”




Ray’s mom insisted, “But I saw on the news when Terawatt punched a guy in the jaw so hard he flew backward halfway across a street!”




Alex admitted, “I faked that. I pretended to punch the guy, but I used my lightning to knock him out, and then I used my telekinesis to fly him backward thirty feet.”




Ray’s dad gasped, “But Terawatt flies all over the world at superspeed saving cities… and countries. You’re still in high school!”




Alex sighed, “Yeah, it’s been a major hassle. Over a year ago, the Department of Homeland Security’s secret SRI project came here and faked a bank robbery so they could talk to me. And Danielle Atron sent Azure Crush after little Alex Mack and she kidnapped mom and dad, and I really, really needed the SRI to help save them.” She figured this would go way better if she just sort of forgot to mention that Ray got kidnapped too, and he never told his folks. “And then I found out the SRI is the good guys, and I helped them save Klar, and Action Girl, and a lot of people. And the only reason I can fly all over the world is they have like the last two still-working SR-71 Blackbirds in the country, and they fly me wherever I need to go and they trust me to do the jobs no one else can do.”




Ray’s mom turned and glared at Ray. “Raymond! You just let Alex fly all over the world and get hurt and risk getting killed? What kind of boyfriend are you?”




Ray groaned, “Mom, there’s no ‘let’ around here. I couldn’t stop Alex if I had my own army. And my own air force. And my own Transformers. She’s Terawatt. Besides, what kind of person would I be if I let everyone in Japan or India die because I was being selfish?”




Alex said, “Mom and dad aren’t real happy about it either, but they figured out they’d rather be supportive than mad at me all the time.”




Ray’s dad asked, “And you’re telling us now because…”




Ray jumped back in. “Because it might matter someday. And I have my own powers. They’re not much. I’m a little bit stronger and a little bit quicker, but it’s enough that I’m better at basketball than I was last year. I got ’em last fall when I was helping Louis and I got exposed to some of Danielle Atron’s toxic waste dumping.”




Alex added, “Since Ray has GC-161 powers too, we can actually have a baby someday. But that might be a very long time off, because it’s affected both our DNA, so any baby we have is pretty much guaranteed to have superpowers too. Dad and Annie are gonna work on some sort of biochemical power suppressant so we could have kids and not have them with out-of-control superpowers until they’re old enough to control their powers and be responsible with their powers. Maybe twelve or sixteen or eighteen. And so you might need to know that your grandchildren could have a superpowers accident someday. Or you might need to know why we can’t have children.”




Ray’s mom was still stuck on other stuff. “But how could you skip school to go… be Terawatt?”




Ray grinned, “Because Alex knows the most amazing general in the world.”




Alex elbowed him, because that was totally not a helpful answer. “The director of the SRI is General Jack O’Neill. The guy who has those Medal of Honor Orphans working for him. And he figured out this dodge. Corcoran College has a mentoring program, and he got someone to tell our principal that important journalists might want me to drop everything and fly to Corcoran College to meet with them to see if they want to be my mentor. So every time we had a Terawatt crisis on a schoolday, I was just ‘off to Corcoran College’ again. And for the next four years, anytime we have a Terawatt crisis while I’m in college at Corcoran, my official mentor Frank West will be yanking me out of classes to go do real-world photography with him. At least, that’s what he’ll be telling the school. And when we’re married and we have kids, we’ll have a nanny with Top Secret clearance who can take the kids while I rush off to do Terawatt stuff, and we’ll be telling other people that Alex is just off somewhere being a photojournalist again.”




Ray’s dad looked at Ray. “How do you do it, son?”




Ray smiled at Alex, “It’s easy. She’s still Alex. She’s just… Alex with a little bit extra now. And sometimes she has to rush off and do stuff.”




Alex added, “And Terawatt can pretend to be so tough because she has some of the toughest soldiers in the world backing her up. And I have really useful powers so I don’t have to go punch people in the face. I don’t think I could do it if I had Azure Crush’s powers and I had to beat up everyone I fought.” She dove back into the gymbag and changed back to Alex, and then she sat back on the couch next to Ray.




Ray’s dad blinked, “When you said Alex was the most special person in the world… I guess you weren’t exaggerating.”




Ray’s mom looked over at Ray’s dad. “We already knew Alex was special. I guess we didn’t realize just how special Ray is.”




Ray looked at Alex and did a Tommy Smothers imitation. “Mom always liked you best.” Ray’s dad laughed really hard.




Ray’s mom carefully checked, “So is your trip to Paris another super-secret Terawatt thing?”




Alex shook her head. “No way, this is just a big graduation present from my Aunt Ashley. She’s a flight attendant and I’m flying standby using some of her ‘family’ miles so it’s free, and she arranged a one-week layover in Paris and I’ll just stay in her hotel room and we’ll have fun playing tourist. No Terawatt stuff at all.”







Dwayne looked at his boss and long-time comrade. “Okay Marshall, where do we go from here? Our men were well-trained. Whoever killed ’em was damn strong, and damn fast. You don’t take down a guy through a wall without that.”




Marshall grimaced. “I knew coming to Paris was a mistake.”





215. An American in Paris



Alex couldn’t wait to fly to Paris. Even if it was going to be flying standby in crowded planes that would totally not be like taking Jack’s Cessna. Or a mega-awesome Blackbird.




But first she had to get ready, and then she had to get Shar off to summer camp, and then she had to pack. Only she needed to pack really light. If it didn’t fit in her little daypack, she wasn’t taking it. Okay, that was the plan anyway.




And she had a ton of stuff already on her tablet computer, thanks to Willow. Along with the computer coursework stuff, there was stuff for Paris. There was an article on the top thirty phrases to know in Paris. There was an article on the Parisian things every tourist wanted to see, and the things every tourist should really go see. There was an article on finding great food in non-tourist-y places that wouldn’t cost a fortune. There was an article on what you should really go see in the Louvre, and it was titled, ‘So you already know what the Mona Lisa looks like.’ And Willow was still sending her more stuff, including a zoomable map of Paris.




Jack sent her an email titled ‘ten things not to do in Paris.’ It was really funny, but Alex wondered how many of them Jack had done.




Alex helped Shar pack for summer camp. Shar didn’t want to take Piki, because she was worried the other girls would make fun of her. But she did want to take overalls because she wanted to be like Alex. Alex managed to talk her into a reasonable assortment of overalls and camp shorts. Plus plenty of insect repellent and sunscreen. And a couple fun hats.




So Alex rode up to the camp with her folks and Shar. Her dad was ‘sort of friends, sort of old rivals’ with the camp director, which made things a little weird, but not nearly as weird as back when Alex had been a camp counselor there. And that great big bear was gone, because after Alex and Kelly had that problem with it, some state government people had trapped it and moved it to somewhere safer for it and safer for people.




She so did not want to see what would happen if a bear threatened Shar or one of Shar’s friends.




And the whole place was just as fun and cute as she remembered from her summer being a camp counselor there. The camp counselors were getting all the new girls to put on camp t-shirts, and Shar really liked hers, and Alex helped her dad carry Shar’s trunk into Shar’s cabin.




“So let’s go show our families how we look in our new t-shirts!” said a voice Alex recognized instantly.




She turned around in time to see Kelly ushering all of the girls of the cabin outside to see off the parents. Kelly had a freaked look as soon as she spotted Alex and her dad.




So Alex walked right over and knelt next to Shar. “This is Kelly, and I know she’s the best counselor here, so I want you to do everything she says. And I bet she’s the best campfire cook in the whole camp, so you can learn a ton from her.”




Kelly looked from Alex over to Shar and back. Oh, right. They were in nearly-matching overalls and nearly-matching hats. Alex could practically see the wheels turning inside Kelly’s head. “Alex… what a surprise. This is your little cousin who came to live with you?”




“Yeah,” Alex answered. She remembered Kelly being not-nice about that, back in September. She could tell Kelly remembered too.




“Yeah!” agreed Shar. “And Alex is the best big sister ever, even if she’s just my cousin.” But then Shar wanted to introduce Alex to all her newfound friends, so the whole Kelly thing got diverted for a little bit.




Still, after the goodbyes, as Alex was walking to the car with her parents, Kelly darted over. “Hey Alex… thanks for saying something nice about me back there. You know how first impressions matter on stuff like this.”




Alex smiled, “Of course I said something nice. You’re really good at this.”




Kelly gave her a lopsided smile. “We both know Libby wouldn’t have said something nice. And plenty of people at school wouldn’t. And you’re already a famous celebrity so you don’t have to be nice. I saw that stuff you filmed in Davenport. It was all over the tv news.”




Alex didn’t know what to say. “I know there’s plenty of famous people who are jerkheads, but they were probably already huge jerks before they got famous. I don’t want to be like that.”




Kelly gave her a hug, which Alex totally didn’t expect, and Kelly said, “I’ll take good care of Little Cuz.”




In the car, Alex’s mom waited a couple minutes before she asked, “Wasn’t that the Kelly from your school who you had the problems with?”




Alex shrugged a little. “Yeah, but it’s easier not to be mean back to someone when you’ve got superpowers in your back pocket. And I’ve been nice to her all year… mostly. So maybe she figured the battles are all over since the Homecoming Queen and Prom Queen stuff is done. Or maybe it’s easier for her to be nicer when she doesn’t have to keep her guard up, because I think she’s really a lot more insecure than she acts.”




Her dad said, “Alex, that’s a lot more mature than I was at your age. I’m proud of you.”




Alex just didn’t tell him about the thing with Kelly’s inkpen.




Her mom looked back from the front seat at her and said, “We’re proud of you all the time, honey. You’re the most amazing person on Earth, and I’m sure people don’t tell you that anywhere near enough.”




“So does that mean you won’t worry when I’m flying standby to Paris?”







Alex packed Wednesday night. Her mom had already solved one of her big problems by mailing a package off to Aunt Ashley at the little hotel-hostel-whatever where they were going to be staying, so when Ashley got in the next day, she’d find the package waiting for her. And it had two boxes of energy bars in it. So Alex was only packing six energy bars in the outside pocket of her daypack.




And her mom and dad had bought her a ‘moneybelt’ that was all spandex and plastic so she didn’t even have to worry about metal detectors. Alex had her passport and her card wallet and some traveler’s checks and some cash all loaded in the slim pockets. Frank had told her some tricks for changing money, so she was ready to go get some Euros when she got to Paris.




Alex had figured that she just needed to wear her bulkier stuff on the plane, so she was going to wear a pair of overalls and her sneakers and her jacket, along with the usual stuff. Then she only needed to pack one pair of jeans, a couple t-shirts, some underthings, and her travel dopp kit and makeup kit stuff with the liquids pulled out and stuck in a quart baggie along with a little bottle of Woolite. That all fit easily, so she added one lightweight nice dress and her ballet flats which packed up really nice and small. She still had room for her tablet and the special charger Willow made for her. And her GoPro with two extra memory cards just in case. The outside pocket got the six energy bars and a collapsible plastic water bottle.




She got up early Thursday morning, showered and dressed, and then went downstairs. Her mom was waiting for her, looking worried even though this was one of the least dangerous trips she had taken in the last year.




Ooh! And her mom had half a dozen breakfast burritos all made up and wrapped so Alex could eat them on the drive up to the airport!




Alex hugged her mom hard and grinned, “You’re the best mom anywhere. And I promise not to get in a superbattle with the Venus de Milo.”




Her mom hugged her back. “Yeah, pick on that poor old lady with no arms, would you.”




Alex tried to be reassuring. “I’ll be fine. Honest. And I’ll call you and tell you all the fun stuff Aunt Ashley and I are doing that you don’t get to do.”




Her mom gave her a smirk. “You don’t think that having you and Shar out of the house at the same time is a vacation all by itself?”




No, Alex didn’t think so. She knew her mom missed having Annie around, and she was pretty sure her mom was already not happy about Alex going off to college and being gone most of the year, and she’d be losing Shar too. At least her mom had a really good job and friends and stuff.




Alex grabbed a couple cans of diet coke out of the fridge and drove off to San Francisco Airport. She managed to finish all the burritos and one can of soda before she pulled into a long-term parking lot. She made a note on her tablet about where her car was parked. Then she hid her keys and the parking ticket under the seat and locked up the car. Having tk meant she didn’t need to carry her keys to get back in the car.




She should work on starting her car’s ignition without a carkey. Then she could carry even less junk around. Except driving without a key would be hard to explain.




So she drank the other can of soda while she waited for the parking lot shuttle and rode into the airport. Since she was flying United Airlines, she could use her Mileage Plus card to let her go through shorter lines to get her standby ticket and then go through security.




And when she got to the gate, she was thrilled to hear the plane wasn’t full. There were five available seats, and she was third on the standby list. That was good. In fact, it was a little odd, even if it was a 5:45 am departure time.




She sat down and sent Willow a note asking if Willow had fiddled with the standby list.




About a minute later, she got a text back: not me! but J was bugging IT guys about stuff so maybe.




Somehow, she was totally not surprised. She went off and bought three sandwiches and a bottle of diet coke.




So she was one of the last five people to board the flight, which meant she got a middle seat and the overhead compartments were crammed full already. It was a good thing all she had was her daypack and the small bag of food. She was stuck in between a married couple, so they gave her the choice of the aisle seat or the window seat so they could sit next to each other. Score! She took the window seat.




It was still a six hour flight. She was glad she had her own food. She just made sure she stayed awake the entire flight so she could try to adjust to the time difference. She mainly worked on Willow’s ‘the most important phrases in French’ and ‘other French phrases to memorize.’ She figured ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ and ‘hello’ and ‘I do not understand’ were really the most important things on the lists. Still, being able to order food and maybe buy some tiny presents would be good.




She also had a list of possible connecting flights to look over. Willow had checked which of United’s global partner airlines would accept this kind of standby ticket, so there were four other airlines besides United that Alex could fly from New York to Paris. On average, there were basically about two possible flights every hour for the next five hours. She just had to get from concourse to concourse to check and get her name on the standby lists. The first flight was full, and the second flight she had no shot of making the plane because of the length of the standby list, but the third flight looked promising. She went ahead and dashed over to the fourth flight and got on that standby list too before she trotted back to the third flight.




So she made a flight to Paris with only an hour and twenty minute layover. She figured that was either really lucky, or Jack’s IT guys were still messing with standby lists for her. She bought an entire deep-dish pepperoni and sausage pizza before she boarded so she had enough to eat on the flight, and she called Aunt Ashley to give her the flight information.




This flight wasn’t as much fun. She was stuck in between a French guy and a New Yorker. Both of them wanted to talk to her, and both were really pushy but in different ways. And it was an eight hour flight stuck in between the two guys. She took a nap for the last three hours of the flight.




Okay, she tucked her tablet into her pack, shoved her pack under the seat in front of her, and rested her feet on the pack so neither of the guys could steal anything out of her pack while she was asleep.




The flight got into Charles de Gaulle Airport at six in the morning, Paris time. Alex felt like it was the middle of the night. That was probably because it was nine at night back in Paradise Valley, and she’d gotten up mega-early to drive up to the airport.




She hiked down the concourse and texted her mom that she was already in Paris and safe. She was expecting her mom wouldn’t get the message until the next morning, California time. But a text came right back: tht was fast




She texted back. Jack or Willow hard at work




She got back a smiley face and a message to give Ashley their love. Well, at least her mom would be able to sleep now.




She walked through customs and had to show them her passport and declare what she was bringing into the country. Fortunately, she could use her tk to slide it out of the money belt and up inside the overalls so she could reach in and grab it like it was in an inner pocket. She smiled and asked, “Bonjour! Can I exchange dollars for Euros here?”




The nice customs officer gave her a smile back and told her in English just what she needed to do. And when she walked out of customs, Aunt Ashley was standing there looking so excited to see her that it really perked her up. Even if she could use some coffee.




Her aunt bubbled, “This is so great! We’re gonna have so much fun. Now first of all, just call me Ashley. The place we’re staying has a lot of flight attendants, and not just for United, and I get enough grief about my age already.”




Alex grinned, “Sure… Ashley.” She didn’t think of Ashley as old, but Ashley was her mom’s little sister, and there were probably lots of flight attendants who were like Willow’s age or even younger.




Ashley smiled, “Let’s get some of your currency exchanged, and we’ll go back into the city and have breakfast at a café, and go see some awesome stuff. Do you have a suitcase?”




Alex pointed at her backpack. “Nope. I’m traveling extra-extra-light.”




Ashley checked, “Do you have anything in there in case we go eat at a halfway-nice restaurant or we go have a nice dinner at someone’s home?” She looked at Alex’s expression and explained, “I know half a dozen Air France stews, and we may go over to Marie’s apartment on Saturday night.”




Alex got it. “Okay. I brought a nice dress and ballet flats and makeup, just because you said it was a maybe.”




Ashley admitted, “It’s a good thing you’re not carrying a ton of stuff, because it’s a really tiny hotel room. We’re talking one bed, a tiny bathroom, and a really small closet.”




Alex said, “All I need is one hanger and a place to pile the rest of my stuff. And if I can wash some lingerie and hang it to dry, that would be good.”




Ashley smiled, “We’ll take turns. I have clips for that. In my work, you learn to bring a few essentials that don’t take up room in your bag.”




When they got back to the middle of Paris where Ashley was staying, they went up to the room. It was pretty tiny, but the bed was big enough for two women to sleep in. Alex was pretty sure that if it was two guys sharing the room, they’d take turns sleeping on the floor or something. Not that there was a lot of floorspace either. But it was pretty, and airy, and had a nice fourth-floor view out the only window other than the little bathroom window. Alex hung up her dress, put her ballet flats on the floor of the armoire on top of Ashley’s roller suitcase, and made a little stack on the bed of her jacket and jeans and her shirts and her undies and her dopp kit and makeup kit and the quart baggie. She kept the tablet and camera in the daypack and slung it on her back.




It turned out there was a beautiful café just down the block. Ashley ordered for them in French, so they had coffee and ‘pain au chocolat’ which was just what it sounded like: a totally delicious fresh-baked bread with yummy chocolate inside. Alex wondered if Ashley would complain if Alex ate that three times a day.




They took the Paris subway system, which was called Le Metro, and went to the Lido. It was amazing, but the place was swamped with other tourists. And the Arc de Triomphe was cool, but swamped with other tourists. They walked away from the tourist stuff to find a little place to eat lunch. Alex totally didn’t want to go all the way to Paris to eat at MacDonald’s. So they found a tiny place that had hardly any tourists and no other Americans, and they just ordered. It wasn’t that hard when all you had to do was say ‘je voudrais’ before the name of the item on the menu and add ‘s’il vous plait’ at the end. The waiter was friendly, and didn’t mind that their French was terrible, and Alex even remembered to say ‘Bonjour! Mon Francais n’est pas tres bon.’




Ashley giggled, and after the waiter left, she asked, “I thought you said you didn’t know any French?”




So Alex explained about Willow sending her the list of useful phrases and the list of more phrases and the internet translation program she was going to use if she got totally stuck. They walked from there over to the Paris Fashion Museum and spent the rest of the day looking at totally awesome clothing and drawings of cool clothes and all that. Alex noticed that there were hardly any guy tourists in there, except for some really bored guys getting dragged around by wives or girlfriends.




They went back to the hotel and Ashley let Alex get an hour nap, and then they walked with a couple of Ashley’s flight attendant friends to a gorgeous little restaurant where everyone tried to get Alex to eat snails. She knew what ‘escargot’ meant.




Okay, when a really mega-cute waiter told her they tasted great the way they fixed them at the restaurant, Alex tried them. They mainly tasted like garlic and butter, and they weren’t all slimy and gross, like she expected. They were pretty good, really. She even ate some of Ashley’s share. But the regular menu was kind of normal-sounding, once you translated it. It was veal and lamb and chicken and pheasant and stuff like that. It was food that sounded like what an American would eat, except it was prepared in a northern France style. And it all tasted great.




And Ashley’s friend Marietta ordered a couple bottles of ‘vin ordinaire’ which even Alex knew what that was. And Ashley poured a glass for Alex too, since the drinking age in France used to be sixteen but it was switching to eighteen to match up with the rest of the European Union, so Alex was old enough to drink either way. And she had some of the red wine, which was really good. But she didn’t drink as much as Ashley, and she didn’t drink nearly as much as Marietta or Kathy. Alex knew she was too tired, and she knew she wasn’t used to drinking alcohol, and she knew that if the alcohol was going to do something freaky to her biochemistry, she wanted it to be a small freakiness that would wear off soon.




The rest of the women went off to some club that sounded too old for Alex, so Ashley took her back to the room. They just sat on the bed and talked about stuff for a couple hours, until Alex really needed to go to sleep because she was about to keel over. So Ashley washed off her makeup and brushed out her hair, and Alex washed her face, and Alex just wore her t-shirt and undies to bed.







Alex woke up Saturday morning, and at first she didn’t remember where she was. But the sun was shining, and she could hear the street noises, and in a second it all came back to her.




She let Ashley shower first, because Ashley needed time to do her hair and makeup, even if Alex didn’t think she needed it. So Alex ate three energy bars while she waited. Then after Alex showered and was getting dressed, Ashley washed some lingerie and a shirt and hung them up to dry from the shower rod. Ashley had these little teeny-weeny plastic clothespin clips and some really sturdy rubber bands. She wrapped a rubber band around the shower rod, put a clip through both ends, and then let the clip hold something, like one strap of a bra or one side of a pair of panties or one shoulder of a shirt. So ten clips later, there were two bras and two panties and a shirt hanging up to dry. And the clips were small enough that they took up like no room in Ashley’s bag. Ashley also told her you could use the clips to hold curtains closed, or use them as hooks when your room didn’t have enough clothes hangers, or whatever you needed.




They rode the Metro over to Line 1 and from there to the Champs-Elysees, and they spent the day touring the place even if they had gone to the Arc de Triomphe already. It was really gorgeous, even if the shops were way too expensive. She still went into a chocolatier’s and spent sixty Euros just on chocolates. It wasn’t her fault, they were all too delicious! And beautiful. And she shared some of them with Ashley, even if Ashley kept saying she needed to watch her weight. And they went into Louis Vuitton, which was amazing, and Ashley almost spent a totally insane amount on a gorgeous handbag she didn’t even have room for in her roller bag.




Then they went back to the room and dressed up for dinner at Marie’s. Alex even did her hair and did her makeup extra-nice, because Ashley said Alex should look more adult and less like she was a kid because Marie would definitely have wine at dinner and there might even be cute male flight attendants there.




Ashley had her black purse, but Alex just tucked her phone and lipstick under the band of her bra over her sternum, and wore her moneybelt which didn’t show under the dress.




“Alex? Don’t you need your phone? And money? And credit cards? And makeup?”




She smiled a little, “Got it all, only hidden on me.”




Ashley wondered, “Then how are you going to get at your phone or whatever?”




She smiled a little more. “Magic.”




Ashley rolled her eyes a little. “Oh. Right. It’s just so weird thinking of my little niece as all grown up… and ready to go smash Gojira. I see Terawatt on the news, and I have to stop and think ‘oh wait, that’s my niece’ because you two… are not alike.”




Alex really grinned then. “That’s great. That’s what I want people to think.”




They took the Metro to a not-as-nice part of town and walked over to Marie’s apartment. It was a third-floor walk-up, and it was nice for one person, and maybe okay for two people, but Marie shared the place with three other Air France flight attendants.




Marie welcomed them in, hugging both of them even though she’d never met Alex before. She explained that she and her three roommates were on travel most of the time, so a lot of the time when she was at the apartment it was all hers, and some of the time it was cozy, and it only got to be a problem the couple days a year when everyone was home and trying to wash clothes and get packed for their next assignments.




Marie’s English was totally excellent, and she had a bit of an accent that American guys would think was all sexy. She was a pretty brunette a few years younger than Ashley and even thinner than Alex. And her apartment-mate Elise was out on a date, and the other two were on flights, so it was just Marie and Alex and Ashley and two guys who were Marie’s friends and also lived in the building. Jean-Paul was a flight attendant, and his boyfriend Thomas was an English accountant working in France to be with Jean-Paul.




They had a really nice dinner, with a couple bottles of white wine that Alex only had a little of. And everyone wanted to hear stories when Ashley spilled that Alex was A.L. Mack, the Pulitzer Prize winner who got close-up footage of Terawatt. It seemed Terawatt was really popular in France too. They all wanted to hear what Terawatt was like, and what she looked like, and what Alex saw her do, and on and on. So Alex spent a lot of the evening telling people just what she wanted everyone to think about Terawatt.




After the dinner, Ashley led Alex down a different set of stairs and down the street. They got about three blocks before Ashley stopped and said, “Umm, Alex? I think I took us the wrong way. Let’s go back to Marie’s and make sure we can get back to the Metro station. Okay?”




Alex told her, “Sure, Ashley. It’s okay. I thought we were going the right way too. Even if these buildings are totally…” The buildings looked like they were walking into a really bad part of town, which was not good when they were dressed up in pretty dresses.




Ashley turned, and then gasped, “Oh God!”




Alex whirled around. There was a man staring at them. He was crouched forward, and he was holding his hands out like he was Wolverine. And Alex could see from the illumination of the streetlights that there was something seriously wrong with the guy’s eyes.




She took a step forward. “Ashley, get behind me. Now. And look behind us to make sure we’re not being surrounded. And look up too. There could be a threat overhead or on the side of a building or something.”




“But…”




Alex stepped in front of Ashley. “Do it. Check behind us. Now.”




“N-no one else anywhere,” Ashley stammered.




“It’s okay,” Alex tried to be reassuring. “I got this.” But the weird eyes and the creepy posture were telling her that this might be a real problem. A superpowered problem.




The guy leapt at them. He was really fast, and his leap was just way too far for a normal human.




He would have been all over Alex if she hadn’t seen people who were stronger than her. And faster than her. Like Hanna. Or Jo. Or a real speedster. But Alex had worked out with Jo enough that she was ready for something like this. She grabbed him with her tk while he was in mid-leap, and she heaved him over her head and into the side of a building.




“Ohmigod ohmigod ohmigod!!” Ashley squealed.




“It’s okay,” Alex insisted. She went silvery so she could look all around the area.




There was no one else around, but Creepy Guy got back up. Okay, she had figured on that, because guys strong enough to jump like that were strong enough to land after a jump like that.




She didn’t want to fly over and engage the guy up close, because Ashley was already coming apart at the seams and needed Alex really close by her. And she didn’t know how strong the guy really was.




The guy punched the concrete block wall and his fist went into the wall. He came away with a chunk of concrete block that he was holding like brass knuckles.




Okay, maybe now she did know how strong the guy was. Crud.




She hit him with a burst of lightning, and he staggered backward, dropping the concrete and smacking against the wall. She hit him with a bigger burst, and he went down.




When he didn’t get back up, Alex went normal and grabbed Ashley. “Hang on, we’re going someplace safer.” She hugged Ashley and grabbed Ashley with her tk, and flew straight up. Ashley screeched again, this time pretty much in Alex’s ear.




Alex set Ashley down on a fourth-story building’s rooftop. “Ashley! Calm down! We’re okay.”




“What was that? And what did you do? And… and… we’ve got to get out of here! And we have to warn Marie! And call the police!”




Alex held Ashley’s hands and told her, “Take deep, slow breaths. Calm down. You can do this. You trained to handle emergencies in jets.”




“B-but that was… That was a supervillain! In Paris! In the middle of our trip! Why is there a supervillain in the middle of our trip?”




Alex grimaced, “I have no idea, but I need to find out. Now I’m gonna fly you back to Marie’s place, and you need to keep Marie and her friends inside and away from windows. If any of them have an inside room with no windows, that would be a good place to go hide until I get back.”




“Wh-what do I tell ’em?”




“That we saw a supervillain loose on the street and we ran like heck. And your crazy niece ran out to get pictures because she’s a photojournalist who does crazy stuff like this. And you need to stay at Marie’s until Alex gets back so you can find her again. And you need to call the cops.”




Ashley asked, “Can I have a few more glasses of wine while I’m there?”




Alex looked at her. Ashley really looked shaken. Alex carefully said, “Yeah, but don’t get plastered. We may have to leave this part of town in a hurry.”




“O-okay.” Ashley tried psyching herself up. “I can do this. I can do this.”




Alex thought about Lanzhou. And Beirut. And Minneapolis. And Ogden’s Marsh. She added, “Look, this may be something in the water, or in the air. Make sure you and Marie don’t drink the tap water, and close all the doors and windows, and don’t use an air conditioner that pulls in outside air.”




Ashley worried, “Alex, why aren’t you afraid?”




Alex sighed a little. “I’ve seen way scarier things than that guy. And if there’s an emergency, you just call me.” She dialed Ashley’s cell phone using a little tk, and when it rang, Alex hung up. “There you go. That’s my ‘work’ number. Don’t give it out to anyone, and don’t let anyone know you have it.”




“Okay. If you can go fight monsters, I can sit in a room and drink wine with Marie.”




“Attagirl,” Alex grinned. She gave Ashley a hug and went silvery with her, flying her into Marie’s building and up the stairs to Marie’s place. She dropped Ashley off. “Be safe.” And she flew off down the stairs.




She flew up to about five hundred feet and started flying around the area looking for more threats. While she did, she pulled out her tPhone and dialed Jack.




“Rosenberg Synagogues and Hog Farms Incorporated, how may I help you?”




Alex was so not surprised Jack would say something like that. She figured it meant Willow was within a few feet of him. “Jack, I think we have a Code Walsh here in Paris.”




“God damn it!” Jack swore. “This was supposed to be a vacation for you! I don’t even have a gymbag anywhere nearby.”




Oh crud, there were two more people moving oddly, just down in the street below her. And there were two more a couple blocks further down the street. They were all moving Alex’s way.




“We’ve got people with super-strength and super-quickness. They’re stronger than Hanna but not as quick. And they seem… predatory. They’re recognizable because there’s something wrong with their eyes some of the time. And they just move in a creepy way. I have no idea how this is being spread, or how wide an area is at risk, or where ground zero is.”




Her tPhone buzzed, and her screen said it was from an E.U. Terawatt Liaison Office number. It wasn’t Hermione’s or the screen would have said so. “Jack, find out what you can, but I think the E.U. is calling a Code Terawatt right this instant.”




“Well good! Too bad they didn’t bother a little earlier.”




She clicked her tPhone over to the other line. “Terawatt here.”




“Terawatt? This is General Nicolas du Vallée. I do not know if you remember me…”




“Of course I do. We met in London. I take it there’s a crisis. Fortunately for you, General O’Neill was suspicious of a rumor about Orphan activity, so I am already on my way.”




“Ahh… Jack said that he was going to treat you as an international resource, but… it is often difficult to hear that kind of rhetoric from your country and believe it.”




After that, she felt guilty about fibbing even more. “Can you tell me where I need to go, and what I will be facing?”




“Paris. I wish that I could be more specific. But our data analysts including your Miss Granger picked up some information about Orphan activity in central France, and then part of an American strike team was killed in Paris even though they were not on assignment. It turned out that three of them were slaughtered by what we believe to be two killers working with different M.O.s as you Americans call it. But both killers were very fast and very strong. Forensic analysis suggests at least one is perhaps as strong as Action Girl, if not stronger. One person was shorter than the victims and a knife fighter good enough to take down trained military men, one after the other. That person is either slower than Action Girl or else enough of a rage killer to be unable to focus on other attackers until the damage to the current victim is complete. The other attacker is over six feet tall and strong enough to punch through a hotel room wall and tear a hole as he dragged one victim back through it. The Americans involved refused to cooperate, and they may have stolen forensic evidence from the crime scene. We assembled a joint tactical team of French, British, Dutch, and German units to investigate and… deal with whoever or whatever did this. Those units are in firefights within Paris right now. I lobbied for calling you, but I was outvoted, largely by countries who did not bother to contribute units to the crisis.”




“I’m sorry to hear that, general,” Alex said in her best Terawatt tones. “But you should call me personally the next time this happens. I would rather be on alert for a false alarm than be in this situation.”




“Merci beaucoup, Terawatt. I was hoping that Miss Granger would do that for me.”




Alex scowled a little. “She should have. I’m surprised she didn’t.”




The general continued, “She was presumably instructed not to, and I have noted that Miss Granger does believe in obeying authority. However, our units found a factory run by a well-known European gangster known as Aroon, who we now believe to be an Orphan as well.”




She checked, “And do the British units include Miss Granger and her team?”




“I believe so. For a data analyst, she is very hard to keep out of the field.”




Crud!







Ron Wellesley slowly backed away, his hands held high. “I surrender, okay? No need to, you know, ram me through a wall like you did Hans. I can take a hint.”




He backed up, hoping his aim was good when he wasn’t looking. These people were really quick and bloody strong, but they weren’t tactical planners. He hoped this would work, or else his mum was going to be yelling at his corpse throughout the funeral. And the good Lord only knew what she’d say to ‘Mione.




He backed into a concrete support pillar. All the concrete pillars of the factory were cast over huge steel I-beams that went up thirty feet to some really long horizontal I-beams that then supported the roof structure. And he was depending on that.




Another killer joined the six who were slowly advancing on him. It looked like Hermione was right, and they were too focused on the kill to employ any tactics in the middle of an attack.




He ducked around to the back side of the pillar.




That was the signal to action. Harry kicked open the crate he’d been hiding in, and hosed down the killers with his L85. One ruthless line across their backs at heart level.




Only three of the buggers dropped. All the rest turned to focus on Harry, even if a couple more looked seriously disabled.




The closest one to Harry suddenly acquired a terrible headache, due to the application of a 155 grain sniper bullet, courtesy of Hermione and her L129. It would have been bloody helpful if they hadn’t been separated from Sergeant Moody, who had the Minimi.




If the killers had been thinking tactically, they would have scattered and moved to protective positions. Instead, the remaining creatures charged across a large open area at Harry.




Ron slid partway around the pillar and opened fire. He had worked with Harry long enough to know Harry would sweep left-to-right, so he stayed where Harry didn’t have to worry about putting a stray round in an old mate, and he worked from his left inward.




He dropped one, while Harry dropped the other two.




Ron was about to breathe a sigh of relief when yet another killer leapt completely over a huge storage crate. He could see it was going to land right on top of Harry.





216. Is Paris Burning?



“Your three!”




Harry Potter reacted as soon as Ron yelled. These things were too fast, but he still tried to get his L85 swinging around in time. He managed to put two rounds into its stomach before it swatted the L85 to the side. And he knew a couple rounds in its gut probably wouldn’t slow it down. These things were insanely tough.




They were also insane. They weren’t strategists or tacticians or even fighters. They were maulers, like if you were unlucky enough to have to fight an angry wolf with just melee weapons.




Lord, that hadn’t been fun.




He rolled backward and let it tear the L85 out of his hands. It was still moving forward too fast for him to stop, so he let it push him onto his back. Hitting the concrete floor that hard knocked the wind out of him, but he didn’t give up. He kicked off with his legs, his feet catching it right about where he just shot it.




It flipped over him and tried to grab his throat as it flew through the air.




He had figured on something like that, so he slashed across its hands with his Fairbairn. The damned thing managed to avoid losing a couple fingers, and it crashed just past his head. It leapt to its feet before Harry could even roll out of its reach.




Ron’s combat shotgun took most of its head off, and it collapsed in a heap.




Ron’s voice came over the comm system in his ear. “Black, this is Red. Situation?”




Harry immediately replied. “Black here. Shaken but not shredded.”




“Brown to team. This position is not defensible, and we’ll have to cross eighty meters of open ground to get back to the Bushmaster. I have lost contact with White and Grey and Green.”




Harry gritted his teeth. If they’d lost Moody’s fire team, they were in trouble. The Krauts and Frogs were hard at work trying to storm the support building, and had their hands full. And as far as he knew, the Dutch fire teams had been wiped out as soon as they entered the back side of the factory.




“Red to team. Move to my position ASAP.”




Right. Ron was always thinking strategically. They couldn’t defend Ron’s position for long, but standing near these crates was just asking for something else to leap on him and rip his throat out. Or smash him through a brick wall. Harry moved. He turned with his back to Ron, and covered the crates with his L85 as he moved backward.




Ron looked up and gasped, “Oh dear God.”




Harry risked a glance up, and he gulped. Thirty feet above the concrete floor, Hermione was trotting along a steel I-beam that ran the length of this half of the factory. Harry knew Hermione had gotten up in the structure to get out of the reach of the killers and secure a clear sniping position, but what she was doing was bloody dangerous.




A killer leapt from a skylight overhead, and Hermione had to dodge. The thing missed her and fell all the way to the concrete, but Hermione lost her balance.




Harry guessed the thing would land on all fours instead of conveniently going splat, so when it hit the ground he was ready to put two rounds into its skull.




Hermione toppled off the beam while Ron made a gasp of sheer terror. She fell about six feet and came up short. She dangled under the beam and yelled, “I’m all right!”




Harry watched their surroundings as Hermione struggled with her makeshift security system. Now that he knew what to look for, he could see she had some sort of steel hoop around the beam, and she had roped herself to the hoop. She had to have been running along dragging the hoop right behind her.




Ron looked around frantically and clicked his comm system. “Brown, this is Red. We cannot move to your position. You’re going to have to lower yourself and cross the terrain while we provide fire support, or else you’ll have to pull yourself back up to the beam and continue scaring the life out of me.”




Another two killers came out of the darkness, staring up at Hermione like she was a steak dangling down for their dinners. Harry figured Hermione’s feet were dangling within reach of a good jump from one of these things.




He carefully lined up a shot on the one moving parallel to his position, and put a round through its head.




Ron waited until the second one turned and charged right at them with ferocious quickness. He waited until it was too close to miss, and he took its head off with the shotgun.




But there were plenty of fifty-five gallon drums over near Hermione’s position, and if there were any threats lurking behind the drums the goodguys wouldn’t find out until it was too late. If Hermione wasn’t dangling there, he’d toss a couple grenades just over the drums and clear that position. But that would shred Hermione. And if the drums turned out to be full of something explosive or flammable, that would go badly, regardless. Still, they couldn’t move to Hermione’s position, because they would be moving right into the enemy’s access areas.




Hermione suddenly yelled, “Yes!”




He didn’t know what it was, but he knew it was some good news. Finally. He came up with six things it might be, and he was really, really hoping it was choice number one. Even though there was really no way it could be Terawatt, since the bloody stupid Italians and Spaniards hadn’t wanted them to call Terawatt when it might be a false alarm and perhaps piss her off.




He was sure that Hermione would have been able to come up with a lot more than six.







Alex swooped down into the street, staying silvery because she really needed a uniform. And it sure didn’t look like there were going to be nice costume shops in this neighborhood.




She zapped the two threats in the street and moved down to the next block to zap the two there. The first threat just wielded a big knifeblade, which made for a really good target. She zapped that one and moved at the second threat, a big guy who looked like he spent too much time hitting the clubs.




The big guy saw her coming, and moved. He darted to one side of the street, leapt so he hit a building about ten feet up, and kicked off so he was heading right for her. And he had what looked like the business end of a pitchfork in one hand.




But he was making a big jump through the air, which meant she had all the advantages, even if he was quicker than she was. That would’ve been bad for her if they were sparring and she wasn’t using her powers. But they weren’t sparring.




She darted upward and used her spare tk to slam him into the street. Then she zapped him before he could get to his feet again.




All four of the threats had been walking — well, maybe creeping — from the same general direction. She darted over a block and found three more threats coming from the same direction. She zapped all three and moved over another block.




Crud! There were four more of them! After she zapped them, she moved yet another block over. Only now she was seeing that they were spreading out in kind of a circle from maybe a central area.




She looked at the street signs at the intersection, and then she flew up to about five hundred feet so she could get a better view of the area. She quickly called General du Vallée on the number he had just used. Naturally, she got someone who was minding the phones. And they spouted out a bunch of French that was probably ‘please identify yourself and you shouldn’t be calling this super-important number and why can’t we see your caller information?’




“Je ne comprends pas,” she started out. “Parlez-vous Anglais? I am Terawatt. I do not have time for a lot of run-around right now, because we have a serious problem in Paris.”




It still took at least thirty seconds to get the general. “I am most sorry, Terawatt. How may I help you?”




She gave him the names of the streets at the intersection below her, and she explained, “We’ve got some sort of central area that’s maybe eight or ten blocks south-southeast of my position now, and these threats are creeping out of it. We need extensive containment. If you can get enough soldiers and police to cordon off this whole area, and we can find the source for the outbreak, we can contain it. Maybe.”




The general replied, “Our units are suspiciously close to what you are computing as a central area. If you could provide support, it would be useful.”




“Will do.” She hung up and pulled her tPhone back into her morph before zooming down to fifty feet above the streets where she could zap more threats.




She zapped sixteen more of the threats. They were pretty creepy. She totally wouldn’t have wanted to run into them without superpowers. Not only were they strong and quick, their eyes kept doing a freaky ‘change into cat slits’ thing that should have been impossible. And they just moved like predators. And they seemed to really like pointy things.




Oh crud. She was sweeping past an old church that looked like it had been the site of a battle between some of the attackers and a bunch of military guys. It was pretty obvious from the deserted official-looking vehicles and only two guys, one military-looking and the other helping the military guy, making their way unsteadily out of a door that things hadn’t gone mega-great. And if these were military guys, they might have intel for her. She dove down.




The one guy with the receding hairline and the ponytail did not look like the kind of guy who would be wearing mil spec gear. He looked like the kind of guy who got into barfights with Marines. But he was helping the other guy toward the military vehicles, and the other guy was totally military. And not doing so great.




She flew so she was right in their way. “I am Terawatt. Am I right that you have been fighting these attackers?”




The older, less military guy growled in a smoky voice, “Yeah. And I’m Commander Marshall Lawson and this is my op. So back off. If you even are Terawatt, which I doubt.”




She decided to channel Jack, because the guy was really annoying. “Oh, you see many flying women who hurl lightning bolts in your line of work?”




The hurt guy, who looked Asian-American, snorted with laughter, and then groaned in pain, which made Alex feel bad for making him hurt more.




Lawson whipped out his right arm, revealing a nasty-looking wristblade that had blood all over it. He growled, “Look bitch, get lost before I turn you from a Terawatt into a bunch of little kilowatts. We handled this. We had a higher casualty rate than I wanted, but we took out Aroon and his queen bitch, and we bombed their little chemistry lab. No more CTX.”




Oh great. A biochemical. Another biochemical. “It’s not over. Aroon had a large factory that E.U. units are dealing with right now.”




The hurt guy groaned, “The water supply. It may not be safe after all. Tia did say there were already traces leaked into the system.”




If Alex hadn’t been silvery, the hair would have stood up on the back of her neck. Since she was silvery, it just felt like it. “You knew this was a threat to the Paris water supply and you didn’t tell anyone? Are you insane?”




“Go to hell! We handled this on our own! They were my men!”




He yelled at her some more, but she ignored him as she darted to the roof of the church. As soon as she thought she was too far away for him to hear, she called General du Vallée again. This time, she lucked out and the general was right there to talk to her. “Terawatt here. It’s a biochemical codenamed CTX. Aroon may have released it into the water supply here. Commander Marshall Lawson led a team that’s probably American and took down Aroon, but did not alert the French authorities of the danger.”




The general said some bad stuff in French. At least, that was sure what it sounded like from his tone. “We were concerned this might be a water-borne or air-borne threat, so we have been studying our options. There is a water treatment station near Aroon’s factory, so we are assuming that is the entry point, and some of our units are trying to halt its operation right now. We are already trying to warn the citizens in the area, despite the dangers from the attackers. Once we have stopped the water treatment station, we will begin clearing the sector’s water lines and taking samples for verification. We already have military and police cordons going up around the zone of threat, and knowing that it is a chemical in the water will make the process much easier for our forces.”




Well yeah. Even Alex could figure that one out. If it was airborne, it would be mega-grim and the forces would all require gasmasks or NBC gear or maybe even full-body protection. If it was biological instead of chemical, the attackers would have to be treated as contagious. “So there’s only a small sector that gets water from that place?”




“But yes. And we can isolate an area around that sector if those are the only people who can become poisoned.”




She suggested, “And that Commander Lawson probably knows some more about the chemical and its effects, so your staff needs to consult with him and his superiors. I’ll contact General O’Neill and see if he can exert some influence.”




The general muttered, “That would be most useful, since this sounds like a group of your countrymen acting without any concern for others.”




She sighed to herself. “General, I would like to be able to disagree with you, but after meeting him, I think you are absolutely correct.”




He just glossed over that bit. “Now if you could assist our people and the other E.U. units, I would be most appreciative.”




“That’s just what I wanted to do.”




He said something in French to someone else, and then told her, “We are now patching you through to joint communications at the factory. This should also give you a GPS beacon to use for guidance.”




She replied, “Merci beaucoup.” That file from Willow was totally useful.




There was some static, and then someone said something that sounded French, followed by, “I repeat, we require assistance as soon as possible” and then a sentence in what sounded like German.




Alex cut in, “This is Terawatt. I will be there shortly.”




And she very definitely heard Hermione Granger yell, “Yes!” over the comms.




She checked her tPhone and there was a GPS reading for her. She headed east and south, and she spotted the factory less than a mile away. The GPS reading was coming from a great big armored personnel carrier with a big machine gun on top. There were half a dozen of the threats pounding on the doors into the thing.




Okay, the threats were strong and fast, but they couldn’t bust a door into an APC with their bare hands, like Azure Crush could. But one of them had wedged a big steel bar into the right-hand tread so it was stuck. That wasn’t good.




She zapped all six threats and yanked the steel bar out of the treads while she was on her way to the factory. Then she flew in through the already blasted-open sliding doors to find Ron Wellesley and Harry Potter defending a large, open section of the factory instead of doing something dumb like getting over by the big crates, where stuff could sneak up on them. And Hermione was hanging over twenty feet above the floor from a long girder, with several of the threats closing in on her.




But Hermione wasn’t panicking. She was holding her rope between her knees so she was upside-down, and she was carefully picking off the threats with headshots every time any of them got close to her.




Alex spoke into her tPhone, “Miss Granger, get ready for a grab.”




Hermione looked over at Alex and gave her a thumbs-up, even if Alex was just a silvery blob instead of her usual Terawatt appearance.




Alex grabbed Hermione and pulled her into the silvery morph, sliding her out of the rope harness at the same time. With all the gear Hermione was packing, Alex was just barely able to hold the two of them in the air as she flew Hermione over to the guys.




Once Alex let Hermione out of the morph, Hermione made a quick inhale and said, “We need to get out of here.”




Ron nodded. “We need to evac. Can you fly all of us over to the APC outside?”




Alex shook her head no. “No, but I can pull all of you into my morph and puddle the three of you to the APC. I already took down the attackers there, but there was a bar in the treads so you need to check the treads are okay before you go anywhere in it.”




Ron thought for a fraction of a second. “Good. Take us all there, drop me and Hermione, and then take Harry with you to the secondary site. They need backup, and you’re as much backup as it’s reasonable to ask for. Plus Harry’s very good at breaking things.”




“Thanks so much, Ron.”




Alex smiled at the byplay and moved. She pulled the three of them into her morph and puddled out the doors toward the APC. Two more threats were moving swiftly toward the thing, so she detoured slightly to hit them with lightning before dropping off Hermione and Ron.




She hung onto Harry and tried flying, but he was still too heavy. Okay, him and all his gear and weapons and ammo and stuff together were too heavy. So she puddled off toward the nearby water plant.




The fence was already busted apart in a couple places, so she just puddled right through one of the holes and headed toward a smashed-in door. There were five guys dressed in military gear in a short hallway, firing through an open door straight ahead, as well as down hallways to their right and left.




Alex let Harry out of her morph, and he made a small gasp before he snapped, “Situation report!”




A man who might have been a corporal said with a German accent, “Ambush. We can’t advance down either side hall or into the main area dead ahead due to threats behind solid barriers. We tried stun grenades, but they’re resistant to them. The French units are having the same problem at the rear.”




Harry glanced at her, and she said, “Got it.”




He told her, “If you could clear left, sweep in a semi-circle through the open area dead ahead of us, and come up behind the flankers on the right, we can advance forward. Then you can move to the back side of the plant and clear the way for the French units.”




“Roger that, sir,” she said as formally as she could. He just grinned.




She flew down the left hallway. There were several dead soldiers with their throats cut or else their whole chest cut open, which was seriously icky. And there was a barricade at the end of the hall, where someone had taken down a door first. She flew over the barricade and zapped the three men on the other side. “Clear left!” she yelled as she moved on.




She swept in a big arc behind two more threats who were hiding behind a couple big forklift-like things. She zapped them next. “Clear center!” Then she took out the last two threats, who were guarding the right-hand hallway with pitchforks and big knives. “Clear right!”




She darted past pipes and pumps and controls and all kinds of stuff she had no idea about. The back side had a garage door thing that was huge. It was maybe forty feet high and thirty feet wide. She figured it was for trucking in entire replacement pumps and things. It had a regular-sized door in the middle, and there were half a dozen bloodily murdered soldiers scattered around it. There were two threats hanging on hinges of the big garage door about ten feet above the regular door, just waiting for more soldiers to try and get in. She could see four more threats lurking behind a stack of big drums. She zapped the foursome before flying over and zapping the hinge-dangling twosome, who fell to the floor with a thud.




She used her tk to yank open the small door, and she yelled, “This is Terawatt! I have cleared the interior for you. Check with the German units for verification.”




She darted away from the door, because she figured the guys on the other side might be really jumpy, and getting shot or getting blasted with grenade fragments was totally not fun.




She caught up with Harry when she got back to the middle of the water plant. He was standing before a panel full of lights and switches and dials. There was a weird thing like a chem lab pump system with tubes running back to a cart of six fifty-five gallon drums, and Harry had already smashed that up pretty well. And he was busy with his own comms. “Okay Hermione, I got that. But how do we make sure the pumps are off? There’s more of this crap in the pipes, and we don’t want it moving any farther downstream.” He paused for a few seconds and groaned, “Fine. How do we get these pumps to reverse, and where do we dump the contaminated water?”




Alex told him, “I think General du Vallée is already working on that. Have Hermione call him.”




And while Harry did that, she called Jack on her tPhone.




“O’Neill here. What’s the sitch, Kim?”




She managed not to roll her eyes, but maybe it was because she was still silvery. She gave him a rundown on everything from the threats roaming the local streets to Commander Lawson to the water plant.




“Marshall Lawson? Mid-fifties? Vaguely American Indian look with a ponytail? Looks like his fashion icon is Billy Jack?”




Alex nodded, “Yep.” Okay, she knew he couldn’t see her nod.




“Okay, watch out for him. He does not play well with other children, he’s lethal with his hands or with a knife, and he’ll pull out whatever weaponry is needed to complete the job, which is why he’s still in black ops even if he’s a loose cannon and has pissed off maybe ten times more senior officers than me, which is probably a world record.”




Wow, if Jack thought the guy was a loose cannon, that was a major diss.




Jack added, “He’s ex-CIA. Very ex-CIA. He’s supposed to be out of official business, which means he’s probably working off the books for Halliburton or Majestic or Blackwater or Academi. I’ll send this up the line, but I’ll bet a fifty we won’t find anyone who’ll admit he’s working for them now.”




“That’s not real encouraging,” she muttered.




Jack went on, “Big Cheese won’t mind hearing from me now, but Top Banana won’t be thrilled. Especially when he finds out these gomers have been causing an international incident, and he’s got to call the CinC and tell him that his administration’s going to get blamed for this screw-up.”




Alex heard the sound of a huge garage door opening, so she took her tPhone and jetted over to the big door at the back of the plant. Hermione was waving that big APC in, while Ron and three other soldiers stood just outside and watched out for anyone coming toward the building.




Ron backed in and yelled, “Drop the door! Then lock it down.” He turned and said to Hermione, “Get to Harry’s position. I’ll take the front.”




Alex jetted over to him as he ran through the plant. “What can I do?”




“Back me up. We’re hauling all the enemy forces into an empty steel water tank we can use as a jail, and then we want to get all our forces in here and lock it up, in case we get another wave of attackers. With the APC inside, we can hold the plant for a long time, and in an emergency we can pile into it for a secure exit.”




She flew alongside him to the front doors, which had been blasted off their hinges. He and another soldier wedged them back into place, while she used her lightning to weld the doors in place to the steel doorframe.




He grinned at her, “That ought to hold ’em out.” He turned to the soldier and said, “See if there’s a forklift small enough to drive down this hallway, and back it up against these doors so they’re more secure.”




She pointed out, “The windows aren’t secure.”




He nodded. “Neither are the skylights. The best we can do for right now is put a few guards up on the roof and keep everything off the walls.” He walked over to Harry’s position.




Hermione was studying the controls and talking over a comm channel. “Yes sir, we’ve done that already. No sir, it was Black. We lost Grey and White and Green, as well as most of the Dutch and French personnel. I have yet to have a chance to assess the German units.”




Ron contributed, “Three down out of eight.”




Hermione corrected herself. “Red reports Germans still have five of eight, which is better than anyone else.”




She disconnected and said, “Central says he’s sending in half a dozen experts on the plant and the water pipelines, and army cordons are already going into place. He’s got the experts arriving in another Bushmaster within the next fifteen minutes, so we’ll need to move ours over and be ready to let them in as soon as they arrive.”




Ron nodded. “And we’ll need to search the topside and underside for anything hitching a ride before we give them the all-clear to leave their Bushmaster.” He used his comms to tell the guys in his Bushmaster to move it over to one side of the big door, and then he walked off to talk to the soldiers who would need to open the big door and defend it from possible attackers while it was open.




Hermione glared at the cart full of drums of CTX. “I wish we had some sort of information on its chemistry. There might be something reasonable we could do to treat the water and clear the lines.”




Alex told her, “As far as I know, the last person alive who knows anything about this stuff is Commander Marshall Lawson, who is probably not going to cooperate with anyone I know. But I can take a look in a church not that far away that may have been a worksite for Aroon.”




Hermione pursed her lips. “Could you, please? There’s very little for you to do here, and there are a lot of threats still out there.”




Alex looked at where a couple of the soldiers were following Ron up a really narrow ladder to a really high catwalk and then to a doorway onto the roof. She flew up there ahead of them and popped the door. When no one tried to leap in, she flew out and checked the roof, and then she flew around the outside of the building to make sure the sides of the plant were still clear.




She flew back to Ron, who had stepped out on the roof and was assigning duty positions. She said, “Roof and sides are clear, and there’s nothing moving in the area inside the fence. But there’s gaping holes in the fence now, and I’m pretty sure most of these guys can jump it without a lot of trouble, so it’s not much of a barrier.”




He nodded, “Got it. Thanks. And thanks for saving Hermione. And Harry. And me.”




She told him, “And have Hermione call me personally if you need me. No messing around and going through channels that take days.” She flew off toward the old church.




It took hardly any time to get there at her top speed, and smoke was coming out from the lower door where she’d seen Lawson and that other guy. She still didn’t even know the guy’s name, and if Jack was right, the guy was probably more likely to be helpful than Lawson. If she’d only gotten the guy’s name, it might be possible to track him down. Now? Not much chance on that.




She dove into the smoke. There was fire all over some steps where a kerosene lamp or something got smashed. She looked around for something like a fire extinguisher, but the place looked like it hadn’t been fixed up down here for centuries. There were blocks of stone with mortar that was just about to come apart.




Ooh. That gave her an idea. She used her tk to toss stone blocks and lots of gritty mortar all over the fire, until the fire was pretty much smothered. She flew on into the basement areas. The place was like a rabbit warren, and there were dead people all over. All of them except a handful were in military garb. There was one room that had been bombed, and there were still fires burning in there. But the walls were plasterboard over the old stone, so she used chunks of the plasterboard to beat out the fires.




Great. A totally shredded computer, some burned bits that were probably useful papers a couple hours ago, chemistry stuff that might have been helpful before it blew up, and bottles of precursor chemicals that were now messes of shattered brown glass and burned junk. Crud.




She flew out of the building and called Hermione. “Terawatt here.”




“Did you find anything useful?” Hermione asked.




“Not even precursor chemicals in identifiable bottles. Sorry.”




Hermione said, “It’s not your fault. I don’t know if I can ask you to hang around for hours, but we may need you somewhere inside the cordon tonight.”




Alex told her, “I’ll be around. All you have to do is call me directly. Now I need to check on some people.”




“Good luck. And thanks for looking out for Ronald. And Harry. And not letting Harry blow up the pumping equipment we need. He likes C-4 a little bit too much.”




Alex had a thought that Harry and Jack needed to get to know one another better.







Hermione Granger climbed up the ladders to find Ron. He was monitoring the area and keeping an eye on his guards, while guarding the roof entrance into the plant.




He didn’t bother to put down the night vision binoculars he was using. “Hi, ‘Mione. You talk Harry into putting away his C-4?”




She didn’t bother to react. She should have known he would hear her coming along the catwalk, and she should have known that he would induce that there wasn’t a problem, or else she would have called immediately on the comm system. “Harry has not been playing with explosives. He has, however, been studying how the plant works, so he may be prepared to blow up a water treatment station if the need ever arises in future.”




“Because we’ve never needed knowledge we acquired years earlier,” he said drily.




She didn’t react to that either, because — thanks to the headmaster she had trusted and given her loyalty to, who had been abusing their trust the entire time — they had needed far too much of that training and knowledge, going back to when they were ‘ickle firsties.’ She wondered if the other Hermione in that other universe had been called a similar phrase.




She asked, “What did you think of Terawatt’s appearance?”




“You mean her staying that silver blob the entire time? Let’s hear your theories.”




She suggested, “She may have been injured, although she never showed any sign of that. She may have been taking some manner of precaution against the biochemical. She may have had a ‘wardrobe malfunction.’ Or she may have been operating the entire time with no uniform.”




“And which do you think it was?”




She stated, “I think she was working without a uniform. She got here too quickly. I think she may have been vacationing in the area in her civilian identity, and she might have left her uniform at home.”




Ron didn’t react or even argue with her, which meant he had already been thinking similar thoughts. “So all you have to do is go through the last week or so of commercial flights from the States to Paris, cut your list down to California women between sixteen and thirty-five, and run some facial recognition programs. Even if that would completely undermine your relationship with someone who has gone out of her way to be your friend and your supporter. Not to mention saving my neck four times in under a year.”




Hermione suddenly felt miserably guilty, because Ron had known exactly what she was thinking. Would she have done the searches if she hadn’t talked to Ron first? Almost certainly. She murmured, “Maybe I need to make sure that no one else can come to the same conclusions I just did.”




Ron pointed out, “We are just about the only people who know she stayed silvery the entire time. If I say in my situation report that she was in her uniform, and you say in yours that you improperly called her about five hours ago and asked if she could fly here just in case, that should be all the protection we need to provide.”




Hermione didn’t manage to keep the guilt out of her voice. “But I wasn’t supposed to call her.”




Ron shrugged. “Fine. I’ll say I called her. I couldn’t care less if Alejandro and his pals get their noses out of joint.”




Hermione winced a little. It was utterly unfair that Ron got to call the Spanish and Italian generals by their first names, and she didn’t because he was an English peer and she was just a female ‘clerk.’ She said, “Very well. But I’m going to check and see if our facial recognition programs would pick up anyone going through any of the Paris airports in the last two weeks as a match for Terawatt, and then doctor the images slightly.”




“That’s my girl.”




“Honestly, Ronald! I am not a girl any longer!”




But she could see he was grinning. He smiled, “You’re a very sexy woman who is far, far above me regardless of my ancestors. But you will always be ‘my girl’ to me.”







Alex flew off toward Marie’s apartment and made another phonecall, this time with her phone set so it looked like it was Alex’s phone. “Ashley? You okay?”




“We’re fine. We drank too much wine, but we’re fine. Are you okay? You’re the crazy one running around in the streets trying to take photos of supervillains.”




Crud, Ashley sounded really upset. Alex apologized, “I’m sorry. I’m totally okay. Not even a scratch or anything. I’ll be at the door in a couple seconds. Could you unlock it when I knock?”




“Of course! We’re not gonna leave you out there!”




Alex passed over the military cordon. There were barriers up, and French soldiers with trucks and APCs and stuff, and French policemen kitted out like SWAT teams. And they had forces on the roofs just outside the cordon, so they wouldn’t get surprised by superpowered attackers leaping down on their heads from a roof. That was good.




She flew into Marie’s building and went normal before walking down the hall to Marie’s door. She hardly finished her first knock when Ashley was yanking the door open and hugging Alex for all she was worth.




Alex hugged her back as she scooted inside and locked the door behind her. “I’m okay. Really, I’m okay. If I’d known you’d be this upset, I would’ve waited until after the army put up all their barriers and stuff.”




Marie wondered, “Were you not frightened?”




Thomas and Jean-Paul were there too, sitting really close together on Marie’s loveseat. Thomas asked, “What happened to your camera?”




Alex had been thinking about the whole secret identity thing, so she had her answer. “I didn’t bring one of my good cameras, so I was trying to use my cellphone, but I couldn’t use my flash because I totally didn’t want any of those things to come after me, so I got like zero usable photos. If I’d brought my good Canon with my 70-200 mm lens, I would’ve gotten a ton of great pics. Not wanting to lug my professional camera around on vacation probably just cost me a few thousand dollars.”




Thomas winced, “Ouch.”




Ashley led Alex over to the couch. “But you’re sure you’re okay?”




“I promise I’m okay. And I wasn’t that scared. Now when Danielle Atron kidnapped me and tried to kill my whole family, that was scary. Or when Azure Crush came after me at my school. That was scary. Here? I just stayed in the shadows, and these guys never even noticed me. I just couldn’t use my flash on my phone.”




Marie asked, “Are we safe?”




“Oh, sure,” Alex insisted. “You’re a block outside the army cordon, and all the badguys are inside the cordon. And they can’t fly or anything, so they won’t be getting out.”




Jean-Paul asked, “Would you care for some wine? If it were me, I would be asking for a glass the size of Marie’s sink.”




Alex admitted, “Well, I’m really hungry now. I was sprinting all over the place from shadow to shadow, and I think I burned enough calories that I’m not gonna worry about what I eat for the rest of the trip.”




So she had a big plate full of leftovers from the dinner, with a glass of wine and a couple glasses of bottled water. Marie seemed to think American girls were always on diets, so she was happy to see someone enjoying food.




Alex just explained around mouthfuls of really yummy dinner, “Oh, it’s just that I work out a lot. Aerobics, weight training, running, biking…”




Ashley said, “You should see her abs. She is seriously cut.”




“No showing the abs!” Alex insisted. “I’d have to take off my dress!”




217. We’ll Always Have Paris



Alex and Ashley stayed at Marie’s for another hour, and then Alex managed to convince everyone that she would be safe walking to the Metro station, assuming they went the right direction this time.




But when they left Marie’s apartment, Alex led Ashley upstairs to the roof. “We’re flying home. I want to make sure you’re safe, and I might get another call for help. If we’re down in the Metro, I might lose a cellphone signal.”




“Okay… I mean, flying with you wasn’t as scary as I thought it would be…”




Alex thought about some people she had pulled into her morph before. “Take a deep breath and then we’ll both go silvery.”




Once Ashley inhaled, Alex went silvery with her. They took off and went high enough in the air that no one was going to spot them in the dark, and they were back at their hotel in about two minutes. Ashley had left the bathroom window open a couple inches so the bathroom would get less humid, so Alex just flew through the gap and went normal in the space between the bed and the bathroom door.




Ashley took a deep breath. “Oh my God, I couldn’t breathe! How do you do it?”




Alex just shrugged. “Lots of practice. And it doesn’t do that to me.”




Ashley hugged her again. “I was so worried about you!”




Alex smiled and hugged her back. “Well, I was pretty worried about you, but the best way I could take care of you was taking care of everybody. And I managed to go rescue some friends of mine, so it worked out pretty well.”




Ashley admitted, “I saw what you did to that guy, so I knew in my head they couldn’t hurt you, but I was still just a wreck the whole time I was at Marie’s waiting for you to get back.”




“Oh crud.” Alex muttered. “I need to call home and tell everybody we’re okay before this is all over the news and everyone freaks.” She pulled out her tPhone with her tk and made sure it would read as her Alex phone before dialing home.




“Hi mom, it’s me, I just wanted to let you know we’re perfectly safe…” She moved the phone away from her mouth to whisper, “Mom hadn’t heard yet. Oops.” She went back to the phone call and explained that yes, Terawatt had needed to fly in and stop badguys, and no, she hadn’t gotten even a scratch, and yes, Ashley was totally fine.




Ashley took the phone and managed, “No, I wasn’t fine, I was terrified for her the entire time she was gone, and I have no idea how you do it. You are even more amazing as a mom than I thought before.” She stood there and listened to Alex’s mom for maybe two minutes, making faces and sympathetic noises and sometimes looking over at Alex with a shocked expression.




After they hung up, Ashley gasped, “Okay, whatever you do, don’t tell me the story about the giant spider.”




“Good plan,” Alex warned her. “It was totally ooky, and I didn’t think I had a fear of spiders before, but when I got home, I just wanted to bugbomb the whole house. And the yard. And the whole neighborhood.”




“How on earth do you do it?”




Alex admitted, “I lucked out. I mean, it was stupidly amazing luck. But this agency of the Department of Homeland Security figured out how to find Terawatt and talk to her, and they’re absolutely awesome, and they got a child psychologist for Shar with a way that Shar could get tons of therapy over Skype and the child psychologist doesn’t even know where Shar lives. And Jack is great, and he’s got a teenager of his own so he’s really good to talk to when I don’t feel so great. And they had me talk to a real military psychologist after a couple of the missions, because military guys understand about seeing horrible stuff and feeling horrible about how your mission went. I’ve gotten to meet so many amazing people, and I’ve gotten to help stop so many bad things and save people… If I wasn’t doing this photojournalism deal where I can help people, I really think I’d be going to the Air Force Academy and becoming Lieutenant Alexandra Mack, U.S.A.F. so I could officially help people all the time.”




So then Alex needed to call Ray, and Ashley needed to call her roommate back in Chicago, and so on. They just sat on opposite sides of the bed and made phonecalls for like half an hour, while Alex ate nine energy bars because she was still hungry.




Ashley finally grinned at Alex, “Good thing it’s not morning here.”




“Yeah.” Because if it was ten in the morning, she would have been calling her mom in the middle of the night and waking her up to tell her there was nothing to worry about, which would totally make her mom worry like crazy.




Alex went to bed that night with her tPhone ready and on the bed next to her, just in case anyone called for emergency help. And she didn’t even think about going out and trying to find a costume shop where she could get a Terawatt costume.







Alex woke up the next morning and instantly checked her phone to see if she had missed anything. She had slept through a few texts, but that was all. Acid Burn sent her a text that she was notifying everyone on the team. Hermione had sent her a text that said they had the pumping station backflushing the main lines, and Ron had gotten reinforcements so they were keeping the station safe. Louis and Marsha had sent her a text that Acid Burn sent them a 411 and they were glad she was safe. Jack sent her a text that he wanted a conference call with Tera at one in the afternoon her time. And her dad sent her a text that he loved her very much even if she was giving him gray hair.




She texted everyone back while Ashley showered, and then Alex took a quick shower while trying not to think about contaminated water supplies. She was so getting a super-fancy water treatment system in her basement when she and Ray got a house. And solar panels and satellite dishes like Willow. And maybe even a panic room for Ray and any kids or relatives.




Okay, she didn’t even know how to build a panic room to stop supervillains.




The morning papers were full of stuff about the supervillains and the water system and the cordoned-off area and all that. Not that Alex could read them because they were all in French, but the front page pictures were pretty obvious. Alex could pull up French newspaper articles on the crisis that were on the internet, and she could paste those into a translator program and get a decent translation, but she didn’t have to do that because the story was all over the British and Spanish newspaper websites too.




The café was kind of empty, and the people working there were glad to see them. It sounded like a lot of tourists had kind of panicked last night and this morning, and were rushing out of Paris just in case this was going to be another Beirut or whatever. Okay, that probably was a reasonable thing to do, given what happened in Beirut. And Ogden’s Marsh. And what could have happened in Davenport. And Minneapolis. And Rome. And Tokyo. And…




So Alex had a couple extra pains au chocolat and they decided to go to the Louvre.




The Louvre wasn’t completely empty, but it totally wasn’t anywhere near as crowded as the tourbooks and the internet sites said it would be. And Alex had a computer map of the Louvre with routes to go see some of the coolest stuff there in the smallest number of steps. So they spent the whole day just walking around seeing tons of totally awesome stuff, except when they snuck out for a nice lunch and conference call. Well, Alex was still hungry from last night, so she got some falafels from an open-air restaurant they walked past, and then had a big lunch with Ashley.




When it was time for a conference call, Alex went into a building like she needed to use the bathroom, and Ashley sat down at a nice café to wait for her. Alex went up the stairs until she reached a locked door. Then she went silvery and flew under the door and up another flight of stairs until she could get out on the roof. She made sure she wasn’t going to be seen by anyone even in nearby buildings, and she stayed silvery anyway.




She dialed into the call a few seconds early. “Terawatt here.”




“O’Neill here with Acid Burn, the IT Trio, Klar, and Team One. We’re expecting—”




“The E.U. Terawatt Liaison Office here. We have General du Vallée of the Paris office, as well as Lord Ronald Wellesley and Miss Hermione Granger of the London office.”




Jack didn’t give the late people a hard time, and Alex was really glad of that. “Is everything under control in Paris now?”




Ron answered, “We’re still clearing the sector, but it’s at least contained and isn’t going to spread any further. We still have several thousand innocents dead, roughly four hundred injured, roughly four hundred CTX victims dead, and another seven hundred CTX victims apprehended, many of them seriously injured as well.”




Hermione took over. “The CTX victims appear to be already addicted after a single dose, and so they’re going through pretty nasty withdrawal too. We don’t know if they’ll recover.”




The general reported, “We have found that there was a building being used by your Majestic group as a logistics and research center, and a large number of people had been shot to death inside there. We also found a large number of Majestic agents inside the cordoned area, almost all of them killed by the CTX victims.”




Jack grumbled, “I hope you documented all of it and you’ve got your PR people showing it all to reporters, and you’re protesting to the U.N. and our President, because someone needs to step on those dorks.” Willow added something rude in French that made the general and Hermione crack up. Alex had no idea, it just sounded dirty because of her tone of voice.




So the general talked about the horrible death tolls and injury tolls, and the numbers of crazy CTX victims that were locked up so they wouldn’t break loose and kill everyone in sight, and how lots of people outside the cordon — especially tourists — were over-reacting.




Jack contributed, “I talked to a few people, and we’re currently looking for ex-Commander ex-CIA officer Marshall Lawson, who may know something more about this mess, but he’s gone to ground. Was the Majestic base all shot to pieces, with multiple victims stabbed or beaten to death by a martial arts master?”




The general replied, “That is what it appears to be so far, but we have not had the chance to do a proper forensic assessment.”




Jack grumbled, “Probably Lawson and his guys. This is just a wild guess, but he may have caught his own superiors messing around with this crap, gotten pissed off about it, and taken care of things on his own. It wouldn’t be the first time. It’s how he got shitcanned from Blackwater, which you did not hear from me. If that’s true, he’s lying low because he won’t trust us either. If you track him down, talk to him but don’t get close. He’s probably very jumpy, and a jumpy Lawson goes hand-in-hand with high casualty rates. There’s a reason why the CIA let him go years ago.”




“That is… less than encouraging,” said General du Vallée.




Jack complained, “Yeah. And if any of your people see some American guys who claim that they’re military and that they have priority on the case, have those guys arrested at once and checked thoroughly, because we’re not supposed to have any military on this op anywhere in Europe, so these guys are illegally passing themselves off as American soldiers and you should throw the book at them. Maybe you could throw them in the Chateau d’If for a few decades and let ’em try and dig their way out.”




General du Vallée sounded amused as he said, “That is not usually what we hear from the Americans.”




Alex made a mental note to look up the ‘chateau duh-eef’ or however it was spelled, and if she didn’t find it in a couple minutes of googling, she’d just text Willow.




They all talked for a few more minutes about using the NATO fast reaction teams, and calling Terawatt even if it might be a false alarm, and how the Parisians were appreciative that the teams hadn’t completely destroyed a multimillion-Euro facility that was needed to be operational to clean the CTX out of the water lines for that section.




When they were all done, Alex just retraced her steps and walked out of the building like she had really taken a potty break. Ashley even had a chocolate-filled croissant for her to eat. Then Alex got some more food from a different street vendor. Mmm, crepes made fresh right in front of you. Why didn’t American places do that?




They went back to the Louvre and stayed until it closed, and then they ate dinner at this Lebanese restaurant that was awesome. She totally needed to learn how to fix really good shawarma and moussaka and stuff. She wondered if she could get Shar to eat eggplant if it was in really yummy moussaka.







Alex played tourist with Ashley all day Monday and Tuesday too. The crowds were still down on Monday, so they went to the Eiffel Tower and Montmartre. But pushy tourists were clogging up Paris again by Tuesday morning, so Ashley took her to the Musée Gourmand du Chocolat which was amazing. And scrumptious. But Alex wondered how the Parisians put up with all the tourists and the pushiness and the crowds. The British tourists seemed mostly polite, but some of the German and American tourists? Oh man. There were a couple jerkheads at the Eiffel Tower who made her feel embarrassed to be American. She just wanted to run around pointing at them and yelling, “We’re not all like that! Really! I swear!”




Ashley drove her to the airport Wednesday morning, and they hugged goodbye and cried a ton. Alex was still red-eyed when she went through the security stuff with her backpack that had the last eleven energy bars crammed in it because Aunt Ashley didn’t want any of them.




Then flying standby got to be less fun. She couldn’t get on any of the first six flights back home, even when she ran to other concourses to try getting on some of the United Airlines international partners. So she ended up not leaving until nine in the morning. At least, with her running to three different concourses, she managed to eat three fast-food breakfasts with no one noticing. And she bought a bag of baked goods to eat on the plane.




And it was a good thing she only had a small backpack and a bag of baked goods, because there was no overhead storage room by the time she got on the flight, and she was stuck in between an overweight man and his mega-hefty wife who didn’t want to sit together and who really wanted her to go away so they could put up the armrests and take over the middle seat.




If they wanted three seats together, why didn’t they just buy all three seats?




So she was stuck in between two huge blobby people who both acted like it was their right to take over the armrests and blob over into her space, which was already tiny. She thought about doing something mean to one of them, but she managed to control herself. And when lunch got served, both of them kept asking if she was going to eat all of her stuff. So she ate all her baked goods when she got hungry, and she said ‘mmm’ a lot, and she didn’t share. And she ate a bunch of her energy bars and didn’t share them either.




By the time she got to New York City, she was really ready to be out of the jet. She rushed right over to the first three United flights to San Francisco International and made sure they all had her on the standby lists. And then she also went over to a couple United international partners and tried them too. After that, she had an entire pizza for a late lunch.




This really creepy guy sat down next to her and tried to be all suave. He’d spotted she was stuck in the airport and trying to get a flight out, and he was basically with the ‘you must be bored let’s go to the airport hotel and screw’ routine. Which was too icky for words. When she told him to go away or she’d call the airport security because she was underage, he just got up and started harassing this bleached blonde who had too much carry-on luggage and really looked like she needed a break.




Alex thought about doing something Jack had thought of which was really not nice at all. She could have used her tk to push a little on Mister Creepy’s bladder, and make the guy suddenly pee all over himself. She didn’t, but she was thinking about it if he didn’t leave that poor girl alone really soon. She probably wouldn’t even feel bad about doing it. Much.




But another girl came over and sat with the bleached blonde and chased off Mister Creepy. Well, that explained all the carry-on luggage. Alex got a good picture of Mister Creepy. Then she got up and found a security guy and reported that Mister Creepy was harassing women he didn’t know. She didn’t get anything helpful from the security guy, which was pretty frustrating even if she didn’t have evidence of a big crime.




She went and got something else to eat when she went to another concourse to see if she could catch a different flight. But it didn’t do a lot of good. She still ended up stuck in the airport for almost six hours. And then she still had a six hour flight to get home again, plus driving time afterward.




And once again, she was on a crowded flight and stuck in the middle in between two people she didn’t want to be in between. The guy with the window seat had really bad gas for the whole flight and kept getting up and climbing over her and the old lady in the aisle seat to go to the bathroom. He smelled so bad Alex just could not eat anything, and the people around them complained about the smell too. The old lady in the aisle seat would just not stop bugging her with pictures of all her grandchildren and grand-nieces and grand-nephews. It was her own fault for being nice and being willing to listen to one or two stories. She just didn’t realize until it was too late that the lady had three huge scrapbooks full of pictures crammed in her bag and wanted to tell a story about every single one of the pictures.




She was so glad when she got to San Francisco and could take the shuttle out to her car and drive home. She stopped and bought half a dozen burgers at a fast food place and ate all of them while she drove home.




When she got home, it was almost eleven at night her time, which was the next morning Paris time, so she was exhausted. She hugged her folks and went straight to bed.







Alex woke up the next morning feeling groggy and jet-lagged. And the room wasn’t the same with Shar off to camp. It just didn’t feel the same.




She dragged herself out of bed and showered with colder-than-usual water to wake up, and then ate a big breakfast. There were a bunch of notes for her on the fridge. Her mom wanted her to make up a thing of stew in the slow cooker. Her dad wanted her to use up the veggies in the crisper drawer if she made stew. Her mom had a big shopping list that included Alex things like ice cream and Oreos and all the other things they hadn’t been buying while she was gone. That made her feel guilty, because it would be awful if a lot of the stuff she kept buying was ruining her dad’s diet. The donuts from Gloria’s sure were, because he couldn’t resist them.




And what was Alex going to do for good donuts when she was in D.C. for most of the year?




Once she got the stew going, she spent a while googling for good donut places in D.C. and all the towns around it. She was pretty sure she couldn’t just fly into the White House and ask the President if he’d have his chefs make her a couple dozen really awesome Bavarian creams. Even if he wasn’t still mad at her about the anti-bullying thing, which she was not going to back down on. Not after seeing Carrie White.




Okay, there were a ton of donut places that people thought were pretty amazing, so she’d just have to try all of them. Just to make sure. She might have to make several trips to the ‘Astro Doughnuts and Fried Chicken’ place just to be sure. Especially since it was just a couple blocks east of the White House so it was easy walking distance from her future apartment and Corcoran College. Even if she wasn’t convinced about a fried-chicken-and-doughnuts sandwich thing.




And she tried Skyping with Annie, but Annie was at Bill Lee’s base, and she was studying all the research Bill and Lieutenant Marshall and all their people had done since Jack had started running the SRI. So every time Alex Skyped Annie, Annie was in the lab studying unpublished papers and research notes, and meeting with Lieutenant Marshall, and working through more textbooks. So Alex didn’t manage to talk to Annie for more than a minute at a time, and she had to send a message to Bill Lee through Jack that you couldn’t work interns twelve hours a day, seven days a week, even if the intern in question wanted to work twice that much.







On Saturday morning, her folks drove over to Salinas to go to a wedding of an old college friend of theirs. Mike, the guy who had gotten married and then divorced before they even graduated from college. And then had gotten married again. And divorced again.




She got Ray to come over for lunch and just be with her and talk. And stuff. Not that they went past second base, because Alex had no idea when her folks would get home.




Okay, she didn’t go much past second base.




And they talked about how they were going to get their stuff to college in the fall. Ray was going to be living in the jock dorm in the fall with a roommate he had no idea about, and he couldn’t have a car on campus as a frosh, so he was figuring that everything he wanted to take would fit in his biggest gymbag plus his medium gymbag plus three really cheap plastic hanging garment bags, and then they’d all fold up and not take up much space in his room when he wasn’t using them as suitcases. And that was including taking a basketball and a football and a pump for them. And three pairs of sneakers. Alex was figuring on three suitcases, five or six hanging garment bags, at least two packing boxes of mementos and books and things, her camera bag and another box of camera gear, a computer bag, a box or two of shoes and boots, plus all the other stuff she’d need to take, like her bathroom stuff and a couple sets of towels and a couple sets of bedsheets and some of her DVDs and any kitchen stuff her mom had put aside for her to take off to college.




Ray had been figuring they could get both their stuff in Alex’s car, then they could drive out and leave her car at Jack’s. But Alex was pretty sure they were going to need to haul a trailer even if it was mainly for her stuff. Because there was no way she could ask Jack to fly the Cessna out to Camp Atron just to carry her stuff to D.C. for her.




Okay, she could ask. And Jack might even say yes. But she really thought she shouldn’t ask.




Ray carefully explained, “I don’t think it’s really a ‘girls are different from guys’ issue. I just can’t take everything I want because it’s a pretty small room, and I’m not taking anything I don’t want broken or stolen, because I have no idea who my roomie is gonna be, or what his friends are like, or what the guys down the hall are like, or anything. And Coach Ware warned me that some of the guys who they’ve had to kick out of the dorm in past years have stolen stuff from their roommate or their hallmates, or gotten really drunk or stoned and smashed up a lot of stuff. Or worse. So I’m not bringing anything like my laptop or my favorite books. I’m bringing a picture of you for my desk, and that’s about it. We get new sheets and towels for our room every week as part of the program, so I don’t need to bring stuff like that. We eat at the training table like all the other athletes, so I don’t need any food or cooking stuff. And the b-ball team gets special university laptops that have software on ’em to keep people from downloading games and going to inappropriate websites, so that’s all the computing power I need, not counting my tPhone. You’ve got a whole apartment to outfit, and you can bring as much stuff as you want and not worry about it getting ripped off or just ‘borrowed without permission’.”




He was pretty unhappy about not being able to bring a lot of the stuff he wanted, so Alex gave him a lot of kisses to make up for it. And really, he had all his music on the tPhone, and he could surf the web on it, and he could look up Wikipedia stuff on it.




She checked, “I could buy you a tablet computer for your birthday if you want? Then you could read books on it or play games on it, or even do schoolwork.”




He frowned, “Yeah, that would be great. But it might wander off, and I’m pretty worried about losing something that might have Terawatt intel on it.”




She kissed him and murmured, “We’ll just keep it Terawatt-free. You can have that junk only on your phone. And if your phone walks off, Willow’s got GPS on it so we can get it back.”




He grinned, “Yeah, a tablet like what you’ve got, or even smaller, so it’ll go in my school backpack and be out of sight.”




She wondered, “Do your textbooks come with the athletic scholarship?”




He nodded, “Yeah, the school even has academic advisors to make sure the jocks really get their books and notebooks and stuff and don’t trade ’em for cash when no one’s looking, and they try to make sure you get your assignments all done and turned in, and you’re ready for tests, and all that. Coach Ware says basketball and football and women’s basketball are their biggest problems on academics, and some of the small programs like women’s gymnastics even have higher GPAs than the school average.”




Alex teased, “You just better not hang around those cute perky little gymnasts in their teeny sexy outfits.”




He laughed. “You know who I’m gonna be hanging with as much as we can manage. And your apartment’s gonna be a heck of a lot easier to study in than a dorm with a couple hundred music players going full blast.”




Alex’s folks didn’t get home until after five, and Ray had already left because Louis was coming over to his house for dinner and hanging out, and Alex had already gone over to the grocery for more ice cream and also salad fixings. Alex noticed that her mom and dad were both losing weight, because they were totally looking better in their nice clothes. And over dinner, she heard all about the wedding, and how this was wedding number four for College Friend Mike, although her dad thought it could just possibly be number five, and her mom wasn’t thrilled with the way Mike kept getting older but the wives were always around eighteen or twenty. Alex was totally glad she didn’t have that guy for a dad.




It was weird how much more relaxed the after-dinner stuff was with Shar off at camp. No one was complaining about having to help with dishes, and no one was lobbying to watch their favorite movies, and no one had to be monitored as she got through her bath and drying her hair and everything. Also, Alex didn’t have to constantly worry about thinking about the wrong things and getting ‘overheard’ by Shar. Raising kids was totally harder than you’d think, and raising kids with superpowers was extra-hard.




So Alex was able to just sit around with her folks and talk about Paris and Aunt Ashley and really annoying flights to and from Paris. Plus she had about fifty nice photos on her phone and twenty or thirty minutes of fun video on her GoPro to show them. They just didn’t talk any about the stuff that happened Saturday night after Alex and Ashley walked out of Marie’s apartment.







On Sunday, after church and lunch, Jack and Willow called her, only someone had messed with her ringtones again so her phone played reveille. Even if it was early afternoon Alex’s time.




Willow spilled, “Jack wanted the ringtone to be the theme music from ‘Last Tango in Paris’ but I said you wouldn’t like that. And you probably wouldn’t recognize the music anyway.”




“Isn’t that the movie with Marlon Brando having lots of creepy sex with some girl who’s like eighteen?” Alex grumbled.




“Well maybe…”




Jack sounded smirky as he said, “Sounds like you’ve got that movie pegged. Nothin’ in there at all except creepy Brando sex.”




Willow insisted, “Stop it! It’s supposed to be an arthouse movie with important themes, but all anyone remembers about it is… okay, the sex scenes.”




Jack teased, “Oh, by the way… pass the butter.”




“Stop it!” Willow fussed. “And this is totally not why we called.”




Jack asked, “Oh, we have to get into that? I thought maybe we could trade movie critiques for a while, and then talk about the new house…”




“The roof is on! They’re installing the solar panels and satellite dishes next week! And the basement rooms are almost finished, and they look gorgeous.”




Alex told her, “I totally want pictures. Maybe even video footage.”




Willow gushed, “We can do that! I made a stabilizer for my new GoPro so it’s like yours, and it works totally of the awesome. Your dad should patent it and sell it.”




Jack snarked, “Yeah, along with that camera-flash taser he designed for you. Don’t you have photographers clamoring for one?”




Alex admitted, “Really, no one’s asking about it. I told the security guys, but that part didn’t really make it into the press coverage. And Clare isn’t exactly giving interviews about it, so it just sort of slid under the radar.”




Willow snickered, “That would be the funniest infomercial ever. Clare Tobias for the Ronco Camera-Taser.”




Jack segued, “And speaking of sliding under the radar, someone used the ‘Terawatt in Paris’ intel to track down some N-I-Dorks who fled the NID’s sinking ship and hid in another bilge like the slimy rats they are. It seems the former-NID contacts at Camp Atron aren’t reporting to the NID now, but to a Pentagon general. And we threw some disinformation around. We may have hinted around that Terawatt flew out of Camp Atron using our SR-71 touch-and-go trick again. So said general’s people made some phone calls and yelled at a certain captain at Camp Atron for not giving them a heads-up when Terawatt went off on another op, and he called some minions up and yelled at them. And someone might have illegally monitored some phone calls, so we now know who our Camp Atron problems are.”




“Great!” Alex cheered. “So can I go back there for martial arts training?”




“Not yet,” Jack said. “I need you to fly over there tomorrow morning at eleven and insist on speaking right away to the camp commander, a guy named Colonel Marsden. Go through the security crap at the gate and everything, and don’t worry if someone stalls you. Then once you get into Marsden’s office and his adjutant is out of the room, you can just stall him while the N-I-Dorks rat you out, and we’ll have ’em officially, with FBI and NSA evidence.”




Alex checked, “And will this get General Flagg in trouble?”




Jack revealed, “No, because it’s not him. But it is another of the DOD people we’ve suspected of giving the NID too much support behind the scenes. Flagg has apparently been supporting you ever since you covered for him about Maybourne when you talked to the President.”




She confessed, “Well, that was why I said it. I was kind of hoping we might get some bennies out of it some day.”




Jack pretended to sniff like he was crying. “You’ve become sneaky and underhanded, just like me! I’m so proud!”




Willow fussed, “Oh stop it. And nobody’s as bad about this stuff as you are.”




Jack beamed, “Thanks!”




Willow muttered something under her breath and then perked up. “Oh! And Tera, be sure to say ‘I love it when a plan comes together’ so Jack can’t use it.”




“No brag, just fact.”




“I get a lot of that lately.”




So Jack and Willow just threw movie and tv quotes at each other for like two solid minutes. Jack was such a bad influence on Willow. Even if it was really, really funny.




“You want the truth? You can’t handle the truth!”




And Willow totally could not do a Jack Nicholson imitation.







So the next morning, after she got a new slow cooker recipe going, she flew into her secret hiding place inside her wall and changed into her uniform. Then she flew off to Camp Atron. She hovered outside of town for a couple minutes so she could arrive at the front gate at exactly eleven.




She went normal and jetted down to the gate. Then she crossed her arms and glared at the guard as she hovered a couple feet above the road. “Excuse me, soldier. I need to speak with the base commander. At once.”




“Yes ma’am, Terawatt!” the first guard piped up, snapping to attention and even saluting her.




The second gate guard elbowed the first one and said, “I’ll need to go through the security check first, ma’am. And then we can call the base commander.”




“Then do so,” she said curtly, like she was in a hurry and doing something important, instead of just going along with Jack’s plan.




The second guard called somebody, while the first guard did the security check. “I’m really sorry about this, Terawatt, but we have orders…”




She nodded crisply. “I understand, soldier.” She showed him her ID card signed by the President, which the private didn’t seem to want to let go of. And she gave him the security code Jack had told her to say.




When the guy finished, he stammered, “I-it’s an honor. My family won’t believe me when I tell ’em.”




“Knock it off, Williams!” the more senior guard growled. “Yer supposed to be a guard, not a fuckin’ fangirl.”




The guy blushed hard and snapped to attention.




The more senior guard looked at Alex. “Building B, ground floor, room 2. Y’know how to get there?”




“Yes,” she snapped.




“Good. Commander’s office. Captain Healey’s waitin’ for ya.”




She didn’t bother to wait for them to open the gate in the big fence. She darted over it and flew straight to building B. She knew just where it was. She’d looked at maps of the place enough times when she was going to her martial arts classes that she couldn’t go to anymore because of these jerkheads.




There were two soldiers on duty at the door into the building, and one of them opened the door for her as soon as he spotted her heading their way. She flew in. Room 1 was a bunch of administrative offices on her left. Room 2 was the base commander’s office on her immediate right. She used her tk to swing open the door before she got to it, and she flew into a waiting room that had an officer at a desk. His nameplate said ‘Captain Healey.’ She figured he was the base commander’s adjutant. She also figured that he could be the captain that Jack warned her about.




The captain stood up when she flew in. “Terawatt. This is quite the surprise. What can we do for you?”




She gave him her best stony face. “I am sorry captain, but this is a matter of operational security. I need to speak in private with the base commander.”




“Right. Let me see if he’s available yet.” He checked the fancy deskphone in front of him and pressed a button.




“What is it this time, captain?”




“Sir, it’s Terawatt. In person. And she’d like to speak with you privately about operational security.”




“Terawatt? Really? In person? Then show her in!”




The captain opened the door for her and let her float past him. She was expecting a virile, impressive guy like the colonels she had met. Jack and Riley and some of the adjutants to high-ranking generals.




This guy was older and chubbier and a lot less attractive. His hair was receding so far that the top of his head was completely hairless and he only had a white strip of short hair going from one ear, across the back of his head, to his other ear. Even Harry Maybourne looked more impressive than this guy.




“Terawatt! What an honor! Please, come in, come in. Have a seat. Unless you don’t sit. If you’d rather fly, that’s not a problem. Can I have Captain Healey go get you anything? Coffee, tea, water…”




She floated into a not too cruddy chair and started going with the thing Willow suggested saying. “Please sit, colonel. I need to talk to you about an operational security issue that needs to be addressed on your base. But first, I think it would be helpful if I explain why I sometimes require an SR-71 Blackbird to perform several consecutive touch-and-go maneuvers on your longest runway…”




She just babbled while trying not to sound like she was babbling, but she’d thought she only needed to stall for like a minute, and after five minutes she was still going. Pretty soon she was going to have to do something because she was running out of stuff to make up.




The door finally swung open, and Sam Carter walked in wearing her uniform with all her medals and looking really impressive. Sergeant Carlson walked in behind her, looking huge and like he could bench press a Hummer. And behind the sergeant was an FBI agent who Alex recognized. Sam said, “Thank you, Terawatt.”




“It was my pleasure,” she fibbed, because none of it had been fun and some of it had been pretty uncomfortable.




Sam stepped forward. “Colonel, I’m sorry to inform you, but your adjutant and three of your non-coms have been illegally spying on Terawatt for former-NID operatives. We’re taking them into custody. They may be facing charges all the way up to accessory before the fact to felony, and possibly treason.”




“C-captain Healey? Surely there’s been a mistake?”




The FBI agent strode forward and handed his badge wallet to the colonel, who was looking really shaken up. Alex even felt sorry for the guy.




“I am Special Agent Thomas Colby of the FBI Counter-Terrorism Unit. Let me explain what has been taking place on your base, sir.”




Sam waved Alex out, and closed the door behind them. Sam whispered, “I would not want to be in the colonel’s shoes. He’s going to be trying to explain this f—” She glanced at Alex and changed her words. “—fiasco to some very cranky generals, and probably the Secretary of Defense and the Secretary of Homeland Security.”




They walked out of building B, while Alex floated alongside them. Alex asked, “Who else is on this op?”




Sam smiled, “Lupo and Bailey, and four other FBI agents, along with Acid Burn at your end of things.”




Alex smiled a little. “You do know what General O’Neill keeps calling the FBI guys, right?”




Sam smiled back. “We don’t call them Feebs when we’re on ops with them. But I’m sure they have some charming slang terms for armed forces officers whom they have to deal with.”




Alex hung around to watch the FBI agents shoving four badguys into cars and driving off with them. She was totally not surprised that the second gate guard was one of the four. And once all that was wrapped up, a delivery truck drove up. The back swung open, and Jo Lupo waved them over. Lieutenant Bailey was in the back too.




Sam said, “Tera, we’ve got to go. But thanks so much. I don’t think the general really considered that you have better things to do with your time than play decoy for half an hour here.”




Alex thought it over and answered, “Well, there is something you could do for me.” Sam gave her a raised eyebrow. “You’re going back to Edwards to catch a flight back to base, right?” Sam nodded. “Can I ride along and just chat for an hour or two?”




Jo Lupo cracked up at the shocked look on Sam’s face.




So Alex rode down toward Edwards Air Force Base in the back of a fake delivery truck with Sam, Jo, Pete Bailey, and Sergeant Carlson.




Before they got onto the interstate, Jo spilled, “Okay Carlson, go ahead and tell her. I know you’ve been dying to tell someone ever since Operation Tera-Twin.”




Alex guessed, “That was when you figured out my other identity, right? Because that was what tipped Lieutenant Bailey.”




Carlson nodded carefully as he looked around. “So I was the last person in here to figure it out?”




Jo admitted, “She spilled when we had to share quarters on the Berlin op.”




Alex argued, “No, you figured it out. You just didn’t know my real identity.”




Sam confessed, “I didn’t get a chance to figure it out, because she did the big reveal when she and the general got me out of isolation.”




The sergeant slowly admitted, “Well, when the general got me and the ell-tee to work on a superbattle for Operation Tera-Twin, it was pretty obvious that it had to be so that Terawatt’s other identity wouldn’t be exposed. And the only possible news story it could be that day was Willow Rosenberg and A.L. Mack and Clare Tobias. So I looked at a YouTube clip of A.L. Mack’s interview on the Today Show, and it was pretty obvious. I don’t know how Ms. Rosenberg fiddled all the databases so the NSA and the FBI couldn’t match you up with Terawatt’s face, but I do know she could do it if she wanted to.”




Alex grinned at him, “It’s okay. I trust you, just like I trust Jo and Sam and Pete. And you can call me Tera. But you can’t tell anyone else.”




“Right, ma’am,” he said firmly. “Besides, my wife already knows the drill. She won’t even ask questions like that.”




So they had a great time just talking, even if Sergeant Carlson was really careful about how he talked around three superior officers. And Alex found out Jo went out on a date with Jeremy Winkelman, and it went a lot better than Jo expected, and Jo was even going to go out with him again. Also, Graham’s girlfriend Rita was spending a ton of time hanging with Sergeant Carlson’s wife while Graham was running Team One from Jack’s base, even if Graham had flown Rita out twice already. And Sam Carter had found a really good motorcycle club to ride with, even if none of them were good boyfriend material or even good dating material. And Lieutenant Bailey’s GF was totally not happy that he couldn’t tell her what he was doing, or why he sometimes took off for days, or any of that stuff.




After almost two hours of just chatting, Alex needed to go, so Sergeant Carlson — who she was calling ‘Mark’ by then — just opened the back door of the truck, and she flew north up the interstate. She was home in not much more than an hour of fast flight. She even had time to work a lot on her unix tools course before it was time to work on dinner.




And when she Skyped Annie, Annie was finally home in her apartment, but was really grumpy that Bill and Hank were making her go home at a reasonable quitting time every day. Alex decided not to admit that it was her fault.




218. Summer Vacations



Alex took advantage of Shar’s remaining time at summer camp to drive up to Sacramento and go to the comic con going on there. She wore khakis and a nice buttondown shirt, and paid for a press pass, and spent the day walking around with her good Canon around her neck and her GoPro on a Joby strap and the rest of the gear she wanted in a fannypack. She focused on the Terawatt cosplayers, and there were a ton of them. She got over a hundred stills and maybe twenty really good pieces of video and ten pretty good interviews. She even had index cards with a little disclaimer typed up on them and a place for the person to sign.




She also went over to the Driscoll Enterprises booth that had the big Terawatt sign up, and she ‘interviewed’ Marsha about working for the official Terawatt merchandiser, and putting together a costume, and standing around all day ‘being’ Terawatt.




Marsha told her it was totally weird being Terawatt. Guys wanted to take pictures with her. Women wanted to take pictures with her. Kids wanted to take pictures with her. Terawatt fans wanted to take pictures with her. Families wanted to take pictures with her. Other cosplayers wanted to take pictures with her. Other Terawatt cosplayers really wanted to take pictures with her. Other booth babes talked to her like she was a professional booth babe. Other Terawatt cosplayers came by and mostly said nice things about her costume but two totally dissed her for not being authentic enough. And guys could not stop staring at her, which was kind of amazing for the first few minutes, but then it got really creepy. It was way more exciting when it was Louis or incredibly hot guys, and way more creepy when it was weird, smelly guys who breathed through their mouth and asked her creepy stuff like ‘can I touch your hair?’




Alex drove home that night, thinking about how she could use her footage of Terawatt cosplayers in half a dozen different ways. Frank would have a good idea about which courses required video projects, and what you were supposed to get out of the project, and what the teacher was really looking for.







The next day, Jack and Willow called just to give her a heads-up on the Paris deal. Willow beamed, “The French are totally happy with Terawatt. You may get a medal from them! They figure things would’ve gotten really icky if you hadn’t stopped the CTX guys on the west side of that sector, and if you hadn’t helped at the factory and the water station, and if you hadn’t put out the fires in that church because there was no way they could get fire trucks in there safely for maybe a day.”




Jack added, “And next time you’re going anywhere, even if it’s just a vacation, you’re taking a gymbag. Or I’m sneaking one out to you.” He paused and added, “Oh, and the Brits and the Irish and the Italians are scrambling like mad to get medals for you before the French do, and the Finns are trying to come up with grounds to give you one too.”




“Wow.” But mainly she was worrying about where she was going to keep all that stuff. “You’re gonna have to store all that stuff for me.”




“Store it? Are you of the wacky? As someone here says…”




“Nyah,” Willow made a noise like she was sticking her tongue out at Jack.




Jack just kept going, “We’ll display it all! We’ll have a museum exhibit with Terawatt mannequins that have medals you’ve earned from around the world. Maybe in the Smithsonian. Because you deserve it and you’re that important.”




She felt like she was blushing hot enough to set her shirt on fire.




And he didn’t stop. “And we’ll have pictures of your most famous battles, and a big map, so everyone can realize who the chintzy medal-hoarding bastards of the world are, because India ought to be giving you every medal they can think of. Russia too. And the Japanese want a big ceremony over there this fall to give you a bunch of awards.”




Willow changed topics, “I figured I’d better do a little tampering with your images in the airport camera footage just in case someone guessed you were a silvery blob because you were on vacation and you didn’t have your uniform with you. But someone already got into the French and New York airport footage and altered some pixels here and there. I’m figuring it was Hermione Granger, which means she now knows what you really look like.”




Alex sighed. “Well, it’s not like I wasn’t going to tell her if she needed to know.”




Jack pointed out, “Hey, at least she’s looking out for you. If anyone else tries facial recognition software on all the airport traffic, you’re in the clear.”




Willow added, “And I took care of the San Francisco footage, and then I sent Hermione a thank you from Annie Farrell. You don’t mind, do you?”




“Of course I don’t mind. Thanks. That was really nice of you.”




Jack teased, “I would’ve said ‘that was really nice of me’.” His voice changed to Serious Jack. “But Marshall Lawson is still in hiding. The guy he was helping? Turned up at an emergency room in Marseilles. And Majestic swooped in like a flock of vultures and flew off with him as soon as he was out of the OR and before anyone could interview the guy.”




Willow mentioned, “Majestic is another one of those companies like Blackwater.”




Jack grumbled, “Majestic? Those guys make Maybourne look like Saint Nicholas. Hell, they make Blackwater look like Goodwill Industries.”




Alex asked, “So where did the CTX come from?”




Jack complained, “Need to know, which means they’re not admitting they cooked it up.”




Willow chipped in, “And Aroon? That gangster druglord guy behind it all? He’s got a huge biochem background.”




“Oh no, don’t tell me he’s another Maggie Walsh protégée,” Alex groaned.




Willow replied, “Nope, but he was an Orphan, and his banking history as far as I could track it back suggests he probably worked for Majestic’s research arm for several years, so I figure he’s one of the Majestic scientists who cooked it up originally, only he figured it worked really well as an addictive party drug, and then something happened that made him decide to stop raking in the dough as a druglord and switch to terrorism.”




Jack guessed, “Probably Lawson sticking his nose in, or Majestic trying to clamp down on a security leak, or something completely stupid and accidental. General du Vallée told me that it may have started when three of Lawson’s men got ripped up by what were probably two CTX cases just a few days before the toxin release.”




Alex scowled, “Lawson yelled at me about that. He said it was his case to handle because ‘they’ were his men.”




Willow reminded her, “This was an Orphan. He was going to dump this stuff all over Paris sooner or later. Maybe his timetable got wrecked enough that he didn’t get a chance to spread the poison over a lot more of the city.”




Jack suggested, “Or before he could make stupid amounts of drug money first.”




Alex complained, “That’s just swell! That’s all we need. First they make millions of dollars of profit and then they wipe out a major city. When they were losing tons of bucks on creepy projects, I at least had some hope they’d have money troubles someday.”




Jack tried to sound perky. “On the bright side, we’ve handled the mysterious Orphan project in central France now, and Majestic got an enormous black eye and a bunch of bullet holes in the ass out of this, and Mr. Lawson is no longer running around solving Majestic problems in his usual style, and with any luck, some idiot Majestic exec will put out a hit on Lawson, and he’ll wipe out most of the corporation for us.”




The only thing Alex was happy about was the first thing on Jack’s list. And what was wrong with world politics that the U.S. DOD thought funding people like Blackwater and Majestic and Academi was a good idea? And how stupid and jerky did these guys have to be to not figure out they had an Orphan working for them developing a secret CBW weapon and then not warn other people about it?







The next day, Alex finally managed to lift 315 pounds with her tk during her morning exercises. Okay, it gave her a miserable headache that required four ibuprofens, a quart of chocolate ice cream, a couple cups of hot fudge topping, and most of the bag of Oreos. But it was a steady improvement. She checked her tPhone where she was keeping her lift data, and she had been increasing her tk lift about ten pounds a month since she started working out with the weights. At that rate, by the time she finished college she was going to be lifting maybe a third of a ton!




Oh crud, how was she going to get that much weight to work out with?




At the end of the week, Alex and her folks drove up to the summer camp to pick up Shar. The place was even crazier than the day they took Shar up, because now there were campers running madly all over the camp looking for other girls who were their new best friends for life so they could hug them bye and cry some and promise they’d stay in touch and stuff.




Cellphones and smartphones and computer tablets totally made saying bye at the end of camp a lot better, because you could get everyone’s number and email addy and IM and Skype and Facebook and Twitter and everything, and you really could keep in contact pretty easily.




Shar came running over in a camp t-shirt and camping shorts and about a dozen lanyards, each of which had a wooden or plastic heart. She leapt into Alex’s arms and hugged her ferociously. Then she hugged Alex’s mom and dad and insisted, “I got presents for you in my trunk! No peeking!” Then she dragged all of them over to meet her cabinmates, who were all running around dragging their families all over the place.




Alex noticed that Kelly was standing there watching her girls run around excitedly. Kelly was smiling, but it was a part-happy, part-sad smile. Kelly looked over at Alex and smiled, “Shar was great. They all were. I had a great cabin this time. Sometimes it just works like that.”




Alex smiled back. “I have a feeling Shar and Maria are gonna want to come back if they can be in your cabin. They’re both totally excited.”




Kelly explained, “Well, Maria was in Jen’s cabin, but Shar and Maria got together every chance they had, so we had some good between-cabin relations. Not like when I was being a you-know-what and telling my kids to be awful to you. Sorry.”




“It’s okay. I learned a lot about you the summer we were both out here.”




Kelly snorted quietly. “Saint Alex. Alexandra the Great. I was so stupid! I had homeroom and classes with you year in and year out, and I never figured out you were Terawatt until I was looking in my yearbook after graduation. There was that A.L. Mack picture of Terawatt, and I realized. It was you with a mask and a wig. Maybe not even a wig, because that’s your real hair color, isn’t it? I didn’t think about it, but your hair just got dark all of a sudden for no reason. And short. It’s so you wouldn’t look like… her. You’ve been walking around with superpowers for years, and if it was me I would’ve totally been zapping everyone who pissed me off, and tripping people, and just being mean all the time.”




Alex muttered, “Me? Terawatt? I totally wish I could have her powers. She’s awesome.”




Kelly just looked out at the kids. “I thought about it a lot. Who in the whole school could be that tera if she had Terawatt’s powers? Not me. And totally not Libby. It would have to be someone really brave, and really selfless, and really dedicated. Someone really smart, too. Someone who cares more about everyone else than she does about herself. Someone who has a team of people who watch her back and defend her and give her alibis and get her homework when she’s out of town. That ‘Corcoran College mentor’ scam was genius. I wouldn’t have thought of it in a zillion years. But you used it way too much. When I thought about it and looked over all the big Terawatt superbattles, I realized that was how you were getting out of school to go be a superhero. And really, there are only a couple girls in the whole school who have Terawatt’s body, not counting the falsies in your leotard. But I remember looking at you when we were changing into dresses at Homecoming. You have abs like a WWE Diva. There is like no one else in town who could’ve beaten up Azure Crush.”




Crud. Was she going to be able to talk Kelly out of this? Should she even try? Yeah, that was the real question.




But Kelly kept going. “And you know, the more I thought about it, the more I realized it couldn’t be anybody except you. Mystery Kid was our age, and I realized if I got freaky powers, I would’ve totally panicked. Unless I had the world’s smartest big sister to go to for help, and your dad’s like the smartest biochemist at the plant or he wouldn’t be head of research now. And everyone knows Atron kidnapped your family. Why? Duh. Totally makes sense now. I just don’t know how you do it. Most of the stuff you fight? I’d be peeing my panties and hiding in a closet, superpowers or not. And the whole time, you’ve just been tera to me, and I never even said thanks. So this is my thanks. I’m keeping my mouth shut and never ever telling anyone. And if there’s ever anything you need, just ask.”




Okay, that went so much better than Alex was expecting. They just hugged, and Alex walked back to the car.




On the way home, Shar went on and on about all her new friends, and Counselor Kelly, and all the neat people at camp, and all the fun stuff they did, and the cool things she made for people, and how she couldn’t wait to go back next year, and how she and Maria totally needed to get Sophie to go too. And in the middle of a long story about getting to go horseback riding and then pet the horses and feed them, Shar just stopped and said, “Oh, and Kelly thinks Alex is Terawatt and she thinks Alex is the most amazing person ever.” And she was just off on another story about swimming lessons with Counselor Jen who was really nice with the bad swimmers and who totally liked other ladies because sometimes she thought about Counselor Kelly and sometimes she thought about Camp Director Sue and sometimes she thought about how she wished she could tell her mom and dad without getting kicked out of the house.




When Alex’s mom and dad got worried about the Kelly thing, Alex sighed, “Yeah, Kelly figured it all out. And she’s being totally nice about it because I was nice to her when I could’ve used my superpowers to be mean to her and I didn’t.” Alex didn’t mention the inkpen and a couple other things over the years. “She told me I was awesome and she was totally keeping my secret forever.”




Alex’s mom breathed out a big sigh of relief. “How many people are going to figure it out sooner or later?”




Alex shrugged. “You’d think that everyone who saw me when I started superheroing would know it was me. Back before Hermione, I didn’t really have a good disguise, and I didn’t take enough precautions to hide my identity, and maybe there are plenty of people around town who know who Terawatt is, but they think they’re the only one, and they’re saving the world by keeping my secret. Like Dave Watt. Or Gloria.”




Alex’s dad uncomfortably asked, “What are we going to do if your secret gets out?”




But Alex had already thought about that, maybe too much. “Well, we could move to the Roswell base and be safe on a military base, so dad could keep doing cool biochemistry research, only it would be under a government research grant with the SRI instead of with the factory. And Annie could come to the base and finish her degree with distance learning, because I know Jack could find some professors who’d go along with that. And I suppose I could go to the Air Force Academy as me, only everyone would know why I’d keep having to take off for several days at a time. But Shar might have to stay with Jack and Willow for keeps, or else maybe she’d have to out herself as Pyre and go to school on the base like the kids of the soldiers. I don’t know. And I have no idea what mom would do about her job, even if I’m sure there’s a ton of jobs like hers that people need done around military bases, and I know Jack would help her get a job she liked. And Ray would have to go to college somewhere the SRI could protect him, even if maybe he’d have to stop playing basketball because that would be really hard to keep him safe, and he’d be totally unhappy about that and it would be all my fault.”




Her dad instantly said, “It wouldn’t be your fault at all, honey.”




Her mom frowned, “Sounds like someone has been worrying about this a lot.”




Alex admitted, “It’s not just me. I think Jack and Willow have a whole ton of contingency plans for stuff like this. And I really do not want to know what Jack’s contingency plans were if Senator Kinsey had really tried to threaten Willow or Charlie, because Jack can be a pretty scary guy when he has to.”




And then Alex found out the worst part of Shar going to summer camp. Shar had gotten to hear a bunch of boy bands she didn’t listen to around Alex.




And one of them had a big hit single about Terawatt, and all the campers had been singing it for two solid weeks, and now it was Shar’s favorite song.





“See her go, see her go,

She’s one with the wind and sky,

See her go, see her go,

How can a hero fly,

Here she comes… to save the day…

See her lightning rage…” 







Alex just put her face in her hands and tried not to act totally embarrassed.







With Shar home again, the tv and radio were on a lot more, and Alex was home a lot more, and Alex was getting a lot more Top 40 radio than she’d had for a couple weeks. Because Alex had been really busy. And when she was with Ray, they didn’t listen to Top 40 stations. And Aunt Ashley totally didn’t.




But all that meant that Alex was hearing ‘See Her Go’ like all the time. And if that wasn’t embarrassing enough, Shar had Maria and Sophie over one day, and Shar taught them the dance moves her cabin had done for the song, which had been part of their skit they did for Skit Night. And then they practiced together for hours. And then Alex had to watch them perform and she had to applaud and tell them how great they were, even if she was really embarrassed. Even if they were just amazingly cute.




And even when Shar wasn’t listening to Top 40 radio, she was singing that song. Or watching ‘The Click Five’ singing it on tv. Or in their video, which was on YouTube and stuff, so you could watch it anytime you wanted.




And it wasn’t even like The Click Five was all that tera. And they were a ‘boy band’ and they weren’t anywhere as great as the Backstreet Boys or ’N Sync or…




Oh crud, she used to be just like that with her own boy bands. Maybe worse. Ugh.







The good news was the Skype from Hanna. “Alex! Guess what? I’ve got almost two full weeks at the end of July! Mom says I can come out and visit you if it’s okay with you. And your folks.”




Alex teased, “You mean you don’t want to spend ‘almost two full weeks’ with Charlie?”




Hanna grinned, but admitted, “He is going camping with his dad. Janet says Jack is trying not to let Charlie feel left out, what with the wedding and the honeymoon and the new house and all that. Even if Charlie’s new room is a lot nicer than his old one, and it is a lot farther from his dad’s bedroom. And Willow designed a lot of soundproofing in the walls and floors. She told him that the soundproofing is a ‘two-way street’ and when I told mom that, she scowled a lot and said, ‘you are not to take that as permission to have sex with Charlie in his new room, do you understand?’ I think she knows Willow gave you a bunch of tips for sex with Ray.”




Oh crud. Alex could feel her face turning red. “Willow totally overdid the encouragement, and by the time she was done I was so not in the mood. I still haven’t done it with Ray.”




Hanna nodded, “We have not gone all the way yet. Charlie is very insistent that we take precautions and we not do anything I would be unhappy about later.”




“Well, that’s good.”




Hanna calmly added, “And one time when I let Charlie give me an orgasm with his fingers, I clenched my legs so hard I injured his hand, so I think he is worried about some of these things. Maybe he will talk them over with his dad on the camping trip and get some good advice.”




Alex managed not to cringe. But she did kind of wonder how Az managed to have sex with Sergei and not just break him in half. Not that she was ever going to ask. Instead, she said, “We’d love to have you visit! You could stay in my room with me and Shar, or you could have the guest bedroom. I’ll clear it with mom and dad.”




Hanna smiled, “That’s tera! Totes awesome! And other things I’ve been working on saying so I blend in better.” She changed subjects, “Mom helped me find a part-time summer job, so I’m working as a sales clerk in a clothing store. It is a very frustrating job, but Jack explained that I needed to treat it as a covert op, and that makes it much easier to deal. And it makes it easier for me to fit in, even if some of the fashions they sell are totally of the yuck.”




Alex giggled. “You spend way too much time talking with Willow.”




And at dinner, as soon as she asked, both her parents just said, “Okay.” They didn’t even do that thing where they looked at each other for ten seconds without saying a word out loud.




Her mom looked at Alex’s expression and said, “Honey, you’ve been really responsible — I mean, you’re the most responsible teenager on the planet — and we all know you really wanted Hanna to come out and spend an entire term with you. This is only going to be… what? A week? Two weeks?”




Alex admitted, “We have to get plane fares worked out, but right now it looks like the most she could do would be ten days here, and a day of travel on each end.”




Her dad asked, “And are there any special dietary issues, or anything like that?”




Alex shook her head no. “Hanna eats everything. I mean, the stuff her ‘dad’ made her eat when she was a kid was so yuck I don’t want to think about it. So now she’ll eat anything you serve. Even if you served pig intestines or something.”




“Eww!” complained Shar.




Her mom pointed out, “Alex, some people do eat pig intestines. What do you think chitlins are?”




“Really?” Alex felt the gorge rising in her throat. “Yuck! I think I’m gonna be sick.”




Shar asked, “Can Hanna stay in our room? With us? I’ll even take the sleeping bag and sleep on the floor if you say yes.”




“We do have a guest bedroom, you know,” Alex’s dad hinted.




Alex tried not to smile too much. “We’ll probably stick with our bedroom and do sleepover stuff every evening.”




Alex mom frowned a little. “All right, but remember that Shar needs her sleep.”




“Me too!” Alex insisted. “It’s not like I stayed up forever when I stayed over at Hanna’s. She gets up at six-thirty or seven every morning. And her mom has to get up early and get to work, just like you.”







It turned out that Hanna was going to be able to stay for eight days. Jack couldn’t exactly allocate a Cessna to fly teenagers around the country for sleepovers, and it wasn’t fair to ask him. So Hanna was flying in on a Tuesday, staying Wednesday to Wednesday, and flying home on Thursday. And she was flying in and out of San Francisco International airport. That was also saving her and Janet about a thousand dollars in airfare, which Alex thought was totally crucial.




So the weekend before Hanna came, Alex flew down to spend the weekend with Annie at Roswell. It was about 940 miles, which was too far for Alex to fly as Terawatt, even if her flight speed was picking up along with her tk lift. She had asked Willow if it was possible to build a speedometer into her tPhone, and Willow had just downloaded an app onto her phone five minutes later, because all Willow needed to do was pull down GPS data with time data and then do some easy math. Alex had tested her new speedometer out that very night by zooming off to the interstate and back a couple times, and with her best morph shape she could go 133 miles an hour. But there was no way she could fly like that for over seven solid hours to get to the Roswell base. And she’d have to eat like half a cow to recover afterward.




She just took a commercial jet from Fresno to Roswell on Friday afternoon. She could afford it, and it only took a few hours even with the connection in Las Vegas which was really annoying because the entire concourse was ringing constantly with people playing slot machines and losing all the remaining money they hadn’t lost while they were gambling in casinos before they came to the airport to go home.




That, and some local scumbags tried to rob her. She had her roller bag and her computer tablet, and a woman walked over and asked if she’d seen an eight year old girl with bright red hair. And while she was talking with the woman, a skuzzy guy tried to slip up behind her and swipe her suitcase. A year ago, she wouldn’t have noticed. But after a ton of superbattles and stuff, she did a way better job of situational awareness. So when the guy went for her bag in a slick walk-by, Alex stuck her leg out and tripped him. Not that it was really her foot that tripped him, but it was close enough to fake everyone out. And the guy fell on his face since he had already tilted forward as he grabbed her bag. So she grabbed the wrist of the woman and sat down on top of the bag-thief. Hard. Alex pulled the woman over on top of the guy and used a little tk to trip her up so she crashed on top of the guy, and then Alex just yelled for the police while she dialed 9-1-1 on her phone. Airport security was there before the guy scrambled out from under Alex and the woman, and Alex even agreed to press charges and come back to Las Vegas for the trial, which pretty much no one bothered to do, which was why these creeps weren’t in jail about a dozen times over.




The connecting flight was fine, and the guy sitting next to her didn’t want to make her mad after seeing what she did to a team of baggage thieves in half a second. Jo Lupo was waiting for her when she walked out of the Roswell airport. Jo told her, “I brought your gymbag. We decided Terawatt has a reason to fly down and meet Annie Mack and spend a day getting to know her, but we couldn’t come up with a reason that a famed photojournalist would get free access to the SRI areas on the base. So hang out with Annie as Terawatt, and then pretend to fly off. And you can hang with her at her apartment as you all you want, just stay Terawatt when you’re out. I’ll drive you back to the airport Sunday.”




Alex dove into the gymbag, changed into Terawatt, and took her seat next to Jo. “I can do that.”




Jo laughed. “Okay, before we get near the base, just take off and fly to the lab. You know the building. Annie’s on the second floor with Dr. Ledbetter’s group. Sam made sure you’ve got clearance and you’re expected.”




Alex checked, “How are things working, with a major horning in on your Team Two stuff?”




Jo shrugged while not taking her hands off the wheel. “Better than I figured. She’s still working at getting herself back in shape after being in space for months and then being stuck in isolation for so long. And she’s working with Marshall’s group on getting her power under control. So she’s done a couple training sims with us, but she’s done ’em like she’s some rookie fresh out of the Academy and she had us act like she doesn’t have seniority.”




Alex figured things could have gone a lot worse. “She’s got amazing potential. There’s another universe where other-Sam is the only woman in combat in the entire armed forces, and she mainly does it on other planets. And she’s saved the Earth dozens of times, including she once took out an entire enemy space armada. By blowing up a sun and taking out a solar system.”




Jo glanced over. “An entire alien invasion force? And blowing up a real star system? Sounds more like the X-Men than an astrophysicist.”




Alex explained, “She did it by using her brain. She’s better than she realizes at thinking her way out of a crisis, so someday you may have to order her to start using her brain while you and Carlson hold off… whatever.”




Jo admitted, “Sometimes the shit you know about people is just crazy. I mean… if there was another me in another universe, you’d tell me, even if I was a supervillain, right?”




Alex nodded. “Sure. The villain thing is how I knew about Maggie Walsh. And Colonel McNamara. And Poison Ivy. And Selina Kyle. And England’s Lord Deathstrike.”




Jo muttered, “Have you ever thought about how lucky we are that someone in another universe needed help and picked you?”




Alex admitted, “Yeah. I thought about that a ton when I first got back home. And I totally didn’t think I was good enough to be on that team when other-Hermione came and invited me.”




Jo snorted in derision. “You? Not good enough? May I remind you that you have almost single-handedly saved the world maybe a dozen times in one year? Even the Fantastic Four don’t hit those kinds of numbers.”




Alex tried not to blush. She would have admitted that she always had kind of an inferiority complex because of Annie, but she knew Jo would glare at her. And she didn’t want to talk about what Maggie Walsh had said to her, because she’d sound like she was bragging.




So Terawatt flew to the SRI main building and dropped in on the researchers. Everyone was pleased to see Terawatt again, and Annie was totally excited. Not as excited as her professor the fangirl would have been, but excited. And Alex even got a tour of some of the research projects, like what they wanted Annie to work on in conjunction with ongoing work by Dr. George Mack up in Paradise Valley: a protective chemical so people couldn’t just throw GC-161 on Jo or Riley and kill them. Not that it would probably kill Riley, because his red and white blood cells were still stupidly protected and his healing factor was still ridiculous. But Jo Lupo and Mark Carlson and Jill Valentine would all be at risk. And Dr. Ledbetter had a group working on possible accelerants for GC-161, and he had a group working on possible genetic markers to identify Orphans instead of throwing GC-161 on people to figure out if they were an Orphan or not, and he had a group working on antidotes for the kind of stuff that Dr. Deemer had cooked up.




So Terawatt had dinner with Annie and Dr. Lee and Dr. Ledbetter and as many of their people as could fit at a table in the mess. And afterward, Terawatt had to say, “Thank you for all of your hard work, and I’m hoping to talk with several more researchers while I’m in the area this weekend.” And then she flew over to Jo’s apartment until Annie actually got home.




Alex spent a couple hours just chatting with Jo and having a nice time, even if Alex was in her uniform, until Annie finally called and said she was a couple minutes from the apartment where she was staying for the summer. So Alex hugged Jo, grabbed a Terawatt gymbag and Alex’s roller bag, pulled them into her morph, and flew over to the spot Jo had showed her on a map. When Annie drove up, Alex just flew in behind her and stayed above the security cameras as Annie walked to her place.




Alex flew in as Annie opened the door. It was a furnished apartment that was really like a nice hotel room, with a little kitchenette and living room area, then a door into a tiny hall that had doors to a small bathroom and a medium-sized bedroom. Alex dropped her stuff in the bedroom, dove into the gymbag to change, and went normal as Alex. Then she hugged Annie hard. “I really missed you!”




Annie hugged her back. “I missed you too. I mean, they’re keeping me so busy I hardly have time to do anything else, but I really miss all of you. I’m hoping I’ll get to spend three weeks in August at the plant with dad and the group, but the research here is really awesome.” She grinned at Alex and corrected herself. “I mean, it’s really tera.”




They got to spend the evening just watching tv and chatting, even if Alex needed lots of snacks, which meant she went through a bunch of the energy bars in her gymbag. And in the morning, Alex ate all of the oatmeal Annie cooked up, even if it was just instant oatmeal.




When Annie had to go to a meeting for a couple hours, even though it was a Saturday, Alex just changed into Terawatt and flew over and visited Sam for a while. Sam wanted to work out even though she’d had a morning run, so they talked while they did weight training together along with Alex’s tk weight-lifting work. Alex was kind of surprised that Sam was impressed with Alex’s inverted-situps trick because it was just tk. Then they had lunch together at Sam’s apartment, and Sam remembered about Alex’s calorie consumption, so she made extra chicken sandwiches.




Then Alex and Annie spent the rest of the day together at Annie’s place. Jo came over for dinner and brought four entire pizzas, telling Annie that anything Alex didn’t inhale could just go in the fridge for leftovers. Alex stuck her tongue out at Jo, which just showed she wasn’t as mature as she liked to think.




In the morning, Alex ate a bunch of the leftover pizza for breakfast and just had a great time with Annie until it was time to go to the airport. She threw all her stuff into her bag, pulled her bag and the gymbag into her morph, and took off. Then she caught up with Jo’s jeep about halfway to the airport and just swooped in and took over the shotgun seat, with the bags going in the seat behind her.




She hugged Jo goodbye when Jo dropped her off at the airport, and she flew home. Through Las Vegas again. And no one tried to snitch her bag, although a handsome guy tried to talk her into loaning him fifty bucks so he could win way more than that at the slots with his secret system and he’d totally pay her back triple what she gave him. Did people really fall for that stuff?







On Tuesday, Alex drove up to the airport with Shar along for the ride. Shar was so excited she couldn’t sit still. Alex finally had to let Shar tune the car radio to a Top 40 station and sing along to the songs she liked. And since the drive was all the way to the airport, Alex had to listen to “See Her Go” three times.




Alex finally admitted, “Shar, it makes me feel really embarrassed when I hear that song.”




Shar pouted, “I know, but it’s my favoritest song ever! Because it’s about you, and you’re my hero and I love you. And it means millions of people love you too and think you’re totally tera! I mean, Sophie would totally do non-girly stuff if Terawatt said it was okay. And her mom thinks you’re tera too.”




Alex just reminded her, “You know, that pout doesn’t work on me.”




Shar grinned, “But it still works on Uncle George. And maybe it’ll work on Auntie Hanna.”




Alex sighed. “Shar, you’re not supposed to use your powers for evil. And I think that pout counts as one of your powers.”




Shar pouted. “But I like my pout. It’s fun, and it gets me my way more. And I’m not supposed to do the other stuff I can do. And Sophie says girls should totally practice on pouting and smiling and flirting and stuff like that to get your way, because it totally works for her mom.”




“Ugh.” Alex so didn’t want to get into an argument about stuff Sophie and her mom did.




But Shar must have seen — or picked up telepathically — that this was really bugging Alex, so Shar switched to one of Alex’s CDs. Fortunately it wasn’t Pink, because Shar totally didn’t need to know that you could write a song and use the f-word as one of your rhymes.




They parked the car in short-term parking and walked in to meet Hanna. Alex made sure Shar had her cellphone in the inside pocket of her overalls so no one could steal it and she couldn’t lose it. Alex’s mom had just sewn a little pocket on the inside of the bib of all of Shar’s overalls and even sewn in a zipper closure, because certain people had been known to play on the monkey bars at school and hang upside-down and have their phone fall out of their pocket and get lost until Willow used the GPS to locate it and then Alex walked around the playground calling Shar’s phone number over and over until she heard the ringtone and she finally found it buried in the bark mulch under the play structures.




The flight was on time, but Alex and Shar were a few minutes early, and Alex knew how long it took to get off a plane and get down the concourse, so Alex took Shar over to a food court and they got ice cream. They both finished their food before Hanna showed up, and Shar even managed not to get ice cream on her clothes or on her face, which was really handy.




Hanna walked out, and she was walking with three other teenage girls. She fit right in with them, even if she was totally the prettiest of the group and the other three were wearing a lot more makeup. But the three girls rushed over to a group of parents off to one side, and Hanna made a beeline for Alex.




After they hugged and Hanna hugged Shar, and they got Hanna’s suitcase, they walked out to the car and Shar gushed, “You look so pretty in that outfit.”




Hanna tossed her bag in the back and grinned, “You like my disguise? Mom thought I would be a lot less conspicuous if I looked more like all the other teenagers. And Charlie said all I had to do to avoid jerky guys was find girls who dressed like me to go chat with. And Jack said I was not allowed to take my grapples even if you told him we were going to go visit some place with lots of skyscrapers.”




Shar asked, “Did you bring them anyway?”




Hanna admitted, “I was going to, but mom took them out of my suitcase and told me not to put them back in. And really I could not carry anything that would not get through an airport metal detector. But I brought plenty of clothes just in case. Cindy told me I needed to make sure I had outfits for going somewhere really nice, and going somewhere nice, and going out to eat, and just being casual, and meeting your friends, and going biking or hiking or camping.”




Shar eagerly jumped on that bandwagon. “We should go camping! We can take the SUV and Uncle George’s nice tent and three sleeping bags, and we can go see stuff you’ve never seen and I’ve never seen and Alex hardly ever sees, like L.A. beaches and California mountains and Nevada deserts and maybe we could drive through Las Vegas because I always wanted to look at it even if I’m too young to do anything fun there.”




Alex tried not to think about the L.A. beach she’d gotten to see most recently.




Hanna grinned, “That sounds like a lot of fun! If Alex’s mom and dad think it’s okay. And if we can keep Alex fed…”




Shar broke into giggles. Alex just kept driving, but she stuck her tongue out sideways at Hanna and said, “Nyeh.” That just made Shar giggle harder.




After dinner, they brought up the idea of a little camping road trip. Alex’s mom and dad looked at each other for a couple seconds. Then her dad said, “You’ll want to take the SUV.”




Her mom said, “And no taking Shar places not appropriate for children.”




Her dad added, “My first reaction was worrying about you three being safe, and then I realized that was silly. It’s not like you’re three ordinary girls.”




Shar insisted, “Yeah, anyone tries anything with us, and… kapow!”




Hanna grinned, “As Jack says, ‘Ah pity tha fools’!” It wasn’t a great impression, but it was good enough.




Alex said, “We’ll still be careful.”




Hanna smiled, “And we have a satellite phone!” She held up something the size of a six-year-old cellphone but with a thick antenna sticking up on one side. “Willow hacked it so it’s on your Tera-network.”




“It’s not a Tera-thing, okay?” Alex grumped.




Alex’s mom smirked, “And don’t call me the Tera-mom either. She’s touchy about that.”




So they spent the evening planning out their ‘road trip.’ On Wednesday and Thursday, they would do stuff around town. On Friday morning, they would drive down to L.A. and do tourist stuff before driving eastward. They couldn’t get a campsite in the area on such short notice, so the first night would just be at a motel in Barstow. Then on Saturday morning, they would drive up to Vegas, tour the sights, and go see Boulder Dam, which Shar wanted to see because she’d learned about it in history class. Then they would drive out toward Red Rock Canyon and camp overnight somewhere around St. George or Cedar City. Then on Sunday morning they would drive back toward home, stopping in the mountains around Ridgecrest to hike and maybe camp out too, but if the camping out thing didn’t work, they were only a few hours from home and they could just drive back late that night instead of the next day.




And Alex’s dad had all the camping stuff packed up and in good shape. The four-person tent. Sleeping bags and camping mattresses and camping pillows. The camping stove and camp cooking gear and a box of food for camping trips. Alex figured she needed to put together a shopping list for extra stuff, because they totally needed to make s’mores.







Julia sat at the head of the table and glowered at Ricky. There were only four of them in the room, and the guy was being a pain. Again.




Ricky complained again, “I don’t like being the one who has to bring Jack into this. Why can’t you do it? He’s your husband!”




Julia fumed, “He’s already noticed I’m not very wife-like. He probably would have divorced me already, if it wasn’t for the children. That, and losing his job over uncovering a big internal scandal at his old job and not just burying it for a big pay raise.”




“We’re the last four Orphans of the America bloc, and you’re having rugrats with a homo inferior. No wonder we’re screwed.”




Ricky added, “You could have had my kids, you know.”




Julia snapped, “It’s critical to know if we can interbreed with them and still have Orphans for children. It was important when I started this for the Spencers, and it’s still critical. And anyway, Jack is still our ace in the hole on this, even if he has no idea.”




“We had one programmer die in Davenport, we had one turn out to be a mole for the India bloc, and we lost number three just when we’re having trouble keeping our nanobots from doing exactly what we forecast as our worst-case scenario. We have to get Jack in here and coding for us.”




Julia fumed, “Which is what I said. And I need Ricky to get him here. He’s far more likely to come out and work for us if Ricky asks, because he still thinks Ricky is his friend. If I ask him to come out here and leave the kids with a nanny, he’ll tell me to go fuck myself.”




“I don’t like depending on some homo inferior when we can’t get it done ourselves.”




Ricky pointed out, “Hey, we’re not all Margaret Walsh. Some of us are better at other skills.”




“Obviously. Can you believe Buffy Summers is one of us? Buffy Summers? The woman’s got the brains of E. coli.”




“Hey! I resent that! My bacteria strains can do something useful!”




Julia snorted. “Look, some of us are just attractive, like some of us are just attractive and athletic. Plenty of Orphans are not brilliant and not ultra-aggressive.”




Ricky smarted off, “Tera-aggressive?”




Julia growled, “Shut up. I don’t want to hear about that freak. She’s probably another Orphan who’s figured out how to acquire superpowers, and she’s running her own scheme. We’re her enemies. She’s got to wipe us out and wipe out the primary bloc, and once she’s taken down every major threat, she’ll reveal her real identity, get elected President, and then take over the planet. Duh. And you thought Singh was a nightmare. Forget Walsh. If we don’t get this working perfectly, we have no chance against her.”




Ricky grumbled, “Okay. I got the message. I don’t feel like being electrocuted or having my larynx slowly crushed to a pulp or whatever else she does to her victims.”




Julia nodded. “So we’re agreed. Xymos needs Jack here as a programmer, and Ricky needs to be the lure.”




“But once he’s done what we need, is there any reason he can’t have an accident? After all, we’re out in the middle of the Great Basin Desert. We’re over forty miles east of Vegas. People get lost out here and die all the time.”





219. Vegas Vacation



Alex was totally excited about their road trip. They’d had a ton of fun in Paradise Valley with Ray and Nicole and Robyn, but now it was just the three of them driving around having an awesome time.




And just talking about stuff.




“Yeah, I’m supposed to be getting fitted for the maid of honor dress for Willow’s wedding, but Willow already has my measurements on her computer so she gave ’em all to the wedding boutique ladies and I just have to come in for a fitting at least a day before the wedding, and I have to fly in for the rehearsal and the rehearsal dinner anyway, even if Willow said the wedding was gonna be super-simple, so I’ll have more time to hang with you and Cindy and everybody.”




Hanna nodded, “I am glad I am not ‘in’ the wedding party. There will be photographers there because of Willow, and some because of Jack, and I do not want my picture all over the internet. You have a much more effective disguise than I do, and the articles about Terawatt I have tracked down all think she must be Orphan age or older. No one thinks that someone superheroing for several years already could be a teenager.”




Alex pointed out, “Well, we did do all this stuff to make A.L. Mack into Willow Rosenberg’s bestie, so this even makes sense.”




Shar pouted, “Auntie Willow told me I had to wait till they were back from their honeymoon before I could go out there. Sophie got to be a flower girl in a wedding this summer and it sounded really fun!”




Alex pointed out, “You don’t like wearing really fancy dresses.”




“Ick.”




“And Sophie loves ’em. And you’d have to walk down the aisle in front of hundreds of people scattering rose petals and not run out before you got to the front.”




“Okay, maybe I wouldn’t like that.”




“And some of the important general-type people Jack’s gonna have to invite might recognize you as Charlie McGee and that could be a problem.”




“Crap! I mean crud.”




“Thank you. And then you’d be stuck in your frilly dress for the whole wedding, and you’d have to hold still the entire time, and then you’d have to stay in the dress for the entire party after the wedding.”




“Ugh.”




“And there probably won’t be any kids for you to play with the entire time, because I have no idea if Willow or Jack is inviting relatives with kids. So you would be bored out of your gourd.”




“Okay, fine, I don’t wanna do it. Maybe while you’re gone I’ll go on YouTube and watch videos of flower girls.”




Hanna smiled, “Cindy showed me several but they were all where the flower girl messes up totally. If they’re young enough they don’t even know it.”




“Crud. I totally don’t wanna screw up Auntie Willow’s wedding.”




And they talked about Hanna being ‘the hot exchange student’ at her school and dating Charlie. They talked about Alex going off to college and dating Ray. They talked about Shar’s ‘boyfriend’ Dennis and Shar’s summer camp and Shar’s besties Sophie and Maria.




And Shar wondered, “So what do you have to do as the maid of honor? You don’t haveta date the best man, do you? Ray wouldn’t like that.”




Alex grinned, “No, I just have to walk down the aisle when I’m supposed to and stand where I’m supposed to during the ceremony, and make a little speech at the dinner, and be in the pictures before the wedding, and help Willow get dressed in her wedding gown just before the wedding, and I’ll probably have to help Jack and Willow sneak off to their hotel when the party’s over so people can’t put yuck all over their car or anything.”




Shar looked horrified. “You haveta stand up in front of everyone for the whole wedding and you can’t move?”




“Yep.” She even popped her ‘p’ like Jack. “And then Willow and Jack are off to Belize for their honeymoon. And then they’ll be back in a week and a half, and we’ll need to get you packed up and moved to West Virginia and get you registered for school and all that other stuff. And I’ll miss you so much!”




Shar pouted, “Uncle Jack told me I’ll prob’ly haveta be Shar O’Neill while I’m in West Virginia.”




Just thinking about the name change made Alex want to cry.




And except for getting sad about Shar moving, which Hanna was totally looking forward to, they had an awesome time. Even if Hanna was wearing a genuine Driscoll Enterprises ‘What Would Terawatt Do?’ t-shirt, which Alex had to practice not looking embarrassed about. Even if Hanna and Shar wanted to go to the Santa Monica beach too. The museum and exhibit center were up, and they were massively crowded, and it was expensive. But there was some stuff she didn’t know. They had an entire clam-monster excavated and cut open and preserved so you could look at it and see what it looked like inside. And it was a lot bigger than just the part Alex had fought. And there was a little movie theater where they showed the big battle with Terawatt and Azure Crush and the SRI fighting the giant clams. Somebody really smart had gotten film footage from several different photographers who were all filming at the same time, and put it together so that it gave you a 3-D feel like you were standing at the edge of the beach watching the battle.




Alex was pretty sure Hanna muttered, “I miss out on all the fun.”




And there was a ton of Terawatt merch in the gift shop. Alex checked that it was all from Louis’s company and not bootleg junk. She had no idea about the Azure Crush stuff, but she figured when she got back, Terawatt would give Azure Crush a call and let Az know that her agent ought to make sure she was getting her cut of the proceeds. And there was a lot of ‘clam’ merch, especially for sale at carts outside the museum. She hadn’t thought about how many really dirty jokes and puns you could make with the word ‘clam.’ And she totally didn’t want to explain all of them to Shar, even if Shar knew the dirty meaning of the word.




Alex was pretty sure she hadn’t known that when she was nine.




At least Hanna handled it well. Not a lot got to Hanna. But that was partly because Hanna had missed out on a lot of stuff for fourteen years. And Hanna totally wasn’t embarrassed about walking up to some of the beach vendors and going through their merch and looking for bootleg Terawatt stuff while the vendor stood right there and complained. She found one guy with bootleg merch and just stood right in front of him and called the cops on him.




Okay, she was Action Girl. If the guy attacked her, even with a weapon, she wasn’t going to worry. Okay, Hanna wouldn’t have worried if the guy attacked her with a live giant clam monster.




They drove through Beverly Hills, and they drove down Venice Beach, and they had an awesome time just looking at people and stuff they’d heard about. And they ate dinner as they drove east toward Barstow, so they got to their motel room about nine. Alex ate a snack while Shar showered and dried her hair, and then they went to bed. Even if they talked in the dark for maybe an hour.







In the morning, after Alex and Hanna showered, they ate breakfast at a little local diner that the motel manager said was her favorite. It was pretty good. And Alex also got a couple breakfast burritos to go, so she had something to eat on the way to Las Vegas.




Vegas was pretty amazing. There were casinos that were like everything you could imagine, even if they just drove past and looked at the outsides. They took the time to go into the Luxor before they headed out and took the Boulder Dam tour which Shar was really psyched about. It was really pretty cool. The huge generators were cranking out so much power that Alex could feel it from where the tour group was. And the tour guide promised that no one really got buried in the concrete when they were making the dam; that was just an urban legend.




After that, they headed east to some hiking spots out in the desert that were totally awesome. There were places that looked like no one had been there in ages. And there were places that looked like someone had been there a hundred years ago and maybe died there.




Shar wanted to go climb a hill, so they found a place they could pull off the highway and drive for a ways. Then they headed off toward the east, where there was a nice ridge that wasn’t too steep but would totally burn off a lot of Shar’s excess energy. It had to be a good five hundred feet higher than the sandy desert they were hiking across.




It was a long walk, and so the ridge turned out to be higher than they thought. It was maybe a thousand feet high. And when they hiked up to its top, they could see that it was a couple thousand feet above the floor of the big valley on the other side.




Shar pointed to a spot in the middle of the valley. “What’s that?”




Hanna stared, and then pulled a collapsible telescope out of her hiking pack. “Three story building. Most of it’s probably a factory, based on the structure and the window arrangement. A couple outbuildings, and a really long driveway that looks graded instead of paved.” She scanned around a little more. “Aaaaand two people running desperately and regularly glancing over their shoulder which they should know will cut their speed by a significant fraction.”




Oh crud. “What are they running from?”




Hanna scanned the area. “Nothing visible.”




Crud!




“Invisible monsters? Can I go kapow ’em?” Shar asked eagerly.




Hanna pointed out, “It could be a trap for us. I have maintained surveillance for tail cars, but I have not searched the car today for bugs or beacons. And we have discussed our plans repeatedly in the car.”




“Crud, I didn’t even think of that. But how could they get all set up this far ahead of us and then hide all the evidence fast enough when we didn’t even know where we were headed until a little while ago?”




Hanna stopped and studied the scene. It was far enough away that Alex could hardly make out that there were people out there. Hanna calmly said, “Front person still running. Rear person just went down. Hard to tell, but it looked like she was attacked by a dust storm. Maybe an invisible predator who can’t mask the sand it kicks up all around it. Maybe a fault in a ‘cloaking’ system.”




Alex winced. “We need to get down there and save her.”




Hanna asked, “Which is more likely? Someone suspected you or me of being a superheroine, they got ahead of us while we were walking out here, and they set a trap? Or we picked the one place and time in the entire Southwest where Terawatt is needed?”




Alex admitted, “Before Paris, I would’ve said door number one. Totally. Now I’m not so sure.” Then it hit her that she was overlooking something major. “Shar? Why did you want to go camping in the desert? And why did you want to hike to this ridge?”




Shar sort of huddled in on herself and confessed, “I had this dream. It was people out here in the desert yelling for help but inside that building there. And this ridge was in it. When I saw the ridge from the car, I knew we were supposed to hike out here and help. And I didn’t tell you because… well, because the whole thing sounds dumb. I didn’t think you’d believe me, and if you didn’t believe me, we’d never get out here. Sorry.”




Alex snapped, “That changes everything. I’m going in fast. You’ve got the sat phone. Alert Jack first. You carry Shar and run for my position.”




Shar pleaded, “Can’t you take me? Hanna can run way faster without me, and you can fly just as fast.”




Either way, she was bringing Shar into a possible battlezone. And leaving her all by herself up here in plain sight was maybe worse. Crud!




At least she could protect Shar pretty well, and nothing was going to be sneaking up on her with Shar as an early warning system. She went silvery, pulled Shar into her morph, and jetted toward the downed woman.




When they reached the woman, there wasn’t anything around. The woman was just lying on the ground breathing really hard and choking. Alex looked around to see if there was anyone who might be using tk to throttle the woman. Nothing. She used her own tk to feel in the woman’s throat, and it was like the tissues were swelling up from a medical thing, not at all like her throat was being clamped shut.




“Alex!” Shar screamed.




She looked up and saw. Three different things like dust clouds were all closing in on them. Those weren’t moving with the wind, either. Not unless the wind decided to come at them from all directions at the same time.




Alex hit one with a lightning bolt, and it disintegrated. Shar hurled a fireball at another, and it vanished as the fire swept through it. Alex smacked the third one with her tk, and it slammed into the ground, only to shakily rise back up.




Shar roasted it with a fireball before it could move any closer. She pointed at the guy still running toward the building and yelled, “You gotta save him!”




Alex went silvery and jetted toward the guy, who was staggering and flailing his arms like he was trying to fight off a swarm of bugs. She got to him just as he fell over about a hundred yards short of a set of airlock doors into the building.




A huge swarm of the dust cloud stuff was attacking the poor guy. Alex hit them with a burst of lightning and fried them. The guy coughed and struggled to get up, but it looked like he wasn’t going to be able to get to his feet. It looked like he wasn’t going to be able to get to his hands and knees.




Alex kept an eye out for more of the dust clouds, and she used her tk to move the guy into a sitting position. Then she landed behind him and gave him her best Terawatt tones. “Don’t turn around. Just tell me what is going on here. Now.”




The guy coughed horribly but managed, “Nanobots. Solar powered, but can’t hold together in high winds. Night and wind our only defense. We found a cave. They’re loose all through the building. And they’re replicating in the cave. And they’re evolving. They can… Can take over people they infect. Can form a cloud that looks almost like a person. They looked like Ricky. We’ve got to stop ’em.”




“Where’s the cave?”




He coughed a bunch more and pointed off at the ridge, about fifty degrees from where Alex had flown in. “Can’t miss. Two dead bodies… and all our gear… in front of cave. Nanobot swarms got us before… before we could kill the replication units. Not safe in daylight without lotta wind…” He passed out.




Alex looked around. She could see two more dust clouds. Okay, not dust. Clouds of evil, solar-powered, nanobots that could take over people. And if they could replicate, they had to be able to break down matter to do it.




Gray goo. She knew this scenario. It was from a science fiction book she read a long time ago. If the nanobots got a chance to break everything else down to keep replicating, soon there wouldn’t be anything left except nanobots.




“Crud!” She couldn’t lift the guy and herself, so she lifted him in the air and raced to the building. She shoved him in the airlock where he’d be safe, or at least as safe as he could be when he was probably already infected by the nanobots.




Then she flew back to Shar. Shar was just standing looking down at the woman’s body. She sounded upset as she said, “I tried doing CPR like they showed us in class, but it didn’t do any good.”




Alex started to explain about the nanobots and how they shouldn’t get too close to anyone who might be infected, but she spotted Hanna running at them at high speed, which for Hanna was saying a lot. As Hanna got closer, she yelled, “Dust clouds in pursuit!”




Alex yelled back, “Get behind Shar!” She leapt into the air and swung off to one side, so Shar could attack straight ahead and not have to worry about accidentally hitting Alex.




There were half a dozen swarms still pursuing Hanna. One of them looked like a person drawn with pixels in an old videogame without enough resolution. It wasn’t completely opaque, either. And another cloud looked like the same thing, only with a rabbit instead of a person.




Alex hit two of the trailing swarms with lightning bolts. A massive fireball swept through the air, taking out three of the swarms, one after another. The person-swarm collapsed into a ‘dust cloud’ and tried to run away. Alex blasted it to bits just as Shar hit it with another fireball.




By the time Alex regrouped with Hanna and Shar, Hanna had just about caught her breath. Alex directed, “I need your sat phone. And I need both of you to listen to what I tell Jack.” Hanna handed it right over and pressed the redial button.




Jack instantly answered the phone. “A.G., this is O’Neill. Sitrep?”




Alex crisply replied, “Terawatt here. We have a gray goo situation, and I think we’re early enough to contain it, thanks to Shar having a premonition or something. We’ve got a plant several hundred yards north of our current position.”




“Hang on a sec,” Jack cut in. “Burn’s slicing up some GIS databases, and survey says… Xymos. They’re supposed to be working on ‘novel imaging and visualization approaches’ according to what she just dug up.”




Willow added, “Uh-oh. Two of the bosses may be Orphans. Julia H. Forman and Ricky Morse. Maybe I’m being prejudiced, but they’re way too good-looking to be doing the kinds of jobs they do… and Julia’s listed background has at least some fake businesses in it. And we’ve been looking for a Julia Harrison who had probably changed her name. That’s not suspicious at all.”




Jack said, “And if you’ve got two Orphans there, this could be the last bit of the America bloc, so expect up to three more Orphans. And they’re creating deadly nanotechnology?”




“Right,” Alex answered. “We’ve got one survivor and one not. They were chased across the desert back to the building by swarms that look like dust clouds. The guy was conscious long enough to tell me the stuff is solar-powered and can’t stick together in wind. So get the National Guard out here with flamethrowers and leafblowers and huge fans. Lightning and an EMP would work too. But the clouds will attack people, infect ’em through the nose and mouth, and take them over. And maybe turn ’em into more nanobots. The clouds are getting smarter too, unless I’m mistaken. I just saw one that was impersonating a person and one that was a fake rabbit, but neither moved right and they look ‘lo-res’ and you can see through them. There’s also a cave we need to find ASAP where the nanobots are doing major replication. Then we need to come back here and clean out the building. The guy said it was infected too.”




Jack told her, “Roger that. We’re mobilizing as fast as we can call up Guard units and get Top Banana to move in Army Reserve troops.”




She insisted, “Remember to warn them. NBC protocols. And ordinary firearms are useless. Fire and lightning totally work.”




Jack grumbled, “Which means Shar is out there too, right?”




“I couldn’t leave her by herself miles away on the top of a ridge!” Alex protested.




Hanna added, “Shar is not the one at risk at the moment, general. This time it is me. I cannot fight a nanobot cloud without a flamethrower or a lightning generator.”




“What? You didn’t pack your Ronco pocket flamethrower along with your bat-grapples?”




Hanna flatly replied, “Mom found the grapples in my bag and took them out. So I promised her I would not take the grapples, and I stuck to my promise.”




Alex said, “We need to get moving on this op, sir.”




Jack grumbled, “You’d think you could go one stinking vacation without finding trouble.”




“Yes sir,” Alex agreed unhappily. “Terawatt out.”




She handed the phone back to Hanna and said, “I’ve got a rough heading for the cave, and I know what to look for when we get close. Their gear and two dead teammates. So I’ll fly Shar and you run after us.”




Hanna stiffly said, “No sir. In this situation, I am the vulnerable unit. If you’re going to fly anyone, it needs to be me. Pyre can defend herself against this threat. I cannot.”




Alex sighed. “All right, I’ll pull everyone into my morph and I’ll puddle us over there as fast as I can.”




“You can’t fly both of us?” Shar asked.




Alex frowned, “Sorry. No. Together we’re maybe 350 pounds including gear. Maybe more, depending on all the stuff Hanna’s got in her pack. I can lift 315 pounds. We’re at least 35 pounds too heavy.”




Hanna suggested, “Perhaps you and Shar could fly right above and behind me while I run at my best speed along your vector. That would give me protection.”




Shar agreed, “Yeah, and you could just fly me alongside instead of doing the silvery thing, so I could throw fireballs whenever I need to.”




That sounded like the best plan she had to date. “Okay, that’s what we do. Hanna, take off in that direction toward the foot of the ridge.”




Hanna ran as fast as she could, with Alex and Shar flying twenty feet behind her and twenty feet over her head. It only took minutes to race the distance it had probably taken that guy’s team over half an hour to cover, because Hanna just dodged every nanobot cloud and let Alex or Shar fry it. And Hanna was really running fast. Alex figured Hanna was moving better than forty miles an hour.




Alex spotted the cave opening before she saw the two dead bodies on the ground, or the gear near the cave entrance. She hit both bodies with her lightning, just in case they were now nanobot factories. Hanna glanced at the equipment and snatched up a bag of them. “Thermite! Perfect for me!” she told Alex.




Alex figured that meant the Xymos people knew fire was the way to go with whatever would be in the cave. She said, “Shar, you roast everything that doesn’t look like ordinary cave stuff. I’ll provide light and lift, and I’ll zap anything that comes your way.”




“Incoming!” Hanna called out.




Eight or nine human-shaped clouds came out of the cave. Each one looked like the same guy. Alex wondered if that was supposed to be one of the Orphans, because it was a handsome guy. Alex also wondered if that meant the nanobots had eaten the guy and made some sort of template off him. Ick. She couldn’t decide which was worse: competent, deadly Orphans or incompetent, deadly Orphans.




Alex murmured to Shar, “I got left.” She started zapping cloud-guys from her left to her right, and Shar started fireballing everything on their right. Then Shar hurled another fireball directly into the mouth of the cave.




Alex whispered, “Don’t make fires we have to go through later.”




“Oops.”




They flew into the cave opening, with Hanna moving to cover their six with a big flashlight and some of the thermite devices. Alex went silvery, so she could keep an eye on Shar and Hanna both. There was no telling how many nanobot clouds could be in a cave where new nanobots got cranked out. And there was no telling how the clouds ‘thought’ if they even thought more than following some basic rules.




Shar’s fireball had stuck to a wall just past a little turn in the passageway. That was good. It had cleared pretty much every nanobot cloud to that point, and it provided plenty of light, and it made things hard for the nanobots who wanted to move past the fire. They turned the corner past the fire, and they moved down another tunnel to a place where the tunnel widened a bit and ended.




“Ooh!” whispered Shar.




“Yeah,” Alex agreed. One whole side of the ‘room’ was a gross fungus-like yuck that was fizzing with life. If the nanobots were alive. “You need to incinerate this whole room.”




“Totally,” whispered Shar. “Put me down and back up a few yards and stay silvery. And Hanna needs to move even farther back.”




Alex did it. Hanna slid back to where that fireball was holding off any nanobots that might come to the rescue.




Shar stepped forward and cleared her throat. Her hands began to glow with a bright white light that lit her up like she was surrounded by little spotlights. Her hair began to blow in a breeze that was only there for her.




Alex told herself it wasn’t right that a little girl like Shar had to do stuff like this, but burning slime off of walls was one thing. They might have to do something worse when they got to the Xymos building, because there were probably Orphans and infected people in there, and things might get really ugly.




A corona of fire surrounded Shar, and she just ignored it. Suddenly the walls and floor and ceiling of the room simply burst into flame. The rocks were on fire or melting or, in a few places, boiling. The heat was horrific. Alex had to back up. Then she had to back up some more. Shar didn’t seem to notice.




Once the entire room was molten slag, Shar simply turned and walked out. The corona of fire stayed around her and squeezed itself down the tunnel.




Alex hissed, “Hanna! Retreat!” And she flew back down the passageway until she was outside of the cave. Half a dozen more nanobot clouds came at her and Hanna, but Hanna already had a trick ready. She used a thirty-foot length of heavy steel cable like a bolo, only with some of the already-ignited thermite knotted in the far end of the cable. Then she whipped it around herself fast enough that it was a threat to all the nanobot clouds. And maybe to Alex, if she got much closer. But as soon as a flaming ball of thermite whipped through a nanobot cloud, the cloud would partially disintegrate and frantically retreat. Alex zapped everything that Hanna didn’t burn up.




Shar walked out of the cave. No wait, she wasn’t walking anymore. Her feet weren’t really touching the ground.




“Shar, you’re flying! Your tk…” Alex stopped talking, because Shar didn’t look happy at all.




Shar was crying. And her tears were a silvery, sparkly stuff. Like maybe they were full of nanobots. Alex thought her heart might freeze in horror.




Alex instantly threw a pulse of lightning at Shar, but it broke up when it hit Shar’s corona. Alex took a deep breath and threw as big a bolt of lightning as she could manage. The light was nearly blinding. The air between her and Shar sizzled and ionized. The sand on the ground between them went molten.




The lightning blast melted in the pure white heat of Shar’s corona.




Shar whimpered, “I’m sorry, Alex.”




Alex was utterly horrified, but she grabbed Shar by the carotids anyway.




Or at least she tried to. A tk force like a wrecking ball slammed Alex into the ground. If she hadn’t been silvery, she would have been crushed into a bloody pulp.







Hanna reached into her daypack. She grabbed the stealth knife she had smuggled through airport security. She had promised not to take her grapples, and she couldn’t smuggle a handgun through airport security without some risk, but a stealth knife that didn’t flag when going through metal detectors was a different matter, and her mom hadn’t said anything about high-tech weaponry other than the grapples. She threw it expertly at Shar’s throat.




Shar ignored it. The knife hit the corona and melted like a sno-cone lobbed into a blast furnace. Nothing was left before it got even a quarter of the way to Shar’s body. Shar simply turned and flew up the ridge toward the ridgeline.







Alex watched as Hanna sprinted up the slope after Shar. Alex was still dragging her silvery form out of the crater Shar had made. That really hurt!




Alex went normal and headed up the slope, easily passing Hanna. She didn’t know what she was going to do if her lightning was useless and her tk wasn’t good enough. If she had to, she could maybe go silvery and dive into Shar’s corona and attack her physically, but it would probably kill Alex before she got close enough to touch Shar.




But Shar simply stopped on the ridgeline and turned around to wait for them. That was probably not a good thing. Alex slowed down and let Hanna catch up to her.




“Got anything?” Hanna checked.




“I was hoping you had a brainstorm,” Alex admitted.




“You’re the one who comes up with the great plans,” Hanna insisted.




Alex realized she did have one last thing she could try. “Move to her nine.”




“Roger that.”




They moved closer. Shar was floating fifteen feet off the ground now, but her corona was even bigger than before. The flames were melting the sand underneath her. Shar looked at Alex and timidly said, “Alex, I’m totally sorry. I can’t stop it. It’s the nano-stuff. They must’ve got in me when I tried CPR on the lady, and they really like it in me. It’s like my tk fits in with their programming, and my telepathy fits in with their little network stuff so they can make these clouds that work together. And so they can track where the other clouds are and what the clouds are doing. There’s still a bunch in the building, and nobody left in the building except that guy you rescued is even in control of themselves anymore. This is really, really bad. Please don’t hate me.”




Alex tried, “Shar, if you can’t drop your corona, maybe you can do some electrokinesis of your own. You could shock yourself and fry all the little nanobots. Or maybe you could grab them with your tk and yank ’em right out. Or you could use your telepathy and talk to ’em. Tell ’em to stop. Or tell ’em to turn off.”




Shar closed her eyes and concentrated. Her corona grew bigger. The molten sand under her was turning into a bubbling lava. The heat was so brutal Alex had to back up another thirty feet.




She opened her eyes, and Alex gulped. They weren’t Shar’s pretty eyes anymore. They were turning silvery.




“Alex? I tried. I really, really tried. I promise! I couldn’t do it. The nanobots say they can’t let go of me because they were made to make more nanobots and to find better places to make more nanobots and to find ways to learn, and they think I’m… Is ‘optimal’ a word?” She stared at Alex and said, “Oh. I see it is. Well, that’s what they think I am. Which is totally not fair.”




Alex whispered, “Shar, we can still work together to beat this. I have an idea.”




Shar frowned, “Yeah, I can see. And Hanna thinks you’ll come up with something really smart, but I don’t think it’ll work. Ooh, that’s a better idea. Thanks.” She glanced over at Hanna for a split second before turning back to Alex. “Sleep for a Minute.”




Alex collapsed bonelessly to the ground.







Shar watched as Hanna instantly reacted. Shar had to use some tk to toss Hanna backward before Hanna charged right into her fire. She stared as Hanna scrambled to her feet and moved really fast again. “Freeze for Half a Minute.”




Shar lifted higher off the ground as her corona grew some more. “Hanna? I know you can hear me. I can see what you’re thinking. I’ve got to do this. Tell Alex I love her and this totally isn’t her fault. Tell her… Tell her I can choose not to be a gun. Tell her I said… ‘You stay… I go… no following’.”




She lifted higher up into the air. “Hanna, as soon as the freeze wears off, grab Alex and run. Run as fast and as hard as you can. And don’t stop.”




She jetted off toward the Xymos building, her corona flaring around her and trailing off behind her like a comet.







Hanna had a pretty damn good idea what Shar was about to do, and there was no way she could stop someone who could kick Terawatt around like a soccer ball. As soon as she could move, she scooped up Alex’s unconscious body and sprinted across the ridgetop and down the slope. She was pretty sure she couldn’t get far enough away in time, but she was going to give it her best try ever.







Shar flew toward the building. She had been using the nanobots’ connectedness for several minutes, calling all of them back to the building. She could see dust storms racing toward the building, and she could see things like fuzzy people running toward the building, and there were even two cars that had turned around and were racing back to the building.




She knew what Auntie Willow and Uncle Jack had figured out about her powers. She’d known for a while. Ever since Willow thought about it while she was talking to Jack on the phone in Alex’s backyard. She knew Alex knew too. She’d seen it in Alex’s mind, along with a whole bunch of other important stuff.




She remembered another line from her favorite movie. “You are who you choose to be.” And she knew who she wanted to be.




When she was about two hundred feet above the center of the Xymos building, she whispered, “Terawatt.” And she concentrated as hard as she could, no matter what the stupid nanobots wanted.




The blast disintegrated everything within a mile that wasn’t already fifty feet underground.







The fearsome light flashed well above Hanna’s position. She had worried about this, but she had Alex in a fireman’s carry and she had made really good progress down the slope. And she had thousands and thousands of tons of ridge between her and the blast. She just refused to look back. She had read about Lot’s wife, but she did not think this would turn her into a pillar of salt, not even metaphorically. However, looking back might get someone killed, even if it just led to her falling the rest of the way down the rocky slope.




She hadn’t expected there would be a double pulse of light. She didn’t know what that meant, but she resolved to ask Jack as soon as she could, because it might be really important.




The pressure wave was next. It hit the ridge like a car crashing into a house. The shockwave knocked her down, and she slid on her chest rather than risking Alex getting smashed to pieces. Rocks that had been up on the ridgeline went flying like they had been shot out of a gun, and everything else seemed to be trying to turn into massive avalanches.




She kicked off one rock and leapt, landing gracefully on a big flat piece that was roughly diamond-shaped. It slid down the slope like a shaky surfboard. Hanna struggled to keep her balance while carrying Alex and while keeping the flat rock under her. Under her and also tilted up enough in the front that it kept sliding down the slope instead of tumbling end over end.




That lasted for another couple seconds, until the front hit something a lot more solid, and then she found herself being hurled into the air.




Alex woke up right then and screamed, “Shar!” But Alex did what she always did. She reacted. She flew straight up and yanked Hanna into the air with her. The rocks tumbled down mercilessly, crushing everything including themselves.




Alex flew on down the slope and far enough away from the tumbling rocks that they would be safe.




Once they landed, Hanna looked around and checked that they were really safe. Well, as safe as you could be when you were one ridge away from a nuclear blast. She glanced at Alex and said, “We’ve got to get out of here.”




“No! Shar!” Alex was starting to cry. That wasn’t a good sign.




Hanna gently insisted, “Alex, we cannot save her. There is nothing left to save.” The mushroom cloud was rising up high enough to see over the line of the ridgetop. “This was a nuclear blast. There will be radiation. And fallout. And other effects I do not know about.”




At least they were west of the blast. They were slightly south of west, just as Alex’s car was slightly north of west. And the light breeze was blowing from the west to the east, so the fallout would drift away from them.




Damn. Alex’s car. A nuclear blast put out a huge electro-magnetic pulse. Alex’s car’s electrical system was probably fried. Hanna wondered if the EMP had affected Alex enough to wake her up from Shar’s mental attack, or if Shar’s minute had just ended. Hanna had not been keeping track. And her nice digital watch that Charlie had given her was ruined.




She checked, and the satellite phone was dead too. And her flashlight. And everything else electronic in her daypack.




She tried again. “Alex? You need to take me and fly west, upwind, so we don’t fly through any radioactive fallout, to somewhere safe. Maybe Boulder City. Then we need to call Jack. Alex?”




But Alex was staring at the mushroom cloud and shaking her head. “No. No. No no no no no no!”




Hanna tried to explain. “Shar said goodbye. She knew what she was doing. She said she loved you. She said she could choose not to be a gun. She said, ‘You stay. I—”




But Alex took over the phrase. “I go. No following.” She stared at Hanna in utter hatred and screamed, “Why didn’t you stop her?”




Hanna tried, “I c—”




But Alex was gone. She was jetting away to the west, away from the mushroom cloud. Hanna had never seen Alex move so fast before.




She didn’t think Alex would stop and call Jack. She wasn’t sure Alex would ever stop.




She checked, and even her little compass was wrecked. The EMP had ruined it too. She glanced up at the position of the sun, oriented herself, and started trotting to the northwest to get to the highway. It was only a few miles, and she knew a lot of people would be arriving to find out what had happened. None of them would believe that the correct question was to ask who had happened.





220. Fallout



George Mack had gotten into a bad habit. Whenever Alex was away, he watched the news channels, and he focused on news from where Alex probably was. Sometimes this was really reassuring. Sometimes it was utterly terrifying. Sometimes he simply did not want to know how awful things were in the vicinity of his younger daughter, even if Alex was better at this than anyone else on earth.




It wasn’t right that all of this garbage was on Alex’s shoulders. But then it wasn’t right that all of this garbage was on Jack’s shoulders, no matter how much preparation Jack had gotten first. And it wasn’t right that Willow had gone through such a horrid childhood only to find out that the things she was proudest of were genetically engineered into her.




Sometimes he felt so guilty about not realizing Alex’s secret that he couldn’t sleep. He had failed her for four years. He would have thought he was the worst father in history, but since he learned Alex’s secret, he had learned about Willow’s parents. And Hanna’s father. And some other people so horrible it was hard to believe they could exist outside a bad novel.




Sometimes he wondered what else he could have done. He had created an antidote for Alex, but now they knew it wouldn’t have worked for long, and Alex would have needed to take it every day or so for the rest of her life. Now they knew that a biochemical he had worked on, a biochemical that he had believed was a great breakthrough that would benefit millions, had done something awful to his younger daughter. And it had done even worse things to some other people.




If only he hadn’t trusted Danielle Atron. She had utterly fooled him for so long. How had he not seen the sociopath that lurked within the smiling businesswoman? Thank God for Dave Watt.




He also regularly said thanks for Jack O’Neill. Alex could have gotten involved with some really unpleasant military and political types. Jack had protected her from so much, and had helped her with so much. Jack had helped so many people just since he pulled Alex into the SRI.




George changed to another news channel while he rode the exercise bike. This time, there was an utterly useless story about Buffy Summers getting a new reality show for late fall. Great. Just what he wanted. Another reality show about people he wouldn’t want to meet in real life. And some Maine senator was patting himself on the back for some anti-bullying legislation that Alex’s press conference was probably really responsible for. And…




And there had just been a nuclear blast in the Utah desert just east of Las Vegas and not far from St. George. Which was where Alex and Shar and Hanna had been heading.




He stopped, the pedals moving on and yanking his feet around in circles. “Barb! Get in here fast!”




“George, what on earth is… Oh my God.”




She snatched up her tPhone and called Alex. There was no answer. She called Shar’s phone. Still nothing.




George suggested, “Maybe they’re out of range of any cell towers. Call Hanna’s satellite phone.”




She dialed and held her breath. No answer.




They looked at each other in a conjoined terror.




She frantically dialed Jack O’Neill. He answered on the third ring. “Barb? Do you have any news? We’ve lost all contact with all three of ’em. And Will says the GPS tracker in your SUV is gone.”




Barb fearfully asked, “Jack, how’s that possible?”




Jack carefully said, “They could be okay. Maybe they just caught the EMP — the electromagnetic pulse — and it fried all their electronics. I’ve got people moving toward their last known position at their best speed, and we’ll find ’em.”




Barb asked the question George was too scared to ask. “J-jack, this was a nuclear bomb. What if… there isn’t anything left to find?”




“Goddamn it, Barb! You can’t think like that! Give Alex a chance to pull something out of her hat. Again. For all we know, the badguys fired this off as their self-destruct after she flew everyone out, but they got their electronics fried.”




They talked to Jack a while longer, but eventually he needed to transfer to another line and get reports from his Team Two who were still on their way to the site. George would have asked how Jack could have people getting to the site that quickly, but he remembered Alex and Hanna had been through this kind of thing too much. They had probably called it in before they did anything drastic. And Roswell couldn’t be that far from the site of the blast. He grabbed his laptop and pulled up MapQuest to get an estimate.




Barb sat beside him, clutching his hand and trying not to whimper, as the newsman on the television talked about ‘the complete devastation just on the other side of this ridge.’ He didn’t think he could bear to see what it looked like. Maybe it was a good thing that National Guard and police forces were keeping the reporters from doing anything dangerous, like venturing into a possibly radioactive crater.




Hmm… MapQuest said a straight line from the Roswell base to the blast site would be around five hundred fifty miles. And Alex had told him she’d flown a couple times in a Bell Super Huey, which according to Wikipedia had a cruising speed of 155 mph, so about three and a half hours flight time once they had gotten the signal and loaded up and got out to the chopper.




He and Barb might have to wait a couple more hours just for Jack’s people to get on-site and start searching for the girls. And all he could do was sit and watch news programs that were going out of their way to dramatize things and make things seem even worse. He held Barb and rubbed her back. He really wanted to tell her that it would all be okay, but they both knew that someday, it wouldn’t be. So far, Alex had come home every time, even if a few times she had been battered or sick. He wanted to believe Alex would always win. That she would always come home to them. That it could be like the old Westerns, and the hero would always win, and the villains would always lose, and you would always be able to tell who was who by the color of their hats.




It was over an hour before Barb’s tPhone rang. She flipped it to speakerphone.




“Barb? It’s Jack.”




She tried not to sob. “What’s the news?”




Jack said, “Alex is okay. Hanna had to hike to the highway and flag down someone who would drive to where there was cellphone reception. And she took the license plates off your SUV so it wouldn’t be ID’ed by the press. She said it’s covered in dust now, so it doesn’t even look like the real color, and it took about a hundred hits from flying debris, so it looks like it got left out there about a year ago. We’ll do what we can about it, but we’ll have to replace a lot of the electrical system.”




George checked, “Alex is okay? But what happened?”




Jack told them, “They’d already called in a gray goo scenario. That’s the name for nanotechnology that eats everything in sight and just makes more and more nanites until there’s nothing left but piles of nanites. Shar got infected with the stuff and it tried to take her over. Hanna also said her power levels just kept increasing. She used mental domination to knock out Alex and paralyze Hanna. Then she told Hanna to tell Alex several things. That she loved Alex. That she was choosing not to be a gun—”




“Oh God,” Barb sobbed.




Jack continued, “Yeah, I got the ref too. And if I didn’t, the next to last thing she said was ‘You stay… I—”




George found himself saying the line at the same time. Barb was saying it too, while tears streamed down her face. “You stay… I go… no following.”




Jack complained, “I am never gonna be able to watch that movie again. The last thing she told Hanna was to grab Alex and run as far and as fast as she could. Hanna got far enough over the ridge and down the other side that they only got hit with the EMP and some effects from the overpressure smacking the ridge they were behind.” He took a deep breath. “Hanna thinks Shar turned herself into a nuclear bomb. We knew it was theoretically possible, based on test results from some of the crap those Shop a-holes tested her on. Hanna’s pretty sure Shar’s dead. I’m sorry.”




Barb burst into tears. George took the phone from her hand and asked, “So where’s Alex?”




Jack told him, “When Alex woke up and saw the mushroom cloud and realized the truth, she accused Hanna of failing to save Shar, and she jetted off to the west, leaving Hanna behind. I think pretty soon you’re going to have a desperately upset superheroine showing up on your doorstep, and she might not be very rational. I sure as hell wouldn’t be. You’ve got to get some food into her and just be there for her. And get her to call me and yell at me some, instead of at Hanna. And check her for radiation exposure or burns, and monitor her for radiation sickness. And we’ll have a DHS-cleared psychiatrist for her to talk to as soon as she’s ready.”




“We… Are you sure Shar’s really dead?”




Jack sounded like he was choked up. “There are no guarantees in life, George. But even if she was a hundred percent heat-resistant, the radiation at ground zero would… It would be instantly fatal. You need to accept that we’ve lost her, and that she died being a superheroine, which is what she really wanted to be.”




“How can we just… accept something like this? And how can we possibly have a funeral for a little girl who’s been atomized?”




Jack swore under his breath. “Okay, we’ll have a cover story for you in a matter of hours. And you can go with ‘cremation’ instead. Maybe a request to have her ashes scattered over her parents’ graves. I know it’s not fair, and it’s not kind, and it’s… not right. But it is. Willow and I were really looking forward to being ‘aunt and uncle’ to a nine year old. I’ve got to tell Willow now. She’s probably going to call you pretty soon after. She may not be speaking to me at that point.”




George didn’t know what to say. Shar was… gone. She had lived with them for less than a year, and she had already wormed her way into their lives. Into their hearts. It really did feel like they had lost a close relative. But in many ways, Alex had been more like Shar’s mother than Shar’s ‘cousin.’ He knew that Alex would have given her life to save Shar, but that wasn’t that meaningful in Alex’s case, when Alex had already been willing to give her life if she had to, to save millions of people in dozens of battles all over the world. North America. Europe. Asia. Africa. Alex had protected so many people from so much, and what had she gotten for her hard work? This. She’d lost her only ‘child’.




He held his weeping wife and moved her to the kitchen. And he prayed that this didn’t break Alex into pieces.







It was another hour before he heard the slight pop of the secret portal in the garage. A silvery shape darted past him and up the stairs at a pretty amazing speed. It occurred to him that he’d never really seen how fast Alex could fly if she really made an effort.




He scrambled out of his chair and ran up the stairs after Alex. He could hear Barb was right behind him.




In Alex’s room there was a sobbing, shaking lump under the covers of Alex’s bed. He rushed around to the other side of the bed so Barb could sit on the side closer to the door, and he peeled back the covers.




It was Alex, dressed like a normal girl, in a casual top and camping shorts and sturdy socks. She was curled up in a ball and crying miserably. And somewhere along the line, Alex’s hiking boots were gone and Piki the Pikachu had migrated into Alex’s arms.




“Her boots?” he whispered.




“Over here on the floor,” Barb whispered back.




Barb leaned over and hugged her. “Oh Alex…”




Alex just cried even harder. “Oh mom! I tried, I really tried as hard as I could, and I was useless! Shar’s dead! She’s dead and I couldn’t save her, and Hanna didn’t stop her, and…”




George hugged Alex from the other side. “Honey, I know it hurts so much, but it’s not your fault.”




“Oh why couldn’t it be me instead?”




Barb insisted, “And it can’t just be you when you want it to. You know it doesn’t work that way.”




And while Barb held their younger daughter and tried to calm her down, George slipped downstairs and got out the gear he needed. The geiger counter, the far-infrared camera to hunt for burns, and the new cellular degeneration detection system to look for epidermal radiation exposure symptoms. What did it say about their lives that he needed to keep things like this at home and ready to use?




While Alex wept, he scanned her. No radiation. No burns. No epidermal damage. How was it possible to be within a few miles of a nuclear explosion and not have more than a little sand in your hair?




His tPhone rang, and he rushed out of the room to answer it without Alex overhearing. It was Willow, who sounded like she was in tears. “Is Alex home yet? Is she okay? Hanna’s got some road rash and scrapes and bruises, but she thinks that’s it, and I really need Alex to be okay, I can’t lose her too! And Jack’s not crying but I can tell he’s totally upset and worried and stuff.”




George cleared his throat and clenched his jaws so he wouldn’t break down on the phone. “Alex is home, and she’s safe, and she’s healthy, but she can’t stop crying. I don’t think Barb can either.” He didn’t mention that he was afraid that once he started crying, he might not be able to stop either.




Willow sniffled, “Me too. This is so awful and so not of the fair! I mean, intellectually I knew it could happen, but somehow in my head it was always happening to someone I didn’t know so it wouldn’t hurt so much, and I guess I thought it would be like the tv shows where the hero always wins and saves everyone important and the good guys never die, and this is so awful I don’t know how Jack keeps doing it. I totally need to stop dissing the generals like that Flagg guy because this is so horrible and I don’t know how they keep doing it and not just quit!”




George admitted, “We’ve been afraid of something like this for two years now, and it’s been so much worse since last year.”




“When Jack rammed his way into Alex’s life,” Willow interjected.




He couldn’t dump all the blame on Jack, even if he really wanted to dump all the blame on someone. He disagreed, “When Alex decided she was going to become Terawatt and do more than just defend some local banks and stores from Danielle’s minions. But it’s not Jack’s fault. It’s Atron. And Walsh. And these evil Orphans, because you’ve shown that some Orphans can be amazing people who do incredible things to help people all over the world.”




There was a long pause, and then an embarrassed-sounding “Thank you.”




But before he finished talking with Willow, there was another call on his tPhone. Janet Fraiser was calling from the East Coast, worrying about Alex.




And Willow must have gotten word out to Alex’s ‘team’ because he got worried calls from Ray and Louis, and he figured that meant that Barb was getting frantic calls from Nicole and Robyn and Marsha and Gloria. Then Robyn called him because Barb wasn’t answering her phone. And so did Nicole. Then Marsha. Then Gloria. Then Ray’s parents called because they saw the news and Ray had told them where Alex and Shar were going camping.




He did his best to be patient, because he really wanted Barb to be able to comfort Alex, and he really didn’t think Barb was up to talking on the phone yet. But he didn’t want to be talking on the phone, telling people some of the worst information possible. He wanted to be in Alex’s room, holding Alex and being there for her.




Then the ID on the next call said ‘Graham Miller.’ It took a moment for him to remember who that was. He answered the phone, “Yes, Captain?”




“Dr. Mack, I don’t know if you remember me. We met very briefly under unpleasant circumstances. But General O’Neill is still operating off a sat phone because he was off camping with his son, so I’ve been tasked with a lot of the details, along with Sergeant Harriman. Now this may sound cold and unfeeling, but we’re going to list Shar as the victim of a hit-and-run by a truck while your girls were just east of Los Angeles today. We’ll say that Alex saw it happen and she’s completely shaken up and blames herself unfairly, so we can explain why she’s so upset. And it’ll cover why you’re not going to have an open casket funeral, if that’s something done in your family. I also want to suggest the general’s idea of ‘cremation’ and ‘scattering the ashes’ rather than burying an empty coffin, which could in theory create problems later on. You can arrange any sort of funeral you want, and we’ll provide any documentation you need. But we’re also going to have to admit that one of our superheroines died today in a battle against forces of the Empire. We will not tell anyone that Pyre was the nuclear blast. We will let everyone conclude that Empire forces used one as a self-destruct. After India, everyone knows that some of their blocs have nuclear weapons at their disposal, and after Davenport everyone knows that some of their blocs have used self-destructs.”




It took George a few seconds to think through everything. He wasn’t at his best, and he knew it. How did Alex manage to be so amazing in the middle of a crisis? She probably got that from Barb. He finally agreed, “All of that sounds… better than anything I could come up with. Thank you, Captain.”




“Graham. Call me Graham.”




George tried again. “Thank you, Graham. And tell Jack we appreciate everything the SRI is doing for us right now, because we’re really not coping very well.”




He went back to Alex’s room. Alex and Barb hadn’t moved, but Barb’s blouse was wet from Alex’s tears. He wasn’t sure how he was managing to hold up under the circumstances. “Come on. Let’s go downstairs to the kitchen and put some food into our girl.”




“I’m not hungry,” Alex sniffled.




That frightened him almost as much as seeing the news footage of that mushroom cloud. He insisted, “Alex, you can either eat in the kitchen, or else we’ll get that doctor to come over from Camp Atron and put IVs in your arms. But you have to take in some calories. You were in a battle, and then you flew at your top speed for hours. You know what happened to you the last time you didn’t eat enough.”




Alex just let him and Barb shuffle her down the stairs. She sat listlessly while Barb tried to get her interested in something to eat. Alex not wanting roast beef or apple pie or chocolate ice cream? He didn’t want to say out loud how worried that made him, but he could see in Barb’s eyes that she felt the same way. They had just lost one child — they didn’t want to lose another!




Ray let himself in and rushed over to hug Alex. Alex just buried her face in Ray’s chest and bawled. Ray looked over at him and whispered, “How much has she eaten so far?”




George made a ‘nothing’ hand signal, and Ray’s eyes opened wide in shock.




Ray made Alex look into his eyes, and he insisted, “We’re having ice cream. A really big bowl of ice cream.”




“I’m not hungry,” Alex mumbled into his shirt.




He stared at her. “We need to eat. You wouldn’t make me starve, would you?”




“No! I love you!” Alex wailed miserably.




So Barb got Ray one large bowl of chocolate ice cream with lots of hot fudge on top. Ray just picked Alex up and set her in his lap sideways. Then he fed her and pretended to feed himself too.




Sometimes, it was hard to see just how small Alex really was. George had been seeing Alex as Terawatt for so long that sometimes he just about forgot that she was only 5’7” and slender, and she had about as much spare body fat as a Victoria’s Secret model. Not that he was going to admit to Barb that he knew what Victoria’s Secret models looked like in their lingerie. But sitting like that in Ray’s lap and hunched in on herself, she looked so small and vulnerable that he just wanted to yell at Jack for dragging her into these things.




Even if there wasn’t really any ‘dragging’ going on. Alex had stumbled into this one and the Paris one. She had gone to Davenport this last time on her own. And far too many times, she had simply insisted that she was needed somewhere. It wasn’t as if anyone could keep Terawatt from rushing to the rescue, even if the rescue was on the other side of the world or up in Low Earth Orbit.




But he knew what the problem was. Terawatt was larger than life. Terawatt was tall and powerful and frankly intimidating. Terawatt looked like the kind of superheroine who could beat Azure Crush or even Gojira in a battle. And a lot of the time, his younger daughter was more Terawatt than Alex. But not now.




Ray got Alex to eat the whole bowl while pretending he was eating about half of it. And then Gloria came by with some freshly-made donuts that smelled so good George’s waistline was about to explode just from the aroma. While Gloria hugged Barb and they both cried, Ray got Alex to eat three of the donuts too.




It was discouraging seeing how Alex would eat for Ray, when she wouldn’t eat for her own father. But George had known Alex would eventually be more Ray’s wife than his child. It looked like they had already crossed that line.




He hadn’t realized that letting go would be this hard. Or that it would be this soon. At least he still had Annie, since she was focused far more on research than on men.




But Alex was already Ray’s. George made a mental note to push harder on the research for a power suppressant they could administer when Alex had a baby. The excitement of having a grandson or a granddaughter was tempered by the thought of the Terrible Twos only with superpowers tossed in.




Ray held Alex on his lap like she was only a few pounds. George knew his hips and legs wouldn’t take that anymore. And Ray just held Alex and rubbed her back for a long time.




After Gloria left, Nicole and Robyn came by and cried with Alex. Then Marsha and Louis came by, and Marsha cried with Alex while Louis stood with George and made awkward conversation. Then Ray’s parents came over. George and Barb took them into the living room while ‘the children’ sat in the kitchen. Even if none of them were children any longer. Even if some of them had not been allowed to be children for a while.




He really wanted to blame Danielle Atron for that, but if Danielle hadn’t betrayed his trust and done the heinous things she’d done, would Alex have been ready when Hermione Granger showed up on their doorstep? Could Alex have been prepared when Margaret K. Walsh started unleashing nightmares across the globe?




Well, he certainly wasn’t going to thank Danielle for being a greedy sociopath and endangering his entire family.




At least Vince was still in prison, and Lars was back in prison. Danielle didn’t do things like trust or support or friendship, or else by now she would have broken both of them out to help her.




When Ray’s folks left, George checked back in the kitchen. Ray and Alex were still in that chair. Nicole and Robyn and Marsha were crowded around the table on folding chairs. And Louis had powdered sugar from a donut all over his mouth.




Before George could complain about that, Louis looked over at him and proudly announced, “I got Alex to eat four more donuts!”




George wasn’t sure he wanted to know what crazy thing Louis had come up with this time, even if some of Louis’s ‘crazy ideas’ had turned out to be pretty impressive. The ‘market segmentation’ plan for homecoming, which Alex had complained about at length, had been one of them. And the plan to rescue Willow’s business. And…




He had to admit it. Louis did have a way of thinking. It wasn’t thinking outside the box. It was thinking in a completely different box that happened to have a CEO sitting in it. Maybe he needed to talk to the other company officers about getting marketing advice from Driscoll Enterprises.




He looked around the kitchen. Alex really had some amazing friends. But then, Alex was an amazing person, so it wasn’t a surprise. Even if some of them were a little… quirky.







Jack answered the sat phone yet again. It was a good thing Charlie was driving the truck, because this wasn’t a good road, and Jack was spending way too much time on the phone. Not to mention that after hearing Hanna’s report, he was really in no condition to be driving. Not that he was going to admit it.




“General O’Neill, this is Major Samantha Carter.”




He rolled his eyes a little. His newest officer was just a little too formal for his liking. He got enough of that from Finn. “Yes major, I remember who you are. I did hire you, as you may remember.” He could tell Carter had the phone on speakerphone, because he could hear someone trying hard not to laugh and descending into snorts.




Carter just continued, “We’ve got the aerial photos processed and analyzed with the DOE software you got us the permissions for. I knew it had to be a nuke when Action Girl reported that ‘double flash.’ That’s a classic indicator.”




He knew that much. He didn’t know the technical details of the physics that were the underpinnings for it, but he knew crap like that. He didn’t waste time telling Carter, because he could tell she was on a roll. He just made a little ‘mm-hmm’ noise that the science wonks always liked so they thought he was really paying close attention to what they were saying.




Charlie whispered, “Boring tech crap?”




Jack gave him a ‘got it in one’ gesture. Charlie knew him so well.




Carter explained, “…so the analytical engine agreed with my initial assessment that the effects were caused by an above-ground blast, probably at one to two hundred feet up, which matches Action Girl’s description remarkably well. It clearly couldn’t be a buried nuke. Also, the radiation profile and the minimal fallout we’ve tracked suggest a very high-grade fusion reaction instead of what we would find in a self-destruct device. In fact, the chemical composition of the fallout suggests that Pyre managed to create a fusion reaction using ordinary air, because the primary traces are the predicted fusion products from nitrogen, followed by those for oxygen. We’ll need a lot more samples, but I believe we’ll find a radiation profile that very closely matches everything we’d expect to find in the air here.”




Jack interrupted, “Major, we will need to provide some disinformation on this. I do not want anyone figuring out that Pyre did this, and that starts with concealing the fact that we had an airburst and a fusion reaction. I know this goes against everything you believe, but I need you to fabricate results so it appears we had a fission device that went off inside the Xymos building.”




Carter’s voice shifted from ‘technical lecturer’ to ‘quiet mom.’ “Hanna told me that Pyre just turned nine, and that she was going to be living with you as your niece.”




He swallowed hard. “Yeah. Willow’s gotten really attached to her.” Like he hadn’t. He had really been looking forward to having the little squirt around the house. He wasn’t kidding himself. He knew nine year olds weren’t saints. He knew Shar wasn’t some perfect little angel. But he wasn’t exactly the model of a modern major general himself. He’d rather have someone like Charlie who was fun and lively and occasionally almost as naughty as his dad. It was killing him knowing that he’d already lost his new ‘niece’.




Carter carefully said, “Sir, since this is a matter of national security, it’s not like I’m illegally concealing evidence, but rather participating in a DHS effort that’s a legitimate effort against national and international threats. And since their nanotechnology seemed to be a functional ‘gray goo’ scenario, I believe we would have had to nuke the entire area to be sure anyway.”




Well, that was pretty definitely an ‘I’m opposed to doing something illegal but I’m using a loophole for you’ comment. He’d heard one or two from Finn, who made arrows look twisted.




He apologized, “I’m sorry to ask this of you, major, but I know a lot of superheroines, and I don’t want them branded as nuclear threats. And I don’t want mad scientists viewing superheroines as a target for their experiments. And she was only nine. She doesn’t deserve this.”




Carter staunchly said, “No one deserves this, sir. And you got me out of a place that was only a couple steps away from ‘experiment on her for the good of science’ so I think I understand your points rather… viscerally.”




He asked, “So what do you need me to do?”




She said, “We’ll need to be in charge of all monitoring of fallout and local radiation.”




He nodded to himself. “Roger that. I’ll call Big Cheese and get him to put the HWAAA in charge of all that jazz. Are there any communities in danger from this?”




Carter carefully answered, “No sir, as long as the current weather pattern holds up. If we get an abrupt change in wind direction, which is admittedly very unlikely, we might have to worry about one of the towns to the northwest. But this is a relatively ‘clean’ detonation, and the fallout we have is extremely light, largely because most of the isotopes are gaseous, with a really tiny fraction in the lighter solid elements like carbon, boron, and lithium.” She groaned, “We’ll have to work up some possibilities for a self-destruct’s fallout profile and ensure that our monitoring registers that instead. And we’ll need to ‘explore’ the blast crater with excavation equipment so we can hide the evidence of an airburst instead of a self-destruct inside a facility. I believe we should be able to have that done in… only three days if we postulate a new type of fission device. I think I know how we can do that. We might even be able to build one for real.”




Jack told her, “Terawatt told me other-you has a brain that’s a national treasure, and I think you just proved that. Good work, major. Anything else?”




“Yes sir. We’re getting the SUV moved into a shipping container and loaded onto a trailer for a semi. It’s not contaminated, just… affected. Once we have it in a safe area, we can unload the contents and get them returned. But the SUV itself will need an entirely new electrical system, a new paint job, and a lot of body work from all the flying debris that was knocked loose from the ridge by the blast’s overpressure. It might be cheaper to just buy a new car.”




He winced slightly. That was Barb’s SUV unless he missed his guess.




Once Major Carter signed off, Jack had to call George Hammond, and then Sergeant Harriman, and then Forrest Gates. After all, Gates had the SRI radiation exposure experts on his team.




After that, he set the phone down and sighed, “Charlie, I’m really sorry about this. I was figuring some fishing, some hiking, some spying on pretty coeds skinny-dipping in a pond…”




Charlie laughed. “Look dad, we got to do two out of the three, so we’re good. And really, we both knew this could happen. I know you don’t like being stuck behind a desk, but I feel better knowing you’re not out there fighting giant tarantulas and Gojira and silicates and everything else. We both know these crises don’t check my calendar first. And we had fun. And I know you really miss Willow, because you’re talking in your sleep again.”




Jack managed not to blush much. “Probably asking her to make more brownies for me. Can you get fat from dreaming about baking?”




Charlie smirked, because they both knew that wasn’t what Jack had been dreaming about. He added, “And I really appreciate the advice about Hanna. Although I am still wondering what the hell is wrong with us O’Neill boys.”




Jack smiled, “I think we should ask Ray and maybe Azure Crush’s boyfriend Sergei if they want to become honorary O’Neills, since they’re dating the rest of the world’s scariest women.”




Charlie admitted, “I’ve said it before, but there is no way Alex and Terawatt are the same person. It’s almost like one of those Hollywood ‘multiple personality disorder’ deals.”




Jack said, “They don’t even call it multiple personality disorder anymore. Now it’s Dissociative Identity Disorder. And the mere fact that I know that is a sign I hang too much with Willow. So you think we oughta start calling her Sybil instead of Alex?”




“Maybe ‘Eve.’ Or ‘Aaron’.”




“Ooh, good one!” Jack tossed out, “The first rule of multiple personality is… do not talk about multiple personality!”




Charlie laughed, and then said, “We need to make Alex sit down and watch movies with us. And Willow. And Hanna.”




“Definitely. And the first couple movies should be ‘The Searchers’ and ’12 Angry Men’.”




Charlie objected, “No way. ‘The Shawshank Redemption’ and ‘Raiders of the Lost Ark’.”




“Ooh, good choices, but ‘Raiders’ is definitely better after you’ve seen enough of the early black-and-white serials.”




Charlie suggested, “I’ll give you that one. Which reminds me. We need to show Hanna ‘Star Wars’ and ‘Alien’ and about a dozen other movies before we can show her ‘Spaceballs’.”




“Now about ‘Shawshank.’ Good call. I’ll give you that one if you’ll give me ‘The Searchers’.”




Charlie grinned, “I thought for sure you’d insist on ‘The Wizard of Oz’.”




“They’ve all seen it. And we really need to go see it in a movie theater with a big screen. Totally different experience.”




“Good point. How about… ‘2001: A Space Odyssey’?”




Jack smiled, “Sweet. You can’t do ‘please stop Dave’ jokes without it.”




They talked the rest of the way back to base. He smiled and laughed and grinned at all the right places, and Charlie didn’t notice that he felt utterly crushed inside. Jack had way too much practice at that, going back to the day Sarah died.




Well, he didn’t think Charlie realized how much his dad was hurting, although ignoring stuff other guys didn’t want to talk about was another life skill Charlie had mastered, just like not ignoring stuff that women wanted to talk about even when they insisted they didn’t want to talk about it. And listening when women wanted to complain about something, without offering half a dozen suggestions on what they should do to fix it.







Ray woke up with a start. Something was wrong.




He had been freaked — totally freaked — when Alex’s folks asked him to stay the night in Alex’s room. Even if Alex was clinging to his chest like one of those little things you had to scrape off the bottom of a boat. Barnacles. Right. But when Alex had finally fallen asleep from the sheer exhaustion of crying nonstop for hours, Ray had scooped her up and tucked her in bed fully dressed and then he’d laid down on top of the covers and let her cling to him like he was her life preserver. He felt amazing that he meant that much to Alex, and horrible that Alex was so miserable.




But Alex was gone now. The bed covers were still like they had been, and he was still holding them, but she could have puddled right out of the bed and gone anywhere. He felt like his heart was freezing in fear inside his chest. She could be anywhere. This was Alex, so she could literally be anywhere. She could be inside the walls. She could be several hundred miles away, depending on how many hours ago she snuck off.




He heard the sound of glass breaking downstairs, and he reacted. He darted into the hall, slid down the banister, and dashed into the kitchen. The light was on in the garage, so he stepped over there.




Alex was sitting on the garage floor. Mr. Mack’s secret safe under the workbench was wide open. Alex had a glass bottle in her hand, and another glass bottle was shattered on the floor against one wall.




Ray gasped, “Alex, what have you done?”




221. Ceremonies



Ray worried as he took in the scene.




Alex looked up at him, tears streaming down her face. “It didn’t work! Nothing worked!” She held her index fingers up and ran a foot-long spark between them. “I can’t make it go away! Ray, please make it go away. I don’t wanna be Terawatt anymore. I… I can’t do it anymore…”




He took the bottle from her hand. It was GC-161. One of the empty bottles on the workbench was GC-161 antidote. He figured the smashed bottle was more of one of the two. So she couldn’t make her powers change, and she couldn’t make her powers go away. He wasn’t really surprised. She’d had her powers for so long, and she’d been exposed to so many GC-161 related chemicals, it wasn’t really surprising that her powers were pretty much immovable. He figured she’d been exposed to tiny doses of antidote every time she’d splashed it on someone, so it just didn’t work on her anymore. And maybe that nasty anti-antidote stuff had had permanent effects on her.




He scooped her up and let her sob on his shoulder. Then he closed the garage door and held Alex while he wrote a one-handed message on a big post-it note and stuck it on the door: ‘WARNING: BROKEN GLASS ON FLOOR’.




He sat down on a kitchen chair and thought about it. “Alex? Honey? You don’t have to make your powers go away. You can just claim your powers are gone.”




“I don’t wanna lie to Jack and Willow,” she sobbed into his shirt.




He murmured, “Then tell em the truth. You can’t take it anymore. This is too awful and it hurts too much, and you need to stop.”




She nodded desperately and sniffled, “Ray, I love you so much, you’re so good to me.”




He hefted her in his arms and walked up the stairs to put Alex back to bed. He was just glad he was strong enough to carry her up a flight of stairs without hurting himself.







Jack flatly said, “Yes, Mister President. I understand, Mister President. Thank you for giving us this much notice, Mister President.” He carefully hung up the phone. Then he said several angry swearwords.




He stomped his way down the hall and downstairs to the little office the DHS had allocated to Willow. He knocked impatiently and waited for her to answer.




“Come on in, Jack. What’s wrong?”




Smart girlfriends. Tough to beat. He came in and flopped down in her good ‘guest’ chair.




Willow had opted for the office that had the most potential connectivity and power outlets, rather than a good view or a spacious work area, so no one else objected when she took what was widely regarded as the worst office spot in the building. It was small and had a single tiny window. If you had a regular office desk in front of you, then your back was pressed against the far wall and there was almost no room to open the door and sit in front of the desk.




But Willow didn’t care about any of that. Against the far wall, she had a six foot wide computer desk with three monitors. She had a huge, shallow bookcase on the left-hand wall. She had another smaller computer desk with two more monitors against the right-hand wall. She had a massive stack of hardware in the square gap in the corner between the two computer desks, so she had a massively parallel computer, a special air conditioning unit atop that, and about two hundred pounds of uninterruptible power supply underneath everything. She had a really nice ergonomic chair she sat in so normally her back was to the office door. She had a comfy armchair in the corner to the right of the door. She had two metal folding chairs folded up and standing behind the door on the other side of the room, just in case she had more guests and didn’t want to move to a conference room. And that left about enough room for a shoebox.




He threw himself into the armchair. “I hate Mondays.”




She gave him a worried look. “What’s the matter?”




He frowned, “The President just called me in person to tell me the official graveside funeral for Pyre is moved back from tomorrow to Wednesday. Three pm. We have special guests flying in from overseas for the funeral, and we have to accommodate them no matter what.”




Willow stared at him in shock. “But… but we can’t do Wednesday afternoon! That’s Shar’s funeral, and we have to go to that! Alex and George and Barb are counting on us!”




He gritted his teeth. “I have to do Wednesday afternoon here. You don’t. You can take the Cessna to Camp Atron and go to Shar’s funeral and be supportive and all that jazz, while I get to stay here and play political games.”




Willow thought for a second and asked, “Who’s coming from overseas?”




Jack scowled, “Emperor Akihito himself. And Tsurara, and Colonel Watanabe and a couple other people. Plus at least two representatives of the Russian government, although the CinC didn’t mention them by name. But there’s no way I can duck out of this one.”




Willow primly said, “Well, the Japanese government ought to send someone like that, considering what would’ve happened if Pyre and Terawatt hadn’t gotten to Japan in time. And someone ought to give you a hell of a huge medal for that, because the only reason they were even on that side of the Pacific was you doing what you do so well.”




“What? Being a huge pain in the ass?”




She frowned, “You’re not. You’re really smart, and really intuitive, and you totally have a great feel for what these creeps are likely to do, and more people need to listen to you!” She paused for a moment and added, “Even if sometimes you are kind of a pain in the tuckus. But a sexy one!”




He still didn’t smile, even if Willow was just ridiculously cute.




He griped, “Going to Shar’s funeral and being there for the Macks is what matters. Walking with an empty coffin and listening to some dimwit who didn’t even know her spout greasy platitudes for twenty minutes? Not what I want to do for the afternoon.”




She took his hand and said, “I know. But you’ll have to behave. This is a huge deal. There’s never been a superhero buried at Arlington before.”




He tried not to wince, but he’d thought about it. A lot. “We’re pretty lucky she’s the first. We could’ve lost Tera or AG or Klar plenty of times. And Finn. And Lupo. And Carlson. I swear, that guy’s superpower is he’s a magnet for shrapnel.”




Actually he thought Carlson’s superpower was a ridiculous ability to keep fighting at Navy SEAL levels even after picking up injuries that would have most people lying on the ground screaming for a medic. Some Orphans were smart, some were strong, some were aggressive, and some were tough as nails. Several of them he was proud to call fellow soldiers.




He admitted, “Alex wasn’t going to come when it was tomorrow, and there’s no way I could ask her to be a pallbearer at Pyre’s burial and miss Shar’s funeral.”




Willow glared at him. “Jack! Alex can hardly stop crying for more than a few minutes at a time! You can’t ask her to do Terawatt crap!”




He said, “I wasn’t going to. We’re going with Operation Tera-Twin 3: Urban Harvest. All I’m asking Alex to do is talk to our DHS headshrinker. She sure can’t find a psychiatrist in Paradise Valley who’d believe her.”




“Urban Harvest?” She pulled up a window on one of her monitors and typed away for a couple seconds. She turned and stared at him. “Really? You couldn’t go with ‘Return of the Jedi’ or something?”




He shrugged. “Hey, my brain isn’t a big ol’ national treasure, like you and Carter. Or the Granger kid. Or Alex and her sister. I just call ’em like I see ’em.”




“Thank you, Mister Cosell,” she complained.




He grimaced, “Seriously, I’d like you at Shar’s funeral, on the other side of the country, just in case someone in the Collective decides Pyre’s funeral is a really great target of opportunity. I’ve got Lupo posing as Terawatt during the funeral, but I’m pulling Carlson out and giving him Ultraman and Azure Crush for a squad, and they’re gonna be lurking in the vicinity and ready to put some major-league hurt on anybody who tries to pull anything.”




Willow worried, “Do you really think anyone’s gonna try anything?”




Jack frowned, “I have no idea. As far as I can tell, the India bloc and the America bloc are toast. But the primary bloc’s still out there. If they’re smart, they’ll attack someplace that Terawatt isn’t. So I’ve got Teams Three, Four, and Five on high alert just in case. I’m really hoping Wacky Maggie will send a team in with that anti-Terawatt raygun and take a shot at Lupo.”




Willow started to be crabby, but then she got it. “Oh. Right. It won’t hurt anyone except Alex.”




“And Atron.”




Willow continued, “So they might try it and conclude that it doesn’t work on GC-161 powers after all.”




Jack pointed out, “They probably tested it before they sent Ross’s team off to the Congo. That means Atron might be dead now. But I’m guessing they tested it on someone else. Some poor schlub who got the silvery morph ability, and they zotzed him to pieces. After all, they were pretty sure it would kill Tera. They had to base that on something.”




“Eww.”




“Yeah,” Jack agreed. “These people pretty much make Emperor Palpatine look like George Washington.”




Willow complained, “George Washington wasn’t all that wholesome, you know. Have you ever read about his expense account he submitted for the years of the Revolutionary War? He was a crook!”




He let Willow lecture him on the subject for a good half hour. Some of the entries she quoted from memory were pretty damn funny. That kind of cash for ‘washerwomen’ and ‘laundresses’? The guy must have been buying hookers for his entire staff. And getting the U.S. government to pay for it later.




He finally got up, gave her a kiss, and went back to his office to call every single person he had lined up for tomorrow to tell them that the funeral got moved back a day courtesy of international political bullshit.







It was Wednesday and Alex was still feeling horrible. It just felt like someone had ripped her heart out of her chest. It just hurt so much she wondered why people didn’t die from stuff like this. It didn’t help that she actually knew people strong enough and fast enough to really rip someone’s heart out of their chest and kill them.




Ray and her mom and her dad had been so great, but it was Louis who had come through for the family. He had spent hours and hours at the house every day, just answering the door and helping visitors and putting away the food people kept bringing over, and a hundred other things like that so that Alex and her folks and Ray could just be together and welcome visitors and grieve. She knew Louis couldn’t cook worth beans, but the dining room table was always set for meals, and stuff people brought over was getting served — or heated up and then served. Plates got cleaned off and washed in the dishwasher. Rugs got vacuumed and floors got swept. Alex wasn’t doing any of it, and she was pretty sure her mom wasn’t either. That meant it was Louis. And probably also Ray and Alex’s dad and sometimes Marsha and Robyn and Nicole.




She didn’t have a black dress except an LBD that wasn’t appropriate for a funeral, but someone went out and bought a black dress in her size, and it was hanging on the back of her closest door. It even fit well enough. She just couldn’t make herself care whether it fit well, but her mom sure did.




As they were driving over to the church, Alex’s mom warned her, “Honey? The President announced the burial service for Pyre at Arlington is at noon our time. That means a lot of people can’t come.”




She looked at her watch. She wasn’t carrying her tPhone anymore. She wouldn’t have carried it even if it hadn’t been totally fried. It was a quarter of twelve. The service for Shar was at one. She didn’t want to see Hanna anyway, even if it wasn’t really Hanna’s fault and she’d been a giant jerkhead to Hanna and she totally needed to apologize. And she didn’t want to see Jack or Riley and have to tell them she was quitting on them.




And anyway, how could a bunch of military guys in fancy uniforms show up and not blow the whole secret identity deal anyway? Alex was totally not going to be Terawatt anymore, and all she really cared about was not letting anyone else find out she used to be Terawatt so her family would be safe.




What was left of her family, because she’d already lost Shar.




They had to have a meeting with Reverend Bonnie about the funeral service, which was just grim, even if Bonnie was always mega-nice. Alex’s mom and dad had already picked out the hymns and picked out the prayer passages and written out what they wanted to say about Shar. Alex had written down two little stories about Shar that she thought really said a lot about how great Shar was, but Alex knew there was no way she’d be able to read the thing out loud without totally breaking down again.




Alex’s mom made her eat a couple sandwiches they’d brought, even if Alex’s stomach just felt like she didn’t want to eat ever again. And then Reverend Bonnie just sat and talked with Alex about how much it hurt when you lost someone so close to you, and how a funeral isn’t for the departed, it’s to help the survivors deal a little better with losing someone like Shar. And just talking with Bonnie even helped enough that Alex’s stomach didn’t feel like she was going to hurl.




She’d never really understood why someone would drink too much or do drugs, but now she kind of got it. If you hurt so much inside that you couldn’t go on, then maybe doing something you shouldn’t, just to make the pain stop for a while… Not that she’d do something like that. But there had been times in the last couple days when she just clung to Ray and refused to let go. And there had been Sunday night when she hadn’t been able to sleep at all, and she’d gone out in the back yard and she’d gone silvery and she’d just jetted maybe thirty or forty miles straight up and just stared down at the earth for a while, reminding herself that she could feel stuff other than pain and misery.




And Annie flew in from Roswell, and Aunt Ashley flew in from Chicago, and even more relatives drove in just for the funeral. But Alex was most surprised when it was time for the family to be seated at the front of the church, and she saw just how many people had turned out for the funeral. There were a ton of people who knew the family from church stuff. There were people from the tv station and the paper. There were tons of her folks’ friends. And it looked like half the plant, and most of her mom’s co-workers, and a ton of their neighbors. Even both the Sliffs, although only Dottie Botswell came and not her husband. Mrs. Sliff was wearing her old-person wrap-around dark glasses, even inside. Alex figured Mr. Sliff had to come, just because Mrs. Sliff probably couldn’t see well enough to be driving.




They had asked people not to bring Shar’s little friends, because this was hard enough on adults. But Sophie’s mom and Maria’s mom and Danny’s mom and a bunch of other moms were there. And Shar’s teacher and principal. And Kelly was there with Counselor Jen and a couple of the other camp counselors, even if Alex had no idea how they found out and managed to get here while working around running a whole summer camp.




But mainly Alex was shocked at how many of her friends and classmates and stuff were there. Naturally, Ray was there, and his folks, and Louis and Marsha and Mr. Driscoll, and Robyn and her parents, and Nicole and her folks, and Gloria too. But Mina was there with most of the yearbook staff. And Donna was there with about half the cheerleaders. And most of the basketball team was there, and a lot of the girls’ track team, and a huge number of other people off the sports teams. And a bunch of the Photography Club and Science Club and Computer Club and Robotics Team. And even some of the goths and emos and skaterbois and other people she totally didn’t expect to show up.




And Willow was there too! She was wearing a knee-length fitted black dress and sheer black hose and black pumps, and a lot of men were having a hard time not ogling her because she really looked hot for someone going to a funeral. Alex looked around for anyone else SRI-ish, and naturally Jack couldn’t be there, but Alex spotted Hank Marshall and Bill Lee and Pete Bailey, partly because they were sitting together. Hank and Pete were wearing plain black suits, and Bill Lee was wearing a gray pin-striped suit that was probably as close as he had to a funeral outfit. There might be some people who recognized Willow, but no one was going to peg those guys.




At the last second, Frank West rushed in and sat down in the back of the church. It looked like he was in jeans, but she didn’t get that good a look. The church was built like a big quarter of a pie, so even if she was in the front row over in the left rows, she had a good view of people over on the far right-hand rows.




The funeral was kind of a blur, since mainly she cried through the whole thing. Ray got up and read the part she wrote, and people even laughed at some of it so she was glad she’d written it, even if it made her miss Shar so much she just ached inside.




And then after the funeral, they went upstairs to one of the big rooms in the church for a reception kind of thing. With tons of food that looked like lots and lots of different people had made stuff and brought it, just to be kind. Alex really wished she had her appetite back, just so she could take some from a lot of the trays and tupperwares to make people feel like all their hard work was worth it. Because right then, Alex wasn’t feeling like all her hard work over the last year or two was worth it, if this was the reward she got for it.




Alex stood in the reception line in between her mom and Ray, and just let people walk past and tell her how sorry they were. She hugged everyone she knew. Even Jackson. Maybe especially Jackson, because she really didn’t think he’d come to something like Shar’s funeral even if he was good friends with Ray. The way Mr. Sliff helped Mrs. Sliff along the line of people, Alex really wondered if Mrs. Sliff could see at all. But Mrs. Sliff hugged Alex and said, “I’m so sorry. When I think that the last thing I said to that poor child was to yell at her about a handful of stupid flowers, it just makes me feel ashamed.”




Willow walked down the line hugging everyone, and apologized, “Jack really, really wanted to come, but he got boxed in, and he had to do his stuff. He’s really of the grouchy about it, and I hope he doesn’t say something he shouldn’t to his boss’s boss.”




Alex figured Willow meant the President, and Alex hoped Jack did what Willow wanted, because Jack wasn’t exactly the best-behaved Air Force officer ever.




Because there were so many people who came to the reception, Alex didn’t have to pretend to eat anything. She just stayed in the reception line the entire time. And with the basketball guys and the football guys going through the line and then walking over to the food, Alex didn’t have to worry about tons of leftovers.




Even if there was some food left afterward. Not much stuff like cookies or slices of cake or deviled eggs. No, it was mostly some stuff that the jocks weren’t as interested in eating, like what was left on a couple trays of raw veggies with dip. But that was about it. Some of the church ladies helped Alex and her mom and Willow put the different raw veggies in some baggies to take home. And there was one baggie of the assorted cookies that hadn’t been inhaled. And there was like one slice each left from about five different cakes and pies. That was pretty much it. Someone really loved deviled eggs, because there were at least four different trays of them and not a single one was left.




She remembered when she would have swooped down and buzzed through those deviled eggs like a cloud of locusts. But she just felt like she wasn’t going to be hungry again for a century.




Willow rode in Ray’s car with Ray and Alex. Alex was a little surprised that Annie wanted to ride in the car with the Roswell guys, but maybe she was worried about making sure she had a ride back to their jet, which was probably way down at Edwards Air Force Base. Alex’s folks rode home in her dad’s car with the leftovers. Louis drove Marsha and Robyn and Nicole. Nobody wanted to ride in Frank’s old pickup truck even if Alex knew the front seat was clean.




Willow checked, “Are we gonna be able to… talk at the house?”




Alex grumbled, “I don’t wanna talk about that stuff anymore.”




At the same time, Ray turned his head a little and spoke. “I think everyone going to the house is… cleared. Even my folks.”




Willow answered Alex. “Oh honey, I didn’t want to talk about that. I wanted to talk about how awful Hanna feels, and it really wasn’t her fault, and if you can’t make it to my wedding I can get someone else for my maid of honor, and—”




“Oh crud!” Alex gasped. “I totally forgot all about your wedding! I’m the worst friend ever!”




“No! You’re not!” Willow insisted.




Ray added, “You’re a great friend, and a great girlfriend, and a great person, and I want you to stop saying bad stuff about yourself. Okay?”




Alex winced a little. “Okay. But the wedding’s only a week away!”




Willow gently explained, “A little more than that. But you don’t need to drive down early for a final fitting, because I constructed a wire-frame 3D model that they have set up on a mannequin so it’ll be just fine. And I got shoes and pantyhose and everything for you already. But I’d need you there Friday afternoon for the rehearsal and then the rehearsal dinner, and then the wedding’s late Saturday with pictures before and the dinner-and-dancing part after, and then helping us sneak out without anyone else knowing where we are, and then maybe you could skip out and drive home or you could stay for Sunday morning brunch and then drive home.”




“It’s not in West Virginia?” Alex asked. She was sure it was scheduled for West Virginia. She wasn’t sure why she had assumed it was West Virginia, when Willow had been talking about getting it in a synagogue and Alex didn’t even know if West Virginia had any Jewish temples.




“No, it’s Santa Barbara. Mom got our old synagogue to cooperate, and dad got his friend Rabbi Weisberg from the UC-Santa Barbara religious studies department to agree to officiate. And we got a good deal on a big block of rooms at the Hilton resort hotel even if I think Jack cheated on that one.”




“Oh.” Well, Santa Barbara wasn’t that far away. She could drive down I-5, cut over, then come down 101 and get to Santa Barbara in maybe four or four and a half hours. She knew she could fly it in way less than that, but she was never going to do that stuff ever again.




Willow squeezed Alex’s shoulder. “Look, it’s okay. You just had the worst thing in the world happen to you. You’re not supposed to be all right now. And I’d love to have you there, but I’d really rather you healed from this so you’re okay before school starts.”




Alex whimpered, “But… but if I don’t show up, you won’t have a maid of honor and the whole thing’ll be ruined and it’ll be all my fault!”




Willow squeezed Alex’s shoulder again and reassured her, “It’s not that bad. I’ve got so many more friends now because of you. Janet volunteered to fill in if you couldn’t make it, and Hanna did, and Jo said she’d do it if she could wear her formal uniform instead of a ‘silly froufy dress’ and my cousin Marilyn and… well… I’ve got a lot of options. If you get there by the middle of the rehearsal on Friday, you can be the maid of honor, and if you just aren’t up to being in my wedding, it’s okay and I’d still like you to come and be there even if you’re not up for ‘happy time’ and dancing and stuff afterward.”




Alex sobbed a little. “I… I wanna be there on your special day, but I don’t wanna ruin things for you, and… and I don’t wanna start crying in front of the whole place in the middle of the wedding and ruin everything!”




Willow giggled a little. “It’s a wedding. Girls get to cry as much as they want. Everything’s fine unless Jack starts crying.”




Ray laughed and asked, “Is Jack gonna stomp on a glass? ’Cause that’s all I know about Jewish weddings.”




Willow smiled, “Probably. It’s symbolic. It’s derived from the Talmud. Mom told me the story before I read the Talmud, though. A rabbi broke a vase during the wedding feast to warn everyone against excessive fun, because bad stuff happened to Jews — and still does — and it was a reminder of the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. Dad then said that it was because that’s the last time the husband gets to put his foot down in the marriage, but he was making a joke. But there’s a lot more interpretations, which shouldn’t surprise you, because everything’s subject to interpretation and argument in Judaism, even the Old Testament passages. But the one I like the least is the idea that breaking the glass is a symbol for the groom breaking someone’s hymen in a few hours. The silliest is that it’s to drive away evil spirits. One I like is that the glass is really fragile, as a reminder that love and marriage are fragile, and you need to take care of them and not stomp all over things. But there’s a bunch more.”




Alex asked, “Am I gonna have to read a file on Jewish wedding stuff first?”




Willow shrugged and said in an exaggerated ‘New York Jew’ accent, “It couldn’t hoit!” She got Ray to laugh, but Alex was just not in a ha-ha mood. She switched back to her normal voice. “No, not really. Not unless you want to. There’s not gonna be anything weird, and we’ll keep the Hebrew to a minimum. It’ll just be a nice, normal wedding thing, except with a guy in a uniform instead of a tux.”




Ray parked the car at the curb, because the driveway was already full of cars, even with Alex’s mom’s SUV lost forever because Terawatt wasn’t smart enough to protect the people she loved, and she wasn’t good enough to save the day, and she wasn’t powerful enough to rescue Shar. At least, that was how Alex felt.




She gave Willow a big hug. “I’ll be there for you. All I gotta do is stop crying long enough to drive down to Santa Barbara.”




Willow hugged her back. “Hey, you can bring a plus one. Ray can drive! I’ll even make sure there’s a room reserved for him in case he comes too.”




Ray winced a little. “Thanks a ton. But I’ve gotta work. I already promised Mike I’d work that whole weekend, since I thought Alex would be gone to a fancy wedding, and Tom’s laid up with a back injury and Mike’s gonna have two other guys gone on vacation next week. Mike’s been really good to me, and I can’t go back on a promise like that. He’s gonna be short-handed that weekend anyway.” He looked at Alex and murmured, “Sorry, honey.”




Alex hugged him too. “It’s not your fault. Who knew this would get so awful and so messed-up and so… I don’t know. And you didn’t ever complain when I dropped everything to run off and… go do stuff. Even when it was your birthday party. So I can’t complain when you’re being all responsible and helpful and all that.” After all, those were some of the things she loved about him.




She rushed inside and found her mom in the kitchen, putting food away. “Mom! I forgot about the car! I lost the car! I ruined your car and lost it in the desert! I’m a bad person!”




Her mom stopped and hugged her and insisted, “Alex, you’re not a bad person. You’re a great, amazing person. And the car’s electrical system was fried from the electro-something.”




“Electro-magnetic pulse. EMP,” Alex supplied without thinking about it.




“That. And the body was wrecked from rocks and stuff falling on it. Jack called and said he was going to have to scrap the car and buy us a new one and make it look like we traded in the old one when we bought the new one. But they rescued all our camping gear and your clothes out of the back, even if all your electronics were pffft.”




She couldn’t think of anything electronic she wanted to keep. Her tPhone and Terawatt-tablet? No. She didn’t want to see those things ever again. What else did she even have on the trip? Oh. A tiny flashlight and her dad’s battery-powered camping lantern. That was probably about it. Well, she could buy her dad a new lantern.




She whimpered, “I’m really sorry about the car.”




Her mom held her and stroked her hair. “Honey, it’s not like you got drunk and crashed the car. You were saving the world, and the car happened to be in the vicinity.”




That really made things sound a lot better than they sounded in Alex’s head. In her head, it sounded more like ‘you messed up everything and you got Shar killed and you’re the worst person ever.’




But she didn’t get a chance to say so, because she had to introduce everyone to Frank and explain who he was, and let him know that everyone else in the house was a part of Team Terawatt. Or what used to be Team Terawatt before she quit. She was so done with Terawatt. Being a superheroine was so not tera.




And nobody needed a cruddy superheroine who got people killed and blew up huge chunks of the planet and stuff like that. If that nuclear blast had been in any city anywhere on earth, it would’ve been almost as bad as Lanzhou or Beirut.




Somehow, Alex had missed that Frank still had a house not too far from Seattle, and he had been up there during the summer, so Jack had called him and told him about the funeral, and Frank just drove down even if it had to be a fifteen hour drive. He was the best mentor ever.




She worried that she wouldn’t be able to keep him as a mentor once she told Jack she was through. Maybe she wouldn’t be able to keep anything. Maybe not the apartment. Maybe not the admission to Corcoran College. Crud.




Maybe she didn’t deserve any of that stuff anyway.




But Willow stayed and helped, and Alex helped fix dinner for the first time in maybe days, which her mom said was a good sign. And then Louis and Marsha drove Willow back to Camp Atron to take her SRI Cessna home. And Alex’s folks tried to get Frank to stay overnight before heading home, but he headed on out anyway.







Willow stepped off the Cessna and sank into Jack’s strong arms. “Oh Jack, Alex is hurting so much! And the way she’s talking, it just sounds like she’s all done with Terawatt. This is totally of the bad!”




Jack hugged her and scooted her into his car. At least he didn’t say ‘I told you so’.




He started the drive up to their new home and said, “I did warn you this might happen.”




Oh wait, there was the ‘I told you so’ after all.




He sighed, “You know I hate talking about Sarah with you, just because it either feels like I’m not being fair to you, or else it feels like I’m not being fair to her. Sometimes both. But after Sarah died, I was a basketcase. I… If I hadn’t needed to be there for Charlie, I don’t know what I would’ve done. And if it had been Charlie instead of Sarah? I don’t know. I’ve seen guys who ate their gun over stuff that grim. And Alex has been treating Shar like a daughter more than like a little cousin. She needs time, and she needs to talk to a therapist with enough clearance… and she needs really great friends, like you. Me? I didn’t even make it to the funeral.”




So Willow asked, “How’d the big state funeral go?”




“Just as shitty as I expected. Maybe even worse. The chaplain blathered on for a ridiculous amount of time, and then the CinC gave a speech, and then he let the Senate Minority leader speak, and that was even worse. And then the Emperor gave a speech about the importance of international cooperation and blah blah blah. It went about four times longer than I thought it would. And Carlson’s team got even more of a workout than I figured.”




“Oh no!” Willow gulped. “A Collective attack?”




He slowly shook his head no. “Nothing that bad. But you know those three cyberstalkers you’ve been tracking?”




“Oh no.” She couldn’t help cringing.




He nodded, “Oh yeah. Two of ’em showed up. The one you had tabbed as a possible serial killer? Brought a rifle, two handguns, and five World War II era grenades. And a partridge in a pear tree. Fortunately, Ultraman is the fastest goddamn thing on two legs I have ever seen. The other one was waiting near the funeral cars with a bouquet of roses. And a carving knife. Presumably, if Terawatt didn’t want to accept the flowers, he was gonna go Norman Bates on her. He certainly tried using it on Azure Crush when she spotted him. Funny thing: knives aren’t your best defense against people whose skin can stand up to rifle fire.”




Willow just cringed. “What would Jo have done?”




Jack grimaced, “Well, we are better prepared for that now. The science guys built a pretty powerful taser into the first two fingers of her left glove, with a pretty massive gel-plasma battery pack that’s in her boob padding. So she can do the Terawatt zap to someone who gets too close.”




“Jack? Thanks for letting Mister West know about the funeral. And thanks for texting Louis and telling him this was his big chance to be the hero. Marsha surprised him with some Grade A reward-nookie.”




He snorted in amusement. “And how do you know that part?”




She hesitantly admitted, “Well… maybe Marsha asks me for advice now and then, and tells me stuff she can’t talk to Alex about, and maybe a few months ago, Marsha asked me for some tips on what guys really liked, and I explained how to do the old ‘deep throat’ and a couple other things…”




“Will, honest to God…”




She fussed, “Stop it.” Then she wiggled her eyebrows. “Or you won’t get the old ‘deep throat.’ And a couple other things…”




222. Wedding Party



Alex still wasn’t sure she was ready even after more than a week, but she drove down to Santa Barbara anyway. It wasn’t that far. And Highway 101 was really pretty for a lot of its length.




Someone had sent her a new computer tablet and a new phone, and the tablet had a file on Jewish wedding customs, and a file on common Hebrew prayers she might hear, and a file on common Yiddish slang she might hear, and some other files. Plus some map files with directions to the hotel and the synagogue and two dozen restaurants and nearby places to shop. And a short list of the stuff Willow needed Alex to do. It was Friday already, so her list for the day was: try on dress for fit, go to wedding rehearsal, go to rehearsal dinner, and not be mad that the bachelorette party had been changed and was now only for women twenty-one and over.




Well, Alex was pretty sure she wasn’t up for wild and crazy partying and pretending to be ridiculously happy. She was still just barely out of the ‘crying non-stop’ stuff. She figured she must have been really bad if both her parents thought this trip was great for her.




But it was an easy drive. Even the traffic on I-5 was okay. And she had a car cooler that was a present from Ray. It plugged into the car cigarette lighter so you didn’t have to worry about ice and melted ice and stuff. It had a sixpack of diet coke and some cold roast beef and lettuce and tomato sandwiches her mom had made up from leftovers from all the stuff people had brought to the house.




At least her appetite was back. She must have been really upset, because when she had started eating normally, her mom burst into tears and hugged her. And her dad hugged her. And Ray. And Marsha. And even Louis. And her mom must have texted everybody about it, because Gloria had rushed right over with a dozen fresh Bavarian cream donuts.




Which reminded her. Just in case she got hungry some time during the trip, in the back seat she had a cardboard banker’s box that held a dozen apple fritters from Gloria, a case of chocolate raspberry energy bars from her dad, two dozen of her mom’s brownies, and a bunch of high-calorie protein drinks from Ray. So she had that and her camera case and one big suitcase that had nice clothes for today and tomorrow and Sunday, plus another casual outfit just in case, plus a nice casual outfit just in case, plus a dress for the rehearsal dinner, plus a bathing suit and sunscreen, plus her makeup kit and her dopp kit and stuff. There was no way she was ever taking her Terawatt stuff ever again.




When she followed the directions, she found that this wasn’t a motel. It was a huge ‘resort hotel’ thing that was more like a huge collection of really pretty ‘hotel blocks’ and ‘room blocks’ arranged around more than twenty acres of resort stuff. There was a huge pool that looked like it was stolen out of a tropical island. There was beachfront and ocean and a ton of other stuff. And it was only half a mile from downtown, and it was only a few miles from the synagogue. The concierge gave her a map that showed where her room was, and where forty other people’s rooms were in her block and the nearby block, and where the ‘hospitality room’ was, and where the banquet room was for the catered meals for all three days.




And her room was ridiculous. She walked into a ‘living room’ that had a kitchenette off to the side. There was a double door to the bedroom which had a California king bed and a fancy tile bathroom that had soap and shampoo and stuff that was more expensive than what she bought for herself normally. And she noticed that the kitchenette had a big fruit basket on the counter. She opened up the fruit basket out of habit, even though she wasn’t hungry. The bottom layers were all cookies and crackers and biscuits and cheeses and candies and sausages. The middle layers were apples and oranges around boxes of cookies and candies. The top section was a bunch of bananas and some juicy pears.




She managed not to eat anything from the fruit basket. Yet. Instead, she checked the time and decided she had just enough time to go to the dress boutique and try on her dress and shoes before she was supposed to be back at the hotel for the lunch. And she had her own car, plus a map of Santa Barbara, plus driving directions.




It only took about fifteen or twenty minutes to get to the boutique, which was in a pretty little strip mall. And the ladies in the store were so nice, even though she knew she really should have come in a couple days ago and tried it on and given them a chance to tailor it a little more if they needed to. And she had footies and a pair of white pumps along just in case. But it was a beautiful knee-length pastel-green cocktail dress that had long sleeves and a sweetheart neckline that wasn’t too low. And it fit just right. And the matching pumps with two-inch heels fit perfectly. Her mom had told her that the rule was bridesmaids’ dresses were supposed to be ugly enough that the bride looked amazing next to them, but this dress was gorgeous.




And she was totally not surprised that someone had already paid for the dress and the shoes and the matching clutch purse. Clutch purses looked beautiful and stylish, but really you could only fit a lipstick and a powder compact and maybe a cellphone in one. Her mom had once told her ‘that’s what your date is for, so he can carry all your other stuff in all the pockets he’s got in his suit.’ She had thought her mom was kidding at the time, but now she wasn’t so sure.




She changed back into her nice shirt and jeans, carried her gorgeous dress and stuff out to the car, and got back to her room in plenty of time to check her hair before she went over to the banquet room where lunch for the visiting wedding guests was being served. From what Willow had said, pretty much everyone was ‘visiting’ except a couple of Willow’s parents’ long-time friends and a couple of Willow’s old friends, because even Willow’s parents no longer lived there. So there were already maybe forty or fifty people there for lunch. Alex recognized Jack and Charlie, and Hanna and Janet, and Riley and his wife Samantha, and Forrest Gates, and Graham who was with a pretty brunette who Alex was guessing was his girlfriend Rita that Alex had never met. And Alex recognized Willow’s mom and dad from Willow’s pictures, because they really hadn’t changed much in the last ten years. And there were half a dozen people who looked like they had to be related to Willow’s mom or dad, and they were with people who were probably their wives and husbands and such. And the woman who looked like a thirty-year-old Sheila Rosenberg but with a tiny nose and pronounced cheekbones and D-cup breasts and dyed red hair had to be the ‘cousin Becky’ Willow had mentioned once or twice. But there were plenty of people Alex had no idea about.




Willow came rushing over. “Alex! Alex! Hi!” They hugged, and Willow checked, “Have you tried on your dress yet?”




“I did! It’s so pretty.” Alex pouted, “But someone already paid for it.”




Willow grinned, “How about that? How strange. I wonder if someone already paid for your room too…”




“You didn’t! That’s way too much!”




Willow frowned, “That’s not what my cousin Becky said. She said, ‘In that case, why can’t I have a suite’?” Willow took her arm and rushed her over to the tables. “You met my fiancé, but you haven’t met his family, or my family.” Willow led her over to where Jack was sitting with Charlie and Willow’s parents and an older couple.




As they got there, Willow’s dad finished some story. “…so the rabbi said ‘step on the glass and smash it, and drive away the evil spirits!’ and so I did, but when I turned around, my mother-in-law was still there.”




Jack and Charlie laughed, and Willow’s mom gave her spouse a pretend-scowl. “You’re a goniff!” She looked around the table and insisted, “He heard Alan King do that joke decades ago, and he stole it. He’s told it at every wedding we’ve ever been to.”




Jack grinned, “Well, I can’t see it playing well at a bris.” Ira Rosenberg chortled.




Alex knew what that was, because she’d looked in Willow’s list of Yiddish and Hebrew words, so she knew it was the circumcision ritual a mohel did on a baby boy when he was only a couple days old. And because Willow’s list had a word and then a definition and then something using the word, Alex now knew a really dirty joke about a mohel too. Like that was ever going to be of any use.




She knew she wasn’t supposed to know all the SRI personnel really well, but A.L. Mack had met Jack, as well as the Finns, so she could greet them. She said, “General O’Neill! It’s nice to see you again. I never did thank you enough for that lunch and the tour and everything.”




“Well, you can thank me by calling me Jack. Unless you join the Air Force, you’re never gonna have to call me General O’Neill ever. And this is my son Charlie, who’s gonna be my best man. Even if he’s a little young for you. And his girlfriend is lurking around here somewhere.”




Charlie grinned and played along. “Nice to meet you. I’ll introduce you to Hanna. I’m sure you two will hit it off.”




Jack pointed at the Rosenbergs and said, “These are my soon-to-be in-laws, Sheila and Ira.” Then he pointed at the older couple sitting next to him. “And these two unfortunates are my foster parents William and Ina, who were burdened with me throughout my misspent youth.”




Alex shook hands with everyone, while Ina insisted, “Don’t pay any attention to what Jack says. He was a great kid. He was smart as a whip, and captain of the school hockey team—”




“Had her fooled too,” Jack smirked.




“—and he almost always managed to avoid getting caught when mischief happened.”




Jack blithely said, “I think it must’ve been a curse. The bullies around school just seemed to have the worst luck. Their cars kept breaking down, their backpacks came apart at inopportune moments…”




William smiled, “I’m sure it was a curse that caused that Red Heet stuff to end up in those boys’ jockstraps.”




Jack just gave him one of those patented Jack how-can-you-suspect-me looks.




Alex plastered on a smile she really didn’t feel and said, “It’s great to meet all of you.”




Willow scooted her over to the buffet tables, and Alex got herself a big corned beef sandwich on dark rye and some yummy-smelling stuff that Willow promised was mega-tasty even if it was ‘chopped liver’ which was cooked chicken livers and onions ground up with hard-boiled eggs. So she got some of that on a couple crackers. And a couple cheese blintzes and a helping of noodle kugel and a scoop of the tzimmes. Her plate was pretty overloaded by the time she sat down across from the Finns. There was a big choice on drinks, but she’d never had a ‘cream soda’ before so she grabbed one. After all, if she didn’t like it, she still had a lot of diet coke in her cooler.




“Riley! Sam! Hi. Is it okay if I sit with you? I don’t know anybody except you two and Willow and the general.” Riley and Sam both knew that was a big fib.




They both smiled at her and assured her it was okay to sit with them. Then, while Alex started eating, they ‘introduced’ her to Forrest and Graham and Graham’s girlfriend Rita, and they ‘explained’ how A.L. Mack interviewed them in Davenport and they had dinner together. So then the guys started telling Jack O’Neill stories. If Alex hadn’t felt so sad, she was sure she would have been laughing really hard.




Boy, the tzimmes was really good. It was carrots and yams chopped up and stewed with raisins and some other fruits and sweetened with maybe honey. At the brief thought that she needed to get the recipe to cook it for Shar, she nearly broke down in tears.




Okay, everything was really awesome. She’d never been a huge fan of liver and onions, but the chopped liver was delish. She totally needed some more of that on crackers. Except that Alex Mack couldn’t pig out like Terawatt in front of all these people. Oh well, there was all that stuff in her fruit basket back in the room. She didn’t want those pears and bananas to go bad or anything.




A hand gently touched her shoulder. “Alex?”




She turned her head. “Yes, Dr. Rosenberg?” It wasn’t like she hadn’t noticed someone coming up from behind her.




“Sheila, please. I just wanted to explain how this afternoon and tomorrow are going to work. We’ll be going to the Reform Temple here in town for the rehearsal, and coming back here for the rehearsal dinner. Then anyone who wants to go to Friday night Shabbat services can ride on the bus Willow rented. I’m sure you’re not going to get to go to the ‘bachelorette party’ because Becky took that completely out of Marilyn’s hands, and trust me, Becky will be taking them someplace with too much liquor and anything else inappropriate she can find, but maybe you could get to know Charlie and his girlfriend. Hanna, I think. A very pretty girl. Then services tomorrow morning that you can skip if you prefer, and we’ll go over to the temple before sundown. You and I will help Willow put on her wedding gown, and we’ll do all the wedding photos first, and then we’ll have the wedding and dinner and dancing before the bride and groom sneak away. I have no idea what the military does for a bachelor party or for decorating cars after the wedding or any of that nonsense, but that’s not our headache.”




Alex fibbed a tiny bit. “I interviewed Riley Finn and researched him. He doesn’t drink or smoke or anything. And he supports his wife, even though she works as a doctor in a really dangerous part of Africa. If he’s involved, I think it’ll be more wholesome than the kind of bachelor parties you hear about on tv.”




Sheila glanced over at Riley, where he was standing with his wife and smiling at a Jewish couple Alex hadn’t met yet. “He does look like the All-American boy.”




Alex replied, “I think he kind of is. His senior year at West Point, while he was finishing first in his class, he also placed fourth in the NCAA track and field competition in the decathlon, and he got an invite to the Olympic trials. And he turned them down because he already had some really hard Army training course scheduled, even though he could’ve found some high-ranking officer to get him out of it for all the Olympic perks. And his parents are hard-working Iowa farmers.”




Sheila smiled and asked, “Is there anything else I can do for you?”




“Sure!” Alex told her. “Could you introduce me to Willow’s side of the wedding party? I got to meet Jack’s son and foster parents and officers, but all I know about Willow’s family is what she’s told me and the pictures she showed me.”




Sheila smiled, “Are you sure you want to meet Becky? We worry about someone cutting themselves on her cheekbones.”







When Alex got back to her room after meeting twenty or thirty of Willow’s relatives, she got into the fruit basket and had a bunch of crackers with sliced summer sausage and white cheddar cheese. She was just putting the remnants of the sausage and cheese in the little fridge in the kitchenette — the fridge that someone had stuck two sixpacks of diet coke into before Alex got there — when her phone rang.




“Alex? It’s Janet.”




“Oh hi! How are you?”




“Not as well as we could be. Can we drop in on you? Hanna wants to apologize.”




Alex cringed. “Hanna doesn’t need to apologize. I totally do. And if she feels bad, it’s my fault for being a total jerkhead to her when she must’ve saved my life while I was out cold.”




Janet carefully said, “Well then, why don’t you tell Hanna that?”




So, even though Alex didn’t think she was ready to see Hanna, Janet brought Hanna over to Alex’s room, and they sat in the living room area and apologized to each other a whole bunch. And then Hanna hugged her and cried, and that made Alex start crying, and then even Janet cried some too, and they just cried for a long time.




When they finally stopped hugging, Janet just said, “I think we all need some cold compresses and some Visine.”




So after Janet and Hanna left, Alex soaked a washrag in cold water and wrung it out and put it on her eyes for a few minutes. She could have used the teabags in the kitchenette, but she wanted to save them in case she really needed them tomorrow afternoon. Then she used a drop of Visine in each eye and she looked back to normal.




She really wished she wasn’t bursting into tears at the drop of a hat.




Now that she knew there was diet coke in the fridge, she checked the rest of the kitchenette. Someone had tucked a box of energy bars on one of the shelves. She really needed to give that someone a big hug and thank her, because Willow totally had way too many things to do to be messing around with stuff like snacks for the maid of honor.




Her phone rang, and she saw it was Willow. “Hi!”




“Hi Alex, are you in your room?”




Alex replied, “Sure. Where else would I be?”




Willow told her, “Well, you could be out at the pool, or the wavepool, or the beach, or the hospitality room, or one of the restaurants, or even out driving around, or—”




“Okay, okay, I get it. Lots of stuff to do. But I’m still in my room. I had a snack from all the amazing stuff that some really mega-nice person put in my room.”




Willow explained, “Well, I got fruit baskets for every room. Yours is just the biggest one with the most stuff in it.”




“So why did you want to know if I was in my r—” A knock on the door interrupted her. “Oh.”




She rushed to the door, and it was Willow with Jack. They stepped in, and Willow gave her a big hug. “How are you holding up? Really?”




Alex admitted, “Better, but not great. I almost fell apart just eating the tzimmes and thinking about getting the recipe for… for Shar. And then I apologized to Hanna and cried for like ten solid minutes. It’s a good thing I brought a lot of Visine. And how come more of the SRI isn’t here?”




Jack grimaced a little and said, “That would be because the SRI is on high alert because some dimwit general is getting married to a high-profile Orphan and there are gonna be even more high-profile targets here by tomorrow afternoon, and if someone thinks the SRI is here, they might opt for a major strike somewhere else. I’ve got Carter running Team One with the sergeants and Klar. Lupo’s running Team Two with Carlson and the lieutenants and Azure Crush. Ultraman’s on call. And everyone’s on alert just in case.”




Willow added, “And Terawatt’s on an extended leave of absence until you feel better.”




Alex stared at the floor. “Terawatt’s gone. Forever. I can’t do this anymore. It just hurts too much. I’ll give you back the apartment, and I’ll pay Willow for the furniture and I’ll understand when you take back my spot at Corcoran and—”




“Like hell I will,” he growled. “You gave this job everything you had for well over a year, and you saved the goddamn planet way more times than anyone else ever did. You stopped everything the Collective threw our way. Thanks to you, there’s no more America bloc, and no more India bloc, and a hell of a lot fewer Orphans in the primary bloc, and no Shop and almost no NID. If you need to stop, then you stop. We’ve got Ultraman coming on board. And Ayananta and Shaman and Tsurara. And we already have Action Girl and Klar and Azure Crush and some kick-ass Orphan soldiers. You can stop and not feel guilty about it. You just keep that apartment and that college spot and that boyfriend and everything. You deserve it. Just one thing…”




“I can’t do it anymore. I just can’t.”




“Alex? I’m not asking you to. But I am ordering you to talk to a DHS shrink twice a week until this isn’t ripping you apart.”




“Jack, why are you being so nice to me? I let everyone down. I failed Shar. I wouldn’t come to the funeral. I quit on you. I’m a totally bad person.” She couldn’t stop the tears.




He hugged her. “You’re a wonderful person. I didn’t tell you this nearly enough, but you’re an amazing person who’s done amazing things and you deserve an amazing life, not this shit that got dumped on you. And it sounds to me like you didn’t let anyone down, not even you, even if you’re way too hard on yourself.”




Willow stared sadly at Alex. She whispered, “Jack, this is why I love you a stupid amount and I can’t wait to have your children.” She hugged both Alex and Jack tightly. “And Alex? I am so going shopping with you when you and Ray get to D.C. I already found this eight-quart slow cooker for you. It’s got this rectangular ceramic liner that you can pull out as a serving dish or just shove it in the fridge to preserve the food.”




Jack snarked, “Or since this is Alex we’re talking about, that oughta be just about right as a soup bowl for her.”




“Jack!” Willow protested.




But for the first time in days and days, Alex felt a real smile on her face.







She still had a couple hours until it was time to go over to the temple for the rehearsal, so Willow and Jack talked her into getting out of her room for a while. Either going down to the hospitality room to spend time with other guests, or else going over to the huge pool near their motel block. She opted for the pool. She had a cute little bikini. It wasn’t mega-skimpy like a Victoria’s Secret bikini. It was just a nice Land’s End paisley bikini in ‘deep blue.’ It wasn’t like she was going to be getting tons of sun when she was in D.C. in the winter.




She got a hotel towel and stretched out on one of the comfy lounge chairs north of the pool so the sun was shining right on her. The pool looked like it was made of white sand and crystal-clear water. It was really gorgeous.




She felt someone walk in front of her and she heard them lie down on the chair next to her. She opened her eyes a tiny bit and took a peek. It was Sheila Rosenberg.




Sheila said, “I was really hoping we’d get a chance to talk in private… Terawatt.”




But Alex had gotten to practice this bit plenty of times. “Me? Terawatt? Please. I’m just a photojournalist. And she’s got huge breasts too.”




Sheila snorted softly. “Right. You met Becky. She wore gel falsies for a couple months before she had the surgery, just to try and fool everyone that those cantaloupes are real. So when I thought about you possibly being Terawatt, I immediately remembered Becky.”




Alex tried, “But why would you even think I could be someone awesome? I mean… I’m just me.”




Sheila smiled slightly. “I wouldn’t have made the connection. But I foolishly complained about Willow’s choice of a maid of honor, like I have any right to stick my nose in after all the time I spent not intruding in her life, when that was probably what I should have done. But Willow defended you rather vehemently. In fact, she used most of the same words she had used when she was defending Terawatt. And the exact tone. And I wondered… could they be the same person? So I did a little research. It wasn’t hard to find your interview on the Today show and compare that with Terawatt’s interview at the White House. The visible parts of your faces are identical. You move your hands the same way — you might want to watch that in future. You even have a couple speech patterns in common, but that really just told me that Terawatt is younger than she appears to be. But there are a lot of people who can look a lot like Terawatt with a wig and falsies. I wasn’t really sure until I came out here to talk to you and I saw your musculature. Even the Terawatt impersonators don’t have Terawatt’s abs or her legs.”




Ugh. Alex looked down at her belly and decided she was way too cut. She needed to not wear bikinis any more. Even if she really liked this one. Maybe she just wouldn’t wear it in public. She lied, “I just work out because I carry around a lot of heavy photo and video gear all the time.”




“Riiiiight,” Sheila said in the most sarcastic tones ever. “You have just utterly convinced me that I was wrong and you are not Terawatt.” She went back to her normal tones. “However, if you were Terawatt, I would want to say this. I’m sorry. I was wrong about you, and I was wrong about the job you do. I was the most impressed with the footage I saw from India, where you consistently put rescuing innocents above pummeling supervillains. And some of the things you’ve accomplished, I simply don’t see how anyone, even you, could have done them. And I wasn’t supportive when Willow wanted to talk about you, but thank you. For everything you do.” She cleared her throat a little. “And even if you weren’t Terawatt, I’d still want to thank you so much for being Willow’s friend, and supporting her when I wasn’t there like I should have been. And thank you for giving us back our Willow so she’s in our lives again. I hope you don’t mind, but I suggested to Willow that she should name her first-born Alexander or Alexandra for you.”




Alex tried not to blush as Sheila stood up and strolled off.







Alex stayed and sunned herself for another twenty minutes or so before she casually strolled back to her room to frantically make the panicky call to Jack that Sheila had pegged her because of something Willow said. But Jack was totally calm and said he had everything under control. Maybe she just trusted him a ton, but hearing him say that made her feel way better about it.




And she still had to shower to get all the sunscreen off before she dressed in her nice outfit for the rehearsal and the rehearsal dinner. She even did her hair with more styling gel than usual, and she put on makeup. Not Terawatt makeup, just her regular ‘fancy Alex’ makeup: foundation, blusher, a little contouring, her nice-dinner-out eye makeup, and a nude lipcolor. She put all the makeup in her purse, along with her GoPro and her cheap still camera and her phone.




But the wedding was going to be mega-simple, so only half a dozen people had to go to the rehearsal. Jack and Charlie rode with her in her car, so she was totally glad someone like Louis had cleaned it out and washed it. And Willow rode with her mom and dad. That was all. And they met Rabbi Weisberg in front of the really nice temple that was way bigger than just a church nave.




She said, “It’s nice to meet you, Rabbi Weisberg.”




“Oh please, you can call me Sol. I know, I know, a name like Solomon Weisberg, and he becomes a rabbi, it’s so stereotypical. But it could be worse. So just call me Sol, or ‘rabbi,’ and I’ll call you Alex, or A.L., whichever you prefer.”




“Alex, definitely. A.L. is just for copyrights on pictures.”




He smiled, “And it is very nice to meet a real, live Pulitzer Prize winner. Especially a Pulitzer winner who isn’t a fifty year old white male who eats and drinks and smokes too much and needs to lose about a hundred pounds.”




So Sol led everyone back to where the synagogue’s rabbi, Rabbi Frankel, had his office, and he said, “All right. We’ll meet here while Rabbi Frankel is holding the final Shabbat service, and Jack and Willow will sign the ketubah and the certificate, and then Charlie and Alex will sign the official wedding certificate to make the state of California happy. Then Sheila and Alex will take Willow down the hall to a lovely room they have just for this kind of purpose. It has nice chairs and a couch, and it has its own bathroom, and you can get Willow all dressed up so she makes everyone else in the synagogue look like dreck. Then Alex and Sheila can get dressed, and you three can relax until you’re ready. Meanwhile, Jack and Charlie and I will hang out here and talk about whether the Knicks can beat the Lakers.”




Jack glanced over and Charlie and interrupted with a smile, “The Sixers.”




Rabbi Sol grinned and said, “Oh good. Now I know the Lakers can win that matchup.”




Then they walked to the church part of the building and Rabbi Sol asked, “Sheila? You got those muslins?”




Huh? Okay, this was one Alex had no idea about. It wasn’t in the files Willow sent her.




But Sheila had a big shopping bag, and she pulled out what looked like muslin like you’d use in sheets but it looked like it was cut up and stitched together.




Oh. It was a model for the bottom half of the dress. When Sheila pinned it around Willow’s waist, Alex finally got it. She’d never heard of anything like this, but it made a ton of sense. It hung like a floor-length dress with a train behind it, so Willow could walk around and see how to manage with her long dress and its train.




It turned out the train was going to look really mega-pretty, but be just a bear to deal with. They were going to have to roll it up so Willow could walk to the top of the aisle, then they could unroll it there and arrange it in folds on the floor so she could wait for her turn to walk down the aisle, and then Willow would have to pick up the front of her skirt enough not to step on it while she walked up the seven steps to the podium, and then Alex would need to adjust the train so it draped properly down the stairs right before Alex took the flowers from Willow so they could do the ceremony. And then Alex would have to gather up the train again after the ceremony so Willow could turn around and walk down the steps and walk up the aisle with Jack. And then they were going to have to roll it up and tie it in place so Willow could eat dinner and do the dance with Jack afterward.




Note to self: no train on the wedding dress when she married Ray. Maybe not even something floor-length.




Rabbi Sol told her, “I learned this one the hard way years and years ago when I was at a temple in Chicago. We had a wedding rehearsal that went great, and then at the wedding I found out the bride had a forty foot train on her dress. It hung on everything. She couldn’t turn around and go back down the stairs. It was in the way constantly for the dinner and the dancing and the party and everything. Even worse was a wedding dress disaster one of my fellow rabbis sent around on a mailing list. It was an Italian wedding where there was such a disaster it made it to YouTube. The bride’s dress was so long in front she stepped on it and ripped the skirt right off. Completely off. Oy! The worst I’ve ever had personally was a bridesmaid walking down the aisle with one of the groomsmen and then going up the stairs and stepping on the hem of her dress complete with a RIIIIP you could hear in the back row. The dress stayed on, but the front of the hem was ruined and she had to stand up there the entire time with a ripped dress.”




Note number two to self: no too-long dresses for bridesmaids either.




Sheila stood next to her and whispered, “When you put up the train after the wedding, I’ve got safety pins so we can make it stay put.”




“Thanks.” Alex wondered if Sheila had been to a wedding with a wedding dress train disaster.




Sheila murmured, “Ira and I went to a cousin’s wedding once and Deirdre had a long train, and they managed just fine until after the wedding, when she walked up the aisle with Alan, and the flower girl ran up the aisle, ran onto the train, and accidentally made Deirdre fall over backward when she tried to take a step in a dress that was nailed to the floor by a seventy-pound flower girl.”




“Eww.” Note number three to self: re-think the whole flower girl thing.




But other than dealing with Willow’s bouquet and train, the whole thing was really simple. Alex just had to stand there while they did the ceremony. There was a Hebrew blessing over the wine, and a Hebrew betrothal blessing, and the couple tasted the wine. Charlie would give Jack the ring, Jack would make a declaration in Hebrew — which he obviously had been practicing — and then he’d put the ring on Willow’s finger. And the rabbi promised he’d prompt Jack the whole way, just in case. Then Jack and Willow would say their wedding vows, which they wrote.




Okay, Alex thought letting Jack write his own wedding vows was just asking for trouble.




After that, Rabbi Sol would say the ‘sheva brachot’ or seven blessings. Then they’d do the breaking the glass thing, even if Rabbi Sol said they’d use a lightbulb in a heavy cloth bag, because he wanted to make sure Jack didn’t get glass shards through the shoe and into the bottom of his foot, and he didn’t want glass fragments all over the podium. Okay, he called it a ‘bimah’ instead of a podium. Alex really wondered how many ‘stomping on the glass’ accidents Rabbi Sol had seen over the years.




At that point, Alex would need to gather up the train and move to the side so Willow and Jack could walk up the aisle to the banquet hall on the other side of the huge wall at the back of the church. Alex would follow with Charlie, and the parents would follow after them. Alex was just glad she wouldn’t have to stand in the reception line, because it reminded her way too much of the reception line at Shar’s funeral.




Then Rabbi Sol walked them through a small door in the wall and into the banquet room, which was as wide as the whole church room and had a ceiling just as high. There was even a huge stage on the back wall for plays or whatever. Rabbi Sol looked at her face and smiled, “They need all this room and even the room on the stage for the crowd at High Holy Days.” And then she found out what was going to happen after the dinner. At least she’d already thought about what she was going to say when she and Charlie had to stand up and give speeches.




They drove back to the hotel, and they hurried over to the banquet room where Alex had eaten lunch. There was a big buffet line for dinner, and all the people who were going to Friday night services were going through the line first. Jack went to the head of the line with Willow and her parents, while Charlie stayed with Alex and also Jack’s parents, since none of them were going to ‘Shabbat services’ even if Alex was a little interested in what Jewish services were really like.




So Alex ate with Charlie and Hanna and Janet and Jack’s foster parents, and she made sure to go over and say hi to everyone at Riley’s table too. There was this beautiful butterflied chicken breast stuffed with a chopped crab meat mixture and coated with a luscious crab sauce, and it tasted awesome. She so needed that recipe even if it was probably mega-expensive to fix. Maybe she’d just fix it as a special dinner for her and Ray some evening.




Then, after dinner, Hanna and Charlie walked over to Alex’s room, and they just talked and had a nice time while Alex ate some more crackers with cheese and sausage, and some cookies, and three pears. She remembered to warn Hanna not to do anything too Action Girl, because Sheila had already figured out Alex’s other identity.




The group that went to services was back about two hours later, so Alex figured the service couldn’t have been much over an hour when you figured in the time to get there and back, and time to get seated before the service, and time to get out to the bus and out of the parking lot after the service. Alex and Charlie and Hanna moved to the hospitality room, which had a ton of snacks and sodas out so Alex had a bunch of cookies and candy and snacks while they talked with people. Jack was planning on being back by midnight or one, which pretty much meant it wasn’t going to be like the bad bachelor parties Alex had seen on tv. And Willow was planning on being back by one or two, even if she said her cousin Becky did the serious party thing at these kinds of get-togethers. And Janet warned Hanna not to get too carried away with ‘alone time’ with Charlie in a hotel room. Hanna gave her one of those Jack O’Neill how-can-you-possibly-suspect-me faces. It was all Charlie could do not to fall over laughing.




There were a couple teens from Willow’s relatives, and some older people who weren’t going out partying, so there were plenty of people to talk to in the hospitality room for the next couple hours. And Jack’s foster parents bought ice cream for everybody who wanted some, so Alex had a late dessert.




Alex went with Charlie and Hanna and two of Willow’s cousins, Joyce and Deb, who were both in their late teens, and they watched the first couple Indiana Jones movies because Charlie had brought half a dozen movies and a couple video games in a little carrying case for when stuff got too dull. Both cousins were totally impressed that Alex was a famous photojournalist who already had a Pulitzer, and they just asked her a ton of questions about Terawatt.




But about midnight, Janet called on Alex’s cellphone. “Alex? Are you alone?”




“Umm, I’m with Hanna and Charlie and a couple of Willow’s cousins. We’re watching movies.”




“Good. Make an excuse and come out to the back parking lot. I need your muscles.”




Well that didn’t sound good. Alex said to Charlie, “I’ll be back in a while, just keep watching without me.” And she took off. She ran down the hall, down the stairs, and across the lawns to the back parking lot.




She had no trouble finding them, because she could hear the sound of someone vomiting horribly from a hundred feet away. She ran over to find Janet and Rita holding a really wobbly Willow who was urping into the bushes. “Oh no! What happened?”




Janet growled, “I think that bitch Becky paid someone to spike Willow’s drink.”




Rita said, “I think it was just Everclear, not anything illegal.”




Janet scowled, “That’s still wrong. But if I thought it was anything illegal, I’d be trying to get enough evidence to get her arrested.”




Rita said, “Vodka’s about eighty proof, and Everclear’s about one-ninety, so making a Cosmo with Everclear instead is already like two and a half drinks instead of one, and making it too strong could up that so it’s equal to maybe three or four Cosmos.”




“How many did she have?” Alex asked.




Janet frowned, “Three. But I don’t think Becky bribed the server until drink two.”




But that was still maybe like seven or nine Cosmopolitans instead of three. “Crud! Was Becky trying to put Willow in the hospital?”




Rita grumbled, “She was up to something. She took us to a strip club. I think she was trying to line Willow up with one of the male strippers.”




Willow mumbled, “We won! Riley won’ take Jack ta strip clubbie things wi’ naked women wi’ great big tits, so we won the best par’y!” She urped again, but this time there wasn’t anything left in her stomach.




Janet frowned, “We need to get at least sixteen ounces of water and a couple aspirin into her, and monitor her for a bit.”




Alex knew Janet had Hanna to take care of, and Rita was probably sharing a room with Graham. “My room. We can put her on the couch and I’ll watch her for a couple hours.”




Willow mumbled, “Alex, you’re so nice, an’ when things are so shitty for you ’cuz yer Terawatt, and yer bein’ there for me, and I’m all pukey…”




Alex glanced over, and Rita was standing there with bulging eyes and a wide-open mouth. Crud.





223. Wedding Bells



Alex cringed as Rita gaped at her.




But Willow just kept going. “An’ I never woulda met Jack if it wasn’ fer you, an’…”




Janet calmly insisted, “Willow, you need to stop revealing important secrets.”




“Doesn’t ever’body here know? It’s just you an’ me and my bestie Alex…” She turned her head and stopped. “Oh yeah, an’ Rita who’s so nice and you mean Graham din’t tell her already?”




Rita gasped, “Holy shit! I mean… Holy shit!”




Alex tried, “I’m not really Terawatt. It’s just an in-joke Willow and I have, and I don’t know why she’s pulling it now.”




Rita looked at Janet’s expression. “You sure know. Am I the last person in the SRI to find out? Does Corinne know?”




Janet glanced over at Alex with a ‘this is hopeless’ look.




Alex sighed, “Let’s go up to my room and talk.” She lifted Willow with her tk and slid Willow into her arms so it looked like Alex was carrying Willow in her arms instead of floating her.




“Holy shit.”




Janet scowled, “It could’ve been worse. She might have decided to tell the entire strip club. She was pretty cranky about having to go to a place you couldn’t get into.”




They walked across the lawns and up the back stairs, with Alex using her tk to hold Willow instead of her muscles. But Rita swore ‘holy shit’ about four more times before Alex got everyone into her room. She didn’t bother with her keycard. She just used some spare tk to open the door from the inside.




Alex put Willow down on the couch with a pillow behind her head, while Rita wrung out a washrag to wipe off Willow’s face and Janet rushed up to her room to get some aspirin. Alex got a trash can and put it over by Willow’s head in case Willow needed to urp some more.




Willow slurred, “Those Cosmolopanuns… those Cosimolapans… those drinks were really great. An’ they have cranberry juice so they’re good for ya ’cuz nobody likes yeast infections. ‘Specially when Jack is totally of the stallion-esque in bed.”




Alex managed not to wince much. At least Willow didn’t start giving out details.




Janet came back with several aspirin, two bottles of water, and a worried teenager.




Rita looked at Hanna, then back at Alex, then back at Hanna, and guessed, “Action Girl, right? Is Klar here too? Or Ultraman? I know nobody here’s big enough to be Azure Crush in a disguise.”




Hanna looked at Janet. “Mom?”




Janet sighed, “Turns out Willow’s a very chatty drunk. And she didn’t realize Rita wasn’t read in.” She got Willow to sit up and take the aspirin with all of one bottle of water. “Now we need to keep an eye on her. We really have no idea how much alcohol’s in her system, or if there’s anything else she got dosed with, and she could have respiratory distress or something just as serious.”




Hanna frowned, “Someone poisoned Willow? Do I need to go… do something?”




Janet pointed at the floor. “Sit. No tracking down suspects and beating confessions out of ’em.”




“I wasn’t gonna do that!” Hanna protested. “Much…”




Janet checked Willow’s pulse and explained, “Someone needs to watch her and make sure her breathing stays around twelve or more breaths per minute. If her breathing gets too slow or too irregular, we’ll have to call 911.”




Rita worried, “What’s too slow? Or too irregular?”




“Eight or fewer breaths per minute, or irregular with gaps of more than ten seconds between breaths. And we need to make sure she’s responsive, even after she falls asleep. That means once in a while someone needs to do this…” She turned to Willow and loudly said, “Willow! Open your eyes!” And she poked Willow.




Willow opened her eyes and complained, “Hey! Do I poke you? You probably need ta get poked. I sure like getting poked. But Jack says no playing matchmaker even if I told Jer’my he really oughta ask Jo out ’cuz he thinks she’s amazing.”




Rita asked, “That’s our Jo? Lieutenant Lupo? And the general’s IT guru?”




Willow grinned, as Janet got her to drink the second bottle of water. “Yup! Jer’my’s really smart, and he likes smart women, and he doesn’t care if they can benchpress ’im, and Jo jus’ needs ta fin’ out there ’re nice guys out there who’d treat ’er right.”




“Anything else we need to worry about?” Alex asked Janet.




“Yeah. Rapid pulse, blue lips or fingertips, hands and feet getting cold and clammy, vomiting while asleep…”




“I need ta pee!” Willow announced suddenly and struggled to get to her feet.




Janet glanced at Alex. “Help her into the bathroom and watch her the whole time. Head injuries are a lot more likely to happen from a fall on bathroom tile than on a soft rug.”




Alex grabbed Willow with her tk and gave her a steadying hand, but Willow seemed a little better than when she was puking her guts out in the parking lot. Still, Willow was pretty rocky, and Alex worried the whole time Willow went pee and washed her hands that there was going to be a toppling Willow doing a ‘Timber!’ into the wall or the side of the tub or something.




Willow wobbled back out and plopped down on the couch. “I am so drunk. Is Jack home? Is he drunk? Can I go take advan’age of him? ’Cuz with him in Charlie’s room I haven’ gotten any for like… umm… two nights?”




Janet grumbled, “Two nights? I haven’t gotten any for a couple years!”




Willow slurred, “An’ Alex is still a virg’n. She’s a good girl. A good girl! I was like ’at. Boy, if I’d known how great it was, I so woulda let Jono slip me the ol’ lap rocket, if ya know what I mean…”




Janet pointed out, “Hanna’s in the room. Can we talk about something else?”




“How ’bout computer architecture? Biochemistry? Alex’s dad and big sis are totally slammin’ on the biochem. I mean better-than-Atron biochem. How ’bout astrophysics? Alex rescued Sam Carter, y’know. Tera-Alex! Faster ’n… something really fast…”




Alex whispered, “Is Jack okay?”




Janet whispered back, “They’re still out, but I left a message for Jack to call me on my cell. He’s not going to be a happy camper when he finds out Becky got Willow this plastered.”




Alex grimaced. “Not a happy camper? Becky’s gonna be lucky if she just gets audited by the IRS and has someone trash her Facebook page.”




Rita suggested, “Let’s talk about Terawatt and Action Girl.”




“Yeah,” Willow nodded eagerly. “So, first thing you gotta know, is I got shitcanned from my company even if I was tha CEO, an’ it was my company. So there I was, sittin’ on forty boxes of books and stuff, an’ not having a car to get ’em home, and cryin’ my eyes out, and Alex and her mom came ta my rescue…”







Alex just let Willow tell Alex-stories for the next hour or so, even if it was mega-embarrassing. Willow slowly got more and more sober, until she was eating a banana and having another bottle of water while telling Rita the Alex-saves-the-planet-from-silicates story. The way Willow was telling it totally made Terawatt sound way more awesome than Alex remembered being.




Jack finally showed up at two in the morning, looking totally sober and smelling like cigars. Willow clambered out of her chair and threw herself into Jack’s arms. “Jack! Are you really, really drunk so I can schtup your brains out? I only had three Cosmos, but I am hammered.”




Jack held Willow in his arms, even while she was trying to unbutton his shirt. “Will, hold that thought till we’re somewhere more private. And can someone tell me why my fiancée is three sheets to the wind?”




Janet angrily told Jack everything, including Willow spilling about Terawatt in front of Rita.




“So how much alcohol did she down?” Jack asked.




Janet and Rita looked at each other. Janet replied, “We’re guessing about nine Cosmopolitans worth.”




“And how much did you two lovely ladies have?”




Rita admitted, “Three Black Russians.”




Janet said, “One amaretto sour and then two diet sodas. I figured somebody needed to stay sober, since Becky took us to a really raunchy strip club.”




Willow cheered, “Let’s program our phones to call Becky’s room every half hour!”




Janet fumed, “I already tried calling her room, and no one’s answering. I don’t know if she’s still out on the town, or she’s disconnected her phone, or she’s passed out on her floor. And if it’s Option Three, someone ought to check on her and see if she needs medical help.”




“Let’s make it look like she called 911 from her room!” Willow happily suggested.




Alex pointed out, “Jack, you look totally non-hammered.”




He shrugged. “I had two beers. I think Riley had four Dr. Peppers. He found this pretty cool place that lets you set up your own movie night with popcorn and bad food and drinks and cigars and whatever. So we watched guy movies and ate junk food.”




Willow complained, “We can’t go back to your room, ’cause Charlie’s there and I gotta be a good stepmom. And we can’t go back to my room, because mom and dad are right on the other side of the wall. Even if one of the rules of Shabbat is you should have plenty of hot marital sex on Friday night after you go to Shabbat services and hang out with your friends and family.”




Whoa. Alex totally had never heard anything like that. It looked like the entire room except Willow was surprised by that one. And Alex was totally not asking Rabbi Sol if that was really true.




Jack kidded, “Boy, with rules like that, I should’ve converted to Judaism years ago.”




Willow complained, “No joking about that, ’cause I know you’re serious about your faith, just like me.” She paused and her eyes lit up. “Hey! I know!” She whispered into Jack’s ear.




Jack looked totally surprised. “That sounds like a pretty awesome idea, but you’re not very good at keeping quiet, and your filter is definitely off-line right now, so I think we need to wait until you’re completely sober before we give that one a whirl.”




Janet volunteered, “We can take Charlie for the night. We have two beds. He can have one, and Hanna and I will take the other.”




Alex suggested, “Charlie could have the couch in here.”




Jack smiled, “Thanks, both of you. But I think we need to just keep it in our pants for twenty-four hours.”




Janet suggested, “If we put her to bed, she should be okay. She’s not nearly as drunk as she was when we got her home.”




So Janet and Hanna walked Willow to her room. Jack just said, “Rita, Miller trusts you, so I trust you. Just remember: you can’t tell anyone. Not ever. Not even your diary. Not even Miller if it’s an unsecured phone connection. Not even the SRI members who haven’t been told, because this is eyes-only. And we’ll get you sworn in and a clearance and all that jazz after the wedding.”




Rita looked at Alex and asked her, “You’re not mad at me, are you?”




Alex winced a little. “I was hoping to retire. And not have people blabbing my secret all over the place, because Danielle Atron knows where Alex Mack’s family lives.”




Rita clapped her hands over her mouth and whimpered, “Oh God. I didn’t even think of that.”




Jack suggested, “Why don’t you go talk to your boyfriend about Terawatt and keeping secrets and all kinds of fun SRI stuff?”




After Rita left and Jack pulled the door closed behind him, Alex looked at a clock and winced. It was nearly two thirty! She had to get up in time for the brunch. She scrubbed her face, pulled on her peejays, and went to bed. She was figuring she would stew about Rita for hours, or start crying about Shar, but she was so tired she conked out about the time her head touched the pillow.







Alex woke up when her alarm clock buzzed. She was tired, but she went through the fast version of her morning workout and then took a fast shower, and she washed her hair twice so it was all silky and mousse-free. For a few hours, because she was going to be moussing it up for the wedding because she wanted everything to look nice for Willow’s wedding. Even if that train was going to be a mega-pain.




The hotel had some amazing shampoo and soap and bodywash and stuff, but she still stuck with her special shampoo for treated hair, because even if she was never going to do Terawatt stuff again, she still couldn’t let people realize her hair was dyed.




And the brunch was really great. She had a bagel with cream cheese and some really yummy lox and some little capers. And she had four blintzes that had a cherry pie kind of filling, and they were scrumptious. She also had kugel and a couple pancakes and some fruit salad.




Ira Rosenberg sat down next to her and smiled, “Where do you put it all, Alex?”




She noticed he had a slight limp. She figured Willow probably felt guilty every time she saw that. “Oh, I’m just a growing girl. I have to keep up my strength.”




Sheila Rosenberg sat down on Ira’s other side and lied, “You clearly haven’t seen how much this woman works out. She was running a couple miles this morning before we were even showered. I saw her out the window. And she has abs that would make Victoria’s Secret models cry. She can probably do ten times as many sit-ups as you can.”




Ira laughed, “What? She can do ten sit-ups?”




Alex said, “When I worked up to about two hundred and fifty at a time, I switched to inverted sit-ups just because they were taking so much of my morning workout time.”




Sheila just about dropped her fork. “Inverted? Like the Navy SEALs do? Where you hang upside down and still do a sit-up? I couldn’t do that. I’m not even sure Jack could do that.”




Ira smiled, “And you probably do thirty or forty of them, right?”




Alex admitted, “I’m up to about sixty. But if you overdo them, your stomach muscles really hurt for a couple days.”




Ira warned her, “Oh, and you should have a heads-up. Willow was bragging to some of the family about how amazing you are. So don’t be surprised if some of the relatives are impressed with you, or beg you to tell them about Terawatt. And don’t be surprised if Becky is a jealous… female dog. She probably cut you out of the bachelorette party just to spite you.”




Alex complained, “Or maybe to get Willow sickeningly drunk without me around to play bodyguard.” She noticed without looking that someone else had just come into the banquet room.




Sheila looked up and muttered, “Speak of the devil…”




Ira looked over and quietly added, “M’dabrim al ha-khamor, ve-hinei hu ba.”




Sheila sputtered in laughter, so Ira translated for Alex, “It’s Hebrew. It literally means ‘talking about the donkey, and here it comes.’ And for some people that’s more appropriate than others.”




It was Becky. She was still in last night’s slutty party dress, and carrying a pair of crazy-high heels in one hand. She obviously hadn’t had a chance to wash her hair so last night’s fancy hairstyle was all over the place. She was still wearing last night’s makeup and it was totally smeared, so she looked like a raccoon. A raccoon going to an Ozzie Osbourne concert.




“Rebecca Isabel Teitlebaum!” yelled a woman who looked like she had to be Becky’s mother.




Becky dropped her shoes and clapped her hands to her head like she had the world’s worst hangover.




Sheila muttered, “Someone wasn’t living up to her middle name.”




Ira saw the puzzled look on Alex’s face and whispered, “Izabel. It’s a transliteration of the Hebrew for ‘chaste’.”




Becky wobbled over to her mother and whined, “Sorry! But you weren’t in your room. My keycard won’t work! I’m locked out!”




Alex winced a little. The keycard locks on the doors were electronic. And doors like that could maybe be fiddled with from the front desk. So a really good computer hacker who was grouchy at someone could probably get into the hotel intranet and change the lock code.




So Becky’s mom marched her off, yelling at her the whole time, even if Becky seemed to have the worst hangover ever. Which Alex totally thought she deserved.




Ira and Sheila went off to Saturday morning services, but Alex didn’t see Willow get on the shuttle bus, so she figured maybe Willow was sleeping in. Or having a bad hangover of her own. Or having some private time with Jack. Alex didn’t want to interrupt if it was door number three. So she called Jack’s room.




Charlie answered. “Yes, we will get down to brunch as soon as we can.”




Alex told him, “I don’t know who you expected, but it’s just me.”




Charlie griped, “Hanna’s waiting impatiently, and plenty of people seem to think dad went out partying until dawn and is still comatose.”




“Is he okay?” Alex checked.




“Oh sure, he’s fine, but he won’t tell me what he and Willow were doing after you guys spent hours getting her sober again.”




“Less drunk. She was still pretty tipsy and stuff when they left.”




Charlie muttered, “Well, whatever they were doing, it involved Willow’s laptop, which is in here now.”




Alex muttered, “Operational security.”




“Oh. Right. On the upside, I’ve learned a bunch of new cursewords. Do you know what schmuck means? I may never be able to look at a jar of Smucker’s jelly again without snickering.”




“Umm, yeah, I know what that means.” It was on one of Willow’s lists. The ‘do not put up with it if one of my relatives calls you one of these words’ list. Not that any of Willow’s relatives would do a thing like that. Except maybe Becky.




So then, since Willow wasn’t busy in bed with Jack, Alex called Willow. “Hi! Did I wake you up? Are you okay?”




“No, I’m up already, and some really nice doctor-person left me some Alka-Seltzer and a glass of water on my nightstand, so I feel a ton better, even if I didn’t feel totally horrible when I woke up, just some headachiness and a wobbly stomach, and my stomach’s all better and my headache’s already going away. And I think that’s because of some really great friends. I didn’t puke in your room, did I?”




“No, but you did tell Rita something about me you really weren’t supposed to.”




Willow cringed, “Oh no! I’m the worst friend ever! I didn’t say anything else, did I?”




“Like Jack said, your filter was kind of off-line, but nothing bad.”




Willow complained, “Stinky Jack, he didn’t even get plastered, and he totally didn’t wanna try naked sex in the outside hot tub after it was supposed to be closed. Or in either pool. Or on the beach like Burt Lancaster and Deborah Kerr. At least he let me do some stuff on my computer. Which I am not talking about.”




Alex replied, “Yeah, that part worked really well. I’ll tell you later.”




“Have you eaten yet?”




Alex shrugged even if she was talking on a phone. “I could have a little snack, even if I had brunch with your parents before they went to services.”




“Did they say anything about me skipping out?”




Alex thought it over. “Nope. Not even a little. At least, not while I was there. Mainly the subject was your cousin Becky, who did the ‘walk of shame’ into the banquet room in her party dress because somehow her keycard wasn’t working. And her mom yelled at her a bunch including calling her all three names.”




“Someone’s in trouble!” Willow sing-songed. “She was a total bitch about Jack and she said someone like me needed to get laid by someone who wasn’t ‘near retirement age’ and could ‘really show me what I was missing.’ I guess she was gonna get me all liquored up and buy me a stripper for the night. I mean, those guys were totally of the yum, but I like my Jack. And just because I’m… maybe sorta bi doesn’t mean I wanna get porked by complete strangers. Who have pecs you could crack walnuts with.”




Alex guessed, “Well I think she got herself a stripper, because she only just got back to the hotel. And it was not her best look.”




“Ooh! Did you get photos?”




Alex frowned, “No. Why would I?”




Willow snickered, “So anonymous people could stick ’em up on her Facebook wall.”




Wow, Willow could be really not-nice when she was crabby about stuff. Alex totally didn’t want to know what Willow would have done if Senator Kinsey had been mega-jerky to Jack.




So Alex went back to the banquet room. No one was there from her first brunch visit, so she didn’t worry about getting another plate of food. She waited until Willow and Jack and Charlie came in before she got herself another bagel with lots of lox and cream cheese, and more of those mega-yummy blintzes. The ones with the cherry pie filling were even better than the ones with the creamy cheese filling. She totally needed to learn how to make blintzes. And she got some more fruit salad. Hanna and Janet came down too, and Hanna made sure to sit next to Charlie, so close she was almost in his lap.




Oh. It turned out the two cousins Joyce and Deb thought Charlie was really hot, and Hanna was making it clear that she wasn’t sharing. Well, Charlie was really handsome. And funny. And charming. Alex figured Charlie got away with a lot of stuff just like Jack had when Jack was a handsome, charming teenager.




And after brunch, they all went over to the hospitality room and spent a couple hours chatting with people who were just getting in for the wedding. There were about twenty Silicon Valley computer people who had just flown down for the wedding and were flying back after the dinner. And a dozen people flew in from Washington D.C., including a couple of Jack’s long-time military friends and also General Hammond. Some of the computer people really, really wanted to talk to Alex, because they thought she was some sort of heroic journalist who fought an Orphan to the death to save that computer conference.




So lunch in the banquet room was an even bigger deal, because there were a lot more people. Alex made sure to get a bunch of the chopped liver on crackers before it got inhaled, because a bunch of the computer people were Jewish too and they made a beeline for it.







They took the shuttle bus over to the synagogue, because they had everybody’s nice stuff to change into after they got there. That took up a lot of room. Especially Willow’s wedding dress.




Alex helped Sheila and Willow get all the ‘girl’ stuff over to the changing room, and then they went over to the rabbi’s office. It turned out that the ketubah thing was sort of ancient Jewish pre-nup stuff. Rabbi Sol said it even had stuff in it like the rights that the wife had. Alex hadn’t realized that anybody’s religion gave the wife rights way back in the old days. She’d thought it was all ‘you are just property now’ kind of stuff. Then there was the marriage certificate that she and Charlie had to witness and sign. Then she and Willow and Sheila went off to the changing room, with Jack making jokes about how they’d need hours, and he had it so easy with just needing five minutes to put on his uniform and then thirty minutes to get Charlie to tie his bow tie right.




It did take a while to get dressed and get Willow into all her stuff, even when Sheila had one of those long, thin pool floats they called a ‘water noodle’ cut to a little shorter than the width of the train, and they rolled the train up on it and pinned it in place at the sides. And then there was makeup and hairstyles and pinning the veil on right, and all that stuff. By the time they had Willow all done, they had to hurry to get their stuff done in time, even if Sheila wasn’t in the wedding.




Sheila came out of the bathroom in her tea-length dress and started to ask Willow “Aren’t you nerv—” But she stopped. Because Willow was totally not nervous. She was just so happy she was practically glowing. And the standing-for-pictures part was good, just because Willow and Jack were so happy together you could see it. Two guys were putting the chuppah up and it was like a little square tent with no canvas, and a pretty rectangle of fabric draped artistically on the top, so the photographer could get pictures of Jack and Willow in the chuppah too. Then they all had to go back to their rooms and wait for the people to get seated.




And when it was time, Sheila and Alex walked Willow in and got her set up at the top of the aisle and unpinned the train and unrolled the whole thing and arranged it in big folds so it would flow properly when she walked forward. Then an usher took Sheila to her seat, and they played the processional music. Alex walked down the aisle with Charlie and took her spot to the right of the chuppah. Jack took his place at the front of the steps and waited. Ira walked Willow down to Jack and hardly limped at all. Then Jack walked Willow up into the chuppah while Alex took Willow’s flowers and made sure the train was doing what it was supposed to.




The service went off without a hitch, even if the whole temple laughed plenty of times while Jack pronounced the wedding vows he wrote. Boy, Jack could even be naughty in a wedding ceremony. He even slipped in the “I promise not to do the ‘breaking the glass and yet my mother-in-law was still there’ joke”. But Willow got even when she said, “I even promise to laugh at your weird movie and tv references.”




Alex made another mental note to herself about weddings. If she and Ray wrote their own vows, she totally needed to look over his before the wedding. And she needed to tell Ray ‘no taking wedding vow advice from Jack’.




The whole back wall opened up as the tall panels folded up into the sides of the room, which Alex should have guessed was possible. And once she had Willow’s train arranged right and Willow and Jack in the reception line, she grabbed a copy of the seating chart and helped people find their tables once they’d gone through the line. She didn’t have to, but it was a lot easier than looking at a reception line and thinking about Shar. Then they got Willow’s train rolled up and pinned again, so she could sit at the head table with Jack and eat something. Even if Willow and Jack mainly just stared at each other and sort of forgot to eat.




After Charlie gave a short, funny speech, Alex stood up and said, “Willow is a very special person, and anyone should be proud to know her, much less get to be her friend. I have to admit I certainly didn’t think Jack was good enough for her when she first told me about the two of them. But the more I see them together, the more I realize they really are perfect for each other. Jack may be a bad influence on her when it comes to throwing out movie quotes, but he’s a great influence on her in every other way. She’s really blossomed since Jack came into her life. And they complement each other in so many ways. Like the way their first date went. I don’t know if anyone else in the room knows this story, but after they had dinner, they were just walking down the street talking, and they passed a bar that was advertising a ‘quiz night.’ Naturally, they went in, and naturally, they won. Everything Willow didn’t know, Jack did: movies and television, and politics, and apparently someone tossed in a real stumper about American military ranks that somehow Jack knew. And there were penalties for wrong answers and for other teams getting the right answers, and Jack naturally protected Willow and took by far most of the penalties, because that’s the kind of man he is. They only won a dinner at a sushi restaurant, but that night really cemented their relationship. So here’s to Jack and Willow, and may they continue to do wonderful things together.”




And after the dinner, there was dancing. Jack danced with Willow, and Alex danced with Charlie, and Alex danced with Jack’s foster dad and Willow’s dad, and she learned how to dance the hora, and there was a dance with Jack and Willow on chairs and guys holding the chairs up in the air. Riley helped on Jack’s chair, and Graham and Forrest helped on Willow’s chair, so Alex wasn’t worried about anyone falling off their chair and getting hurt. And then a whole bunch of guys wanted to dance with Alex, even if she didn’t really feel like dancing, but she didn’t feel up to being mean and telling everyone ‘no.’ Then there was the ‘throwing the bouquet’ thing, and Alex just let Hanna and Becky fight it out for the thing, and Hanna subtly hip-checked Becky hard enough that she slid across the floor and into a table. And the ‘taking the garter off the bride and throwing it’ thing, which Jack and Willow made a little sexier than maybe it was supposed to be.




Alex just knew that Jack and Willow’s kids were going to be the naughtiest children in the history of naughtiness.




After a couple hours that really weren’t as horrible as she’d thought they’d be, Jack tapped her on the shoulder, and she rushed off to help Willow get out of the wedding dress and into regular clothes. That went really fast with just a little tk help, and so a few minutes later, Alex was sneaking Willow and Jack out a side door to where Jack had a taxi waiting, because they were taking a late flight to L.A. and then flying to Belize in the morning. Alex hugged both of them and tried not to cry.




The party went for another couple hours, and Alex realized that Charlie and Hanna and Sheila and Janet and Rita were all kind of ‘protecting’ her by sitting with her and chatting with her and talking to guys who wanted to ask her to dance and telling some of the guys not to push their luck. Alex didn’t get why guys wanted to ask her to dance when Hanna was right there looking amazingly gorgeous, even if Hanna also looked totally taken.




The D.C. military guys left to catch their military jet back, and the computer guys left to catch their flight back to Silicon Valley, and Alex got a chance to talk with some of the locals who had just driven from their houses to the wedding, like Jonathan Levinson and his wife. Boy, Jon was really short, and about as nerdy as some of the Computer Club guys, but he was really nice. Fritz and Dave were there too, and Jesse. Jesse even told her a couple ‘little Xander and Willow’ stories. The only one of Willow’s old school friends who wasn’t there was Marcy Ross. None of them knew what had happened to Marcy. She’d gone off to college and not come back and just disappeared from their lives. Alex sort of remembered about other-Buffy and other-Willow’s story about other-Marcy, so she figured she needed to get her Willow to look into that one of these days, just in case.




They got back to the hotel and Alex changed into her jeans and then helped Sheila close up the hospitality room for the night. Afterward, Sheila hugged her and told her she thought Willow had made the best choice possible for a maid of honor, and Alex got all teary-eyed. Then Alex headed back to her room and took a long shower and got her hair really clean, because she’d been using more hair product than usual.




She was totally surprised that she didn’t feel so horrible. Just seeing how happy Jack and Willow were together was maybe the thing she needed. And seeing how happy Jack’s family and Willow’s family were for the two of them — not counting Becky. Maybe Alex had really needed to be reminded that life went on. That even in the middle of death and horror, there was still life and love and rebirth and people falling madly in love until they glowed with happiness. Still, she knew it would be a long, long time before she could feel that happy.







Alex woke up when her alarm buzzed. She just pulled on her casual stuff and checked her hair and headed down for brunch, because she wanted a chance to say bye to so many people. And she needed to say goodbye for keeps to Riley and Graham and Forrest, because with Terawatt gone, plain old Alex Mack was never going to see them again.




She took her good camera with her 50mm lens and took a ton of pictures. Okay, she ate, and then took pictures, and then she talked with people, and then she took more pictures, and she ate again, and she took some more pictures.




At the end of the brunch, Sheila and Ira hugged her and thanked her for everything. Even if Sheila might have meant more by ‘everything’ than Ira did, because Alex was pretty sure Sheila hadn’t told anyone Alex’s secret.




Then Alex walked back to her room to get all her stuff out to her car, and Hanna and Janet were waiting. Alex let them in so she could hug them goodbye properly.




Hanna hugged Alex pretty hard and sobbed a little, “We are never going to see you again, are we? Jack said Terawatt is gone, and you are going to be too busy with college and Ray and photography, and you will never visit me again, will you?”




Alex insisted, “No! I’ll always have time for Willow and you and Janet. And maybe even Jack.” Janet snickered. “And you can drive down and visit me. I have a hide-a-bed, and I can show you around and stuff. Both of you could come, if Jack ever gives Janet any time off. And you know Willow’s gonna come down and see me, so you could come too.”




They hugged her and promised they would visit, and they helped carry stuff to Alex’s car like the fruit basket stuff that hadn’t gotten devoured and a huge box of candy and food from the hospitality room that Sheila had given her.




But as she drove home, she worried. Would she lose people like Jack and Willow and Hanna and Janet? And Sam and Hermione and Grover and Cindy and Jo and Riley and the others? Would they even want her around if Terawatt was gone and they thought they really needed a superheroine instead of some whiny photojournalist?




She felt a lot worse by the time she got home.




224. Honeymoon Period



Alex was totally surprised when she got home. Nothing had happened. The Collective hadn’t launched an attack anywhere. No new monsters had started roaming somebody’s countryside or rampaging through someone’s city. Everything was quiet.




Alex’s mom and dad were really glad to see her, but they firmly told her, “Today we’re moving Shar’s things out of your room and moving Annie’s things back in.” Alex almost burst into tears just hearing that.




But she put her own stuff away and put her dirty clothes in the laundry and that stuff, and then she picked out the Shar-things she totally could not live without. Piki the Pikachu went back to her bed. ‘Forbidden Island’ went into the game stuff in the living room cabinets. The Kari Strong books all went onto Alex’s shelves.




“Where’s Terawatt Barbie? And where are Shar’s overalls?”




Her dad patted her on the shoulder. “Now don’t be angry…”




Her mom explained, “Some of Shar’s little friends and their moms came by while you were gone, and they wanted some things to remember her by. I thought it would be a good thing to let Sophie have Shar’s overalls, and Maria wanted a couple of Shar’s hats, and Dennis wanted the picture of him and Shar, and… well Danny wanted Shar’s church dresses.”




Alex’s first reaction was to get really mad and throw a tantrum, but she didn’t. Sophie totally needed some non-girly things in her life, and wearing Shar’s overalls would be good for her. Dennis totally deserved to have that picture of him and Shar, because it wasn’t fair that your first girlfriend in third grade got killed before you even got to fourth grade. And Danny… “What did Danny’s mom say about that?”




Alex’s dad looked a little uncomfortable. “She’s been taking Danny to a child psychologist, and she and her husband are pretty worried about him, but it looks like… they’re going to have to be pretty worried about her. The child psychologist wants to keep seeing Danny, but it looks like they have a little girl who just needs some medical help.”




Her mom added, “Danny and Maria split up Shar’s Barbie stuff, but Danny took home Terawatt Barbie and her secret identities. They agreed that protecting Terawatt’s identity from bad people was more important than both of them getting exactly half of the stuff. And Danny said he was changing his name from Danielle to Tera because Terawatt’s his hero. Her hero. This stuff is confusing.”




Alex had to blink back some tears again. But she helped her mom put Shar’s remaining clothes and toys and books in shopping bags to take to Goodwill the next day. Shar’s sheets went back into the hall linen closet in case they ever had a need for bedsheets for someone young. And Alex moved most of Shar’s DVDs down to the living room, but she put “The Iron Giant” in the Goodwill bags because she totally could not face seeing that ever again.




Then they moved Annie’s things back to the closet and bookshelf and dresser. Not that there was much to move, because Annie had almost all her clothes out of the house by then. Really, there were mainly a few shelves of books and a couple framed pictures of the family and some stuff Annie didn’t wear anymore and Annie’s box of awards and plaques like her science fair awards, and her high school diploma, and the little clay trophy Alex made for her back in elementary school that she hadn’t realized Annie still had.




Alex looked around the room that was now Shar-less and hugged Piki and told herself that someday it wouldn’t hurt so much. She told herself it would all get better from here on out.




After all, it could hardly get any worse.







“Vince Carter?”




He glared at the guard. “Yeah. What’s the problem this time?”




“You’re being transferred to a SuperMax prison in another state. Someone ticketed you as being a Danielle Atron target.”




He snorted. That bitch? She couldn’t be bothered with him after she fired his ass just because he couldn’t track down that Mystery Kid when all the help she gave him was saddling him with Dave ‘Biggest Moron Ever’ Watt. Then she couldn’t be bothered with him after she got superpowers. Then she couldn’t be bothered with him after she busted out of prison and sicked a couple supervillains on Paradise Valley. There was no way she was targeting him now. Still, he had a prison full of enemies here, and not enough allies, so ditching this hole was no loss. He muttered, “Let’s move.”




He was escorted to the warden’s office, where they slapped transport chains on him and walked him out to a heavily-armored transport bus. It looked like there was a driver, two guards, and just him. Hey, it could be worse. It could be him and twenty of those fucking skinheads. Or him and twenty of those gangstas who thought they were so bad.




He got onto the bus, even if the chains between his ankles weren’t really long enough to step up onto the bus steps. He sat where the two guards pointed, and let them lock him to the seat. He just sat back and enjoyed the view as he got to drive out of that shithole. Oh, he knew he was heading for another shithole that was maybe even worse. But he figured he had at least a day out of prison, even if they stuck him on a plane to wherever he was going.




After about twenty minutes, the guards stepped over and unlocked him from the seat. One sat down across the aisle from him and handed him the keys to his transport chains. The other guard sat down behind him and said, “Mister Carter, how’d you like to be head of security again?”




He didn’t trust these guys an inch, but he knew something big was going down. “What do you want? Who are you?”




“You would probably know us as ‘The Empire’ if you’ve been watching tv. Miss Atron recommended you for a task we need doing. You’ll have a team of five mercenaries and whatever gear you request, within reason.”




He figured he was smack in the middle of the smartest prison break in history, and someone was doing it for him. He just asked, “What’s my target?”




“The home of George Mack. Do you know where that is?”




“If that prick is still in the same house, hell yeah. What’s my tasking?”




“We want everyone in the house captured and brought to a safehouse in the Bay Area. And Miss Atron has reason to believe that anyone in the house might have GC-161 powers by now, so it won’t be easy.”




He smirked, “Sure it will. All I’ll need is one good-sized tank of sedative gas, and gas masks for me and my team. Plus a couple vans and some gurneys. And some tranquilizer to dose ’em with while they’re out so they’ll stay out.” He’d been thinking about capturing that fucking Mystery Kid for a long time. He had this all worked out.




“We’ve already got the gas and the injectables along with a bunch of other things, because Atron’s working with Maggie Walsh, and Walsh… Well, she’s a hell of a lot smarter than me.”




Well, it sounded like Walsh was even ahead of him, and he’d been thinking about it for years. He checked, “What’s my payment, how competent are the mercs you’re giving me, and where do we go afterward?”







Clare Tobias was just reading in her cell when the alarms went off and she heard the gunfire. Then a couple explosions. There were several different types of assault weapons and machine guns being fired, and she made a deduction about that. So she closed her book. She yanked the pillowcase off her pillow and dumped the book in, along with everything on her shelf: her hairbrush and toothbrush and books and the two decks of cards.




Then she stepped away from the cell door and waited. It took about twelve minutes before the gunfire and explosions finally ceased. It was another five minutes before the cell door swung open to reveal an Orphan in a tactical vest and carrying yet another AK-47. She gave him a false smile. “What kept you?” She took the guy’s sidearm but hung onto the pillowcase in her off hand as she hurried down the hall along with the guy.







Jack woke up when a certain sexy someone started nibbling on his ear. He peeked at the clock radio on the nightstand. Three fifteen in the morning. “Are you trying to kill me, woman?” he pretended to complain.




Willow giggled and kissed him hungrily. “Well, it is our honeymoon, and you haven’t made me scream in…” She looked over at the clock. “…two hours and forty-six minutes.”




He kissed her. “Well, you know I’m really old, and I might require a lot of prompting and—”




The clock winked out.




He put one finger across her lips and sat up to take a look around. The light in the bathroom was suddenly out too, and he’d left it on. That was really not promising. He scrambled out of the bed and into the front room. He could see by looking at the crack at the bottom of the door that the lights were out in the hallway.




He ducked back in and fumbled in the dark for his shirt and pants as he whispered in her ear, “I think we’re under attack. No noise. Check the phones. Then I want you to grab some clothes and make an escape over the balcony. After I check that we don’t have troops rappelling down on us.”




They were on the fifth floor, in one of the honeymoon suites of the hotel. Belize had taller hotels than this one, but Willow wanted to stick with the Marriott because of her little plastic card. Granted, this honeymoon suite was pretty spectacular.




Jack jammed his feet into his shoes as he zipped his fly and buttoned his shirt. Then he moved as silently as he could to the sliding glass door. He peered around the curtains from the side, so he wasn’t giving a potential killer an easy target. But there was no one on the balcony.




He slid the door open as silently as he could, and he looked up. No one rappelling down. The balconies were staggered, so if anyone wanted to rappel onto his balcony they’d have to start from the balcony four floors up, and he’d be able to spot that even at night.




He didn’t have a lot of hope that no one was moving in on the front door of the suite, even if he did have the deadbolt lock thrown. Someone with the right keys could still get that open.




He checked carefully, making sure not to give some sniper an easy target. But there didn’t seem to be anyone on the ground keeping watch on his position. The entire building appeared to be dark, while buildings on either side were still lit up.




Willow showed up at his shoulder. In the darkness, all he could tell was she had a t-shirt and shorts on. She gave him a worried look and whispered, “I tried dialing for help but the hotel phone’s dead, and there’s a jammer for cellphones. Nada on your little sat phone too.”




“Totally surprised on that,” he whispered back. “Look, there’s no way I can jump from here to the next balcony down. From the railing to that balcony floor’s maybe sixteen feet down and fifteen feet over, onto concrete. But you can do it.”




She hissed, “I’m not leaving you!”




He gave her a one-armed hug. “Good. But if you get down there fast enough, I can knot together bedsheets and throw one end to you to tie off on the far side of that balcony railing, and I can hand-over-hand it down to you. Then we bust that glass door and cut through some unsuspecting people’s vacation room so we can take an unguarded hallway out of here.”




“Okay. But you’re also gonna need the extra sheets in the front closet for the couch.”




“That’s my Willow.” He ducked back into the bedroom and yanked the sheets off the bed. He needed to roll them up and knot them securely so they’d hold his weight, or else he’d have one really painful fall onto a concrete patio.




He got the first sheet rolled and ready when the front door whipped open and — by the sound of it — two trained operatives moved expertly into the front room.




Son of a bitch! He decided he had no shot at getting away, but he could give Willow enough time. He yanked the standing pole lamp free from the wall plug and moved to the door leading to the front room. He figured they’d probably kick it open as hard as they could, so he stood on the side of the doorframe with the latch instead of the hinges.




The door got kicked open just as he expected, and two heavily armed bodies dove into the room, one going to each side. He hammered the close one with the base of the standing lamp, and the other guy got a shot off.




Something hit him right in the stomach. A trank dart instead of a bullet. That was either really good or really bad. But he already knew there was a big bounty on him if he was alive.




He used the pole lamp to parry the guy’s trank rifle. He snapped the lamp base upward and caught the guy right under the jaw. He could hear the guy’s jaw slam shut and the guy fell over backward.




But the guy’s rifle went off again, and the guy got a luck shot right into Jack’s leg. That was two trank darts. He knew he didn’t have much time left.




He heaved the first guy’s body up and pushed him through the doorway. Two trank darts fired off and made the guy even less conscious.




Jack dove through the doorway and came up swinging with the pole lamp. The third guy leapt backward out of the way and fell over a chair. The fourth guy was lurking around the corner of the kitchenette and hit Jack with a taser.




The intense pain dropped him to the floor, and—







Willow hit pretty hard when she landed on the balcony, but she managed not to crash into the concrete balcony wall and she didn’t hit her head on the steel guard rail.




But the sliding glass door was already wide open, and the curtains were pulled open. And there were two quiet phut sounds before she even realized there were people lurking in there in the darkness.




“Ouch!” She looked down and found there were two darts sticking out of her. One was in her thigh and one was right in the boob! That hurt!




Well, if they thought she was down and helpless, they had another think coming. Jack had been teaching her self-defense, and she wasn’t self-defenseless anymore!




She yanked out the darts and scrambled to her feet as three big guys in body armor moved forward.




Shit.




She slammed the sliding glass door in their faces, jumped up onto the railing, and leapt for the next balcony down. That landing hurt, but not as much as the first one. She went for the next balcony down, but some butthead shot her in the back with another trank dart.




She still made the leap, even if she didn’t quite stick the landing. She crashed to her hands and knees, but she scrambled up and leapt from the second floor balcony down to the big concrete patio the hotel had on its beachfront side. She was feeling a little wobbly, but she sprinted across the patio for the corner of the building.




She made it around the corner and ran right into two more attackers. One got her with something that felt like she’d been zapped by Terawatt, and everything went black.







Bruce Paine was not having a good day. One of his European subsidiaries just lost out on a multi-billion Euro sealed-bid contract to the Christakos Conglomerate, and the difference in the bids was a ridiculous one hundred twenty thousand Euros. The difference between the total bids wasn’t one percent; it was six percent of one percent of one percent, which was ridiculously small. Either Christakos was employing some very good industrial spies or they had bought most of the people who awarded the contract.




Either way, he needed to take action. Right now, he was trying to get the bids investigated by the proper authorities. If that failed, he didn’t want to use the Batman, because that would tie Batman directly to the dealings of Paine Industries. He thought Julie was about ready to play sidekick, but she certainly wasn’t ready to go solo, especially if Terawatt’s information was correct and they might be facing a supervillain right out of another Batman’s life.




He wasn’t one hundred percent thrilled with his superhero contacts, either. Granted, he was quite pleased with how the Pulitzer Prize ceremonies had gone. Meeting Terawatt out of uniform like that had been… reassuring. Tracking down her other photojournalism work had been even more reassuring, because it showed that she was serious about taking pictures other than ‘selfies.’ And she was either a gentle, kind girl or else the greatest actress since Sarah Bernhardt. But he had figured out three ways to take down Terawatt, even if one of them required the help of Tsurara, who was far more likely to side with Terawatt than the Batman.




Still, he didn’t have a handle on Tsurara either, even if Paine Japan had offered to help with the heating and power systems in the ‘spacesuit’ she had worn to Pyre’s funeral. And he still didn’t have enough details on Pyre’s death, although he was certain O’Neill’s people were fudging some of their data: no one needed someone of Dr. Samantha Carter’s brainpower to collect dust samples. He still didn’t know what Carter was capable of either, even if she must have developed some sort of powers or the doctors at Walter Reed wouldn’t have over-reacted so massively. And he still wasn’t sure if he had a way to stop Ultraman, even if he had worked out the boy’s identity, and thus the identity of the scientist who had given him the powers, and therefore the methodology behind the power initiation. After all, B.M. Jeffcoate still published in biophysics journals.




And he still wasn’t sure about Jack O’Neill. Marrying Willow Rosenberg could be a caring act of love and consideration. Or it could be one of the most cynical, ruthless things Bruce could think of. Everything Bruce had been able to dig up indicated that O’Neill was a maverick who enjoyed bursting the bubbles of the pompous and incompetent. But that did not sound like someone who could work his way up the line and get promoted to general at his age, despite all those medals. If anyone besides the ‘Evil Empire’ was currently building a team of supers so that he could take over the world, Jack O’Neill fit the criteria better than anyone except Terawatt herself. And Willow Rosenberg. And possibly one Bruce Paine, Orphan and billionaire.




Also annoying on the superhero front was Julie. She had a costume, even if she didn’t know that he knew she had finished it. She had completed the fundamental training Bruce had insisted on. She even had sweet-talked Alfred into helping her soup up and equip a motorcycle that would be ready for a test drive around town in another week. But he didn’t want her out on the mean streets. He worried about her.




He was still concerned with Azure Crush too. It had taken some subtle manipulations to get her to New York City for that episode of Saturday Night live, but at that point, monitoring her had been simple. She made no effort to hide anything. Rather, she had gone out of her way to be a tourist and fangirl. She had acted like a twenty-year-old on her first trip to New York City, and had even wasted a huge amount of time making sure to get every single regular cast member’s autograph, like she wasn’t significantly better known than anyone on SNL. And Azure Crush was not that great an actress. But ‘Az’ still represented a serious threat, given her past anger management issues. He had made sure that he had four different ways to stop her.




Having ways to take down Terawatt also meant that he had ways to take down Danielle Atron. He thought it was obvious that Atron had sought asylum with Maggie Walsh and her Orphans, and they had apparently agreed to accept her. That probably meant that he could end up facing other Orphans with their own superpowers one of these days, so he was working on preparing for that eventuality. He was not looking forward to that. Not after he had studied the film footage available from Korea and India.




Meanwhile, he had an extremely boring meeting to attend with representatives from several other international database corporations on computer and network security. Frankly, he would have been happier if they had sent their top security experts instead. Or hired some big-name computer security consultants for the meeting. Even if Willow Rosenberg was on her honeymoon. And he still didn’t trust her. And virtually every computer security guru on the planet did trust her.




He kept looking straight ahead, but he had just caught a glimpse of a gray panel truck that said Franco’s Gourmet Pizzas on the side. Franco’s delivered in this area, but not in panel trucks like that. And he was sure it had driven past him once already.




His mind raced as he thought through a score of possible scenarios. But this block and the next had at least seven potential locales for a daylight robbery that would have enough profit to bother with getaway vans and extra drivers. This wasn’t going to be a holdup of the Starbucks that was across the street and a hundred feet behind him. And it need not be a simple robbery. Not in this town.




It wasn’t going to be a simple firebombing or any felony like that. No, this was clearly a crime that was requiring timing and probably teamwork. It could be murder or kidnapping, or a piece of a complicated espionage job, or industrial espionage, or even a complex con job. He could think of a number of possibilities, and he couldn’t do anything about it while he was ordinary Bruce Paine in broad daylight.




He kept a surreptitious eye on the truck as it turned the corner ahead of him. Then he slipped into the limo. “Did you notice the Franco’s truck?”




“Yes, Master Bruce,” Alfred dryly replied. “After the third time it drove past, I took the liberty of linking to your computers, and that license plate is registered to a rental car company. I have not yet attempted to get into said company’s database to determine who rented it, or even if it is listed as having been rented.”




He let Alfred drive through the streets, while he considered his options. Bruce Paine was supposed to go to a meeting now. Ditching the meeting just when Batman makes his first daylight appearance could be… notable. Making an opportunity to plant a bug on the truck could be complicated when he was rather distinctive: even in this part of New York, not every man wore a five thousand dollar suit.




“And it appears the truck and one other vehicle are maintaining a two-car tail on us.”




He unconsciously slid into Batman’s bass registers. “So the truck may have been driving around waiting to spot me. If they’re after Bruce Paine, then that simplifies matters.”




“How so, sir?”




He admitted, “Batman doesn’t need to make a sudden appearance while Bruce Paine notably misses an important meeting. Instead, we can wait and see what they’re up to.”




“And if it’s a hit bought by Christakos?”




He scowled. “Unlikely, given that the truck had at least two easy opportunities on the street already. But kidnapping and armed robbery are possibilities.”




Alfred cleared his throat delicately. “Ahem. It might also be connected with The Collective, the Breslynn Orphanage, or that leech Joseph Frady.”




He didn’t say anything, but he had already considered all three of those options, as well as five others. He had ruled out Falcone, but not the man’s son or daughter. All the smart locals would know that Franco’s Pizza used small, maneuverable sub-compacts or else motorcycles in this part of town, so it was most likely an outsider or else a stupid local. And Bruce Paine had been pushing the state and city leaders for crime prevention bills and funding, so he assumed it was inevitable that eventually some crime boss would take that personally.




He gave Alfred careful instructions just before Alfred let him out under the covered entryway. A staffer opened the door for him and directed him to the meeting room on the seventeenth floor, while another staffer brought him a latte that was better prepared than he had expected.




The supposed one-hour meeting lasted over three hours. It was obvious to him that certain people were not masters of time management, and he could hardly take over the meeting, given who was present and whose conference rooms the meeting was in. Since the meeting was already ridiculously long and the meeting ‘organizers’ were not mapping out effective plans for the next meetings or for work to be accomplished before the next meeting, he had no qualms about worrying the entire room when ‘final thoughts’ were brought up. He asked, “Since we’re seeing computer attacks that our IT people say are from P$ychon4ut himself, what’s being done to address his standard methods?” He left while the room was still in an uproar.




Alfred was waiting patiently. “As expected, when I parked the limo in the interior parking garage, the truck and its associate, a bronze four-door Toyota from the same rental agency, took up stations nearby. There are at least two men in the truck and one in the car. The only one I managed to observe is a suspiciously handsome man of Latin ancestry who clearly works out a great deal. Another occupant of the truck is quite large, given that he has made the truck jostle as he moved within.”




That made it Orphans. Or at least one Orphan and his minions. And possible backup plans that had yet to make an appearance. That at least defined the problem a little better.




He and Alfred stepped into the freight elevator, and he picked the control lock on it. Then he took the elevator down to the eighth floor, where there was an empty suite of offices that the building owners were actively trying to find occupants for. It was simple to find unused offices like this in New York City, because building owners now used far more tools than a single realtor, and anyone could find these empty offices on a dozen different internet sites.




Alfred expertly opened the office door with his own lockpicks, and they walked inside. Alfred led him to an inner office, where a large rolling suitcase had been opened. He swiftly changed into Batman and moved out of the offices once he checked that the hall was clear.




He moved down the emergency stairs to the fifth floor parking garage, where the limo was sitting. Then he slipped into the shadows to get closer to the vehicles.




He took his time and skirted through the darkest parts of the garage, looking for hidden threats and backup plans from the enemy. He found two local killers-for-hire, ‘Shank’ Griswold and ‘Mouse’ Harrison, lurking in a muscle car one level down, ready to zoom up and use the AK-47’s they were holding, probably when the radio on the dash summoned them.




He moved up in the driver’s blind spot and put one of his new batarangs into the front left tire. It deflated quickly enough that the two thugs noticed. Shank hopped out to check his tires, and Batman moved before the thug could spot the weapon lodged in the whitewall. He threw another batarang so the heavy central core caught Shank in the back of the head. At the same time, he dashed forward and leapt feet-first into the car through the open door. He caught Mouse by surprise too. If his feet didn’t take out Mouse, the thug’s head bouncing off the window certainly did.




He took both weapons, recovered his batarangs, and moved back to the threesome lying in wait for Bruce Paine.




The first one was a definite Orphan lurking behind an SUV and keeping a close eye on the regular elevators. It was a very good vantage spot. It gave the man easy cover, excellent views of the elevators Bruce Paine would use, and an easy way to get behind Bruce to render him unconscious or just perform a snatch-and-grab. It was simple enough to move into position and take him down with a batarang.




But the Orphan dropped a heavy gas canister, and it rang loudly on the concrete floor of the parking garage. That would no doubt alert the others.




And here came Orphan number two. The guy was handsome in a Hispanic way, and clearly worked out, particularly his upper body. And he was toting a large wooden baseball bat.




More problematically, the guy was wearing night vision goggles, so he had undoubtedly spotted the Batman already. Batman studied the goggles. Unfortunately, they weren’t the type that were vulnerable to a sudden flash of light. Batman moved in a spin and used the movement to launch a batarang at his foe.




The guy shifted quickly and knocked the batarang out of the air with one swift swing of the bat. “And it’s over the left field fence!”




Batman threw another batarang at the guy’s head and simultaneously fired his bat-grapple at his foe’s ankles.




The guy knocked the batarang off into the darkness and started to yell, “Two in—” But the grapple snagged the guy’s ankles and Batman used one swift tug to dump the guy on his head.




“Fuck!” the guy yelled. “Waylon!”




Batman assumed that was a call for the last of the threesome. He used a tae kwan do move to kick the bat out of the guy’s hands, and he followed that with an elbow strike to the head. Then he ran silently toward the panel truck, hoping to get there before the third foe had a chance to move out and deploy.




The rear doors of the truck swung open. With an ugly screech, the far door was ripped free. A massive man leapt out.




At least Batman assumed it was a man. Even in the darkness there was no disguising the humanoid shape and movements. But there was also no disguising that the ‘man’ was covered in green scales.




The threat spotted Batman and slung the truck door at him like it was a frisbee.







Buffy Summers couldn’t stop smiling. This was the best day ever! Freddie had popped the question last night, and she had thought it over for about a trillionth of a second before squealing “Yes!”




So now they were going to go shopping for an engagement ring. They could have gone to Rodeo Drive, but Freddie wanted to go where his dad had bought the diamond ring for his mom. And Goodkind Jewelers was a big name in diamonds and other gemstones, so Buffy wasn’t worried about getting stiffed on the ring. And Buffy’s favorite ice skating rink was down on the first floor, so Freddie had promised to skate with her a little if she didn’t take all day selecting a ring.




She looked down from the third-floor railing, and she suddenly spotted them. Two Orphans. And they were staring right at her.




She wasn’t stupid. She could figure out what they were. Normal people weren’t that good-looking, and hotties like that didn’t need to stalk reality tv starlets. They spotted her spotting them, and they ran for the stairs on either side of her, while one spoke into his shirt sleeve. She’d seen enough action movies to know what that meant.




There were other guys down there. Well, at least one more guy.




They were bracketing her. They were cutting her off and coming for her, and they were signaling other guys to move in on her from other directions.




She knew right then that she was doomed. Totally of the screwed.





225. Honeymoon’s End



Batman dove to the side, but the metal door still clipped him as it sailed over him. Fortunately, his cape and uniform had more armor than they appeared to contain. It still felt like Bane had tried to kidney-punch him.




Waylon tore the other rear door off the van, but by the time Waylon had the door ready as a weapon, Batman had moved into the shadows and was stealthily edging behind a row of cars in an attempt to get behind his foe.




But Waylon cast the door aside and charged right at Batman’s hiding place behind a Cadillac. “You think only bats can see when it’s not bright out?”




Batman leapt upward, aiming for the pipes overhead, just as Waylon grabbed the back end of the Cadillac and lifted it until its rear wheels were off the ground. Then with one ferocious shove, he slammed the front end of the car into the concrete wall.




Batman swung from the pipes and caught Waylon in the face with both feet. His foe staggered back half a step and dropped the car, but wasn’t hurt. Batman swiftly somersaulted off to one side, avoiding the hammerfist that came down and dented the car’s trunk. Waylon tried a slashing backhand that missed by a good four feet, as Batman kept moving.




Batman came up and hurled a batarang that caught Waylon in the thigh with its sharp tip… and just bounced off Waylon’s hide. Waylon didn’t even bother to yell about it. Instead, he reached down and ripped the bumper off the Cadillac.




Batman hurled two pellets as he activated the eyeshields on his mask and slapped a miniature gasmask over his mouth and nose. Both pellets exploded in clouds of teargas at Waylon’s feet.




He moved stealthily in a circle around Waylon, as the huge man thrashed around and threatened, “I’m still gonna find you, Bat!” He coughed a couple times and warned, “Stuff like this doesn’t stop me like normal guys.”




That was useful to know. Inadvertently helpful supervillains were definitely better than the ones who concealed their best powers. He stepped back out of the clouds of gas and took a deep breath. Then he turned his head toward one of the concrete walls so he could get his voice to reflect around the garage like some sort of tera-ventriloquism. “Where were you going to take Mister Paine?” He slapped the gasmask back on before he inhaled more than a whiff of the gas.




Waylon ran at where he thought the voice was coming from, and pummeled the first thing he ran into, which turned out to be someone’s new Miata.




“Don’t know, don’t care,” Waylon coughed. “Me and my family were livin’ in Florida downstream of this designer drug plant the DEA didn’t even know about till last year, and the stuff they dumped inta the creek’s prob’ly what did this ta me. They said if I helped ’em, they’d take me ta Dr. Margaret K. Walsh and she’d cure me. So you’re in my way.”




Batman considered that information. It seemed pretty unlikely that Waylon was smart enough to spread disinformation in the middle of a battle. Particularly when Waylon seemed convinced he would win the fight eventually. So Waylon probably didn’t have any useful intel, given that Batman had already taken down the two Orphans.




Of course, that didn’t mean that a dangerous threat like Waylon could be left running loose in the middle of New York.




And Batman was absolutely not going to consider how helpful Terawatt could be at this very moment. He still didn’t know how strong she really was, or how much of that was telekinesis. And he didn’t have an upper limit on the power of her electrokinesis, just a lower limit that was frankly worrisome.




Waylon was still blundering about in the teargas and still coughing, but he wasn’t showing any other symptoms of teargas inhalation, which suggested that he might be immune to some toxins. That reduced the options when dealing with him.




Maybe ‘Terawatt’ was the way to go here. After all, he had noticed what the pipes were that he had leapt up and grabbed. And he had cased the area thoroughly before he made his move on these Orphans…







Waylon froze when he heard the noise. The bat-freak the Empire guys had warned him about? Sneaky. Tricky. Too fucking quiet. But that was definitely a splash. Bat-freak had just stepped in a puddle and given away where he was.




Too bad it was gonna cost him his life, because Waylon was going to rip the little bastard apart as payback. This teargas shit stung like hell and was not a load of laughs to breathe.




He moved quietly in the direction that splashing noise had come from. And he found the puddle. Water was spilled out in an area about the size of four cars side by side. And he was almost out of the fucking gas, so he could see the water because he was standing under one of the ceiling lights for the garage.




He heard a high-pitched rustling noise like one of those things the bat-freak threw, so he was ready to grab this one. Only the thing sailed up over his head.




His first thought was that the bat-loser had missed by a country mile.




It cut right through the electrical stuff over his head, which dropped across his shoulders just as he realized someone had removed the tube protecting the wires and had peeled the insulation off the wires too. And he was standing in—







Batman watched as Waylon was shocked unconscious. Then he cut the power, plunging the area into darkness. Waylon was still out, so Batman took the opportunity to tie him up with lengths of the heavy cables the parking garage used as protective barriers at the corners of the garage so people couldn’t drive off one level and crash down onto another.




Once he was certain Waylon was secured, he moved back and made sure the two Orphans were unconscious and going to stay that way. He needed to search them, then the truck, and then get Alfred to bring his forensic sampling kit.







Riley didn’t mind sitting behind a desk, if that was where he could help the most. But he did mind sitting behind General O’Neill’s desk. He didn’t feel that he deserved to sit there.




But the general was out of the office for a couple weeks. Riley didn’t begrudge the man a honeymoon. He still remembered his own honeymoon with great fondness, even if he was never going to discuss it in public. He might not even discuss it with his own children when they were old enough to be about to go on their own honeymoons — assuming he and Sam ever had kids, and people were willing to have anything to do with the children of two Orphans.




The deskphone buzzed, and Riley watched its lights flicker as Sergeant Harriman put the call through.




“Colonel Finn speaking.”




“Colonel, this is… the general’s IT heads.”




Riley knew that the general had been calling his three top IT guys things like ‘Larry Moe and Curly’ or ‘Manny Moe and Jack’ or other threesomes. So he had a feeling that Dr. Winkelman had been about to introduce himself as Larry, or something equally embarrassing. “Yes? What can I do for you?”




Dr. Winkelman cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Sir, the general missed his check-in.”




Riley grimaced slightly. “He is on his honeymoon, and he might be… somewhat distracted.”




One of the other guys jumped in. “Yes sir, we know that. And we didn’t want to be intrusive. But no one answered his sat phone, or his room phone, or Willow’s tPhone. So we checked with the hotel. They had a power outage in the middle of the night that just fixed itself with no intervention after a little under an hour. The buildings around them had no such outage. We checked all of them.”




Riley clenched his teeth unhappily. That was beyond suspicious.




Dr. Winkelman cautiously asked, “We’d like to ask you to get someone down there and check their hotel room.”




He said, “Let me put you on hold for a minute, professor.” And he called a Belize number. The general had thought it might be useful to have an emergency contact in the hotel, so there were two Team Five soldiers in a much cheaper room on the street side of the hotel down on the third floor, near a stairwell for fast support.




“Who is this?”




Riley didn’t recognize the voice, but it had a distinct accent. It clearly wasn’t one of his people. And it sure wasn’t a cleaning lady. It was a man accustomed to telling people what to do. Riley snapped, “Identify yourself at once. This is Lieutenant Colonel R.J. Finn of the United States Army, calling from the U.S. Two of my people should be in that room, and two more of my people should be in their room in the honeymoon suite up on the fifth floor. If you are involved in the kidnapping or murder of a United States general, expect some pretty dire consequences.”




“This is police lieutenant George Palacio. We’re looking at a double homicide here, and we are assuming that the two victims are your officers, based on their clothing. We have not heard anything about a fifth floor incident, but the cleaning women reported this when they found the damaged door this morning.”




Riley thought some ugly words, but just said, “Willow Rosenberg’s hotel room on the fifth floor. If she or General O’Neill has been kidnapped, you’re going to have a PR crisis on your hands as well, because this is undoubtedly the work of The Empire. Once word of that gets out, people may evacuate everywhere within fifty miles to get out of range of their next attack.”




There was a very satisfactory gasp on the other end of the line.







Buffy grabbed her fiancé by the arm and stopped him. “Freddie? I love you, but I need you to get out of here right this second.”




He looked at her in confusion, “Buffy, what’s wrong?” He gave her a teasing smile, “Because there’s no way you’d want to stop jewelry shopping.”




She felt tears coming on, and she ruthlessly tried to suppress them. “Honey, I love you, I mean I really love you, but this is something you can’t handle.”




He puffed himself up and insisted, “Hey, I can handle anything!”




She gritted her teeth. It was the end of everything she cared about, no matter what. She confessed, “There are at least two Orphans coming after me right now.”




He looked at her like she was crazy. “What? Orphans? The Empire? Like in the news? Why? That makes no sense.”




She explained with a sob, “It’s because I’m an Orphan too. I’ve been hiding everything I am… everything I can do… just so I could have a normal life with you. But these guys will kill you. I need you to be safe.”




And naturally, he totally didn’t believe her. “Buffy, if this is some sort of reality show thing again…”




She put her hands on his lower ribs. Then she lifted him over her head. He stared down in shock.




She warned him, “Freddie, it’s not a game. This is real. And these guys will kill you if you get in their way. I’ve got to… do something about it.”




He looked utterly stunned. She knew he would never want to be within four hundred yards of her again. She turned and ran. She ran to the big three-story escalator that would take her to the ground floor. Sure enough, she could see one of those two Orphans riding up toward her.




Could she just ride down the down escalator right past him and not have him do something? Even if it was just calling his partners so they were waiting for her at the bottom of the escalator? Or he might just shoot her. Or he might try scrambling across the metal slope in between the escalators to grab her and…




Hey, that sounded promising. She was wearing five-inch heels and footies. The heels had an inch and a half platform, because she had small feet. But she needed the height, because she was only 5’2” and Freddie was 6’4”.




She kicked off the heels and held both of them in one hand. The footies were nice and slippery, so her feet stayed comfy in those heels. She leapt up onto the metal between the up and down escalators, took a deep breath, and skated down the slope in between the two.




On the metal slope, there were bumps every so often that were lighted signs warning people to stay off this part of the escalator, and not to do a couple other stupid things. And there were several metal dividers sticking up a half a foot to catch anything sliding down the slope, like your purse. So she had to control her speed and skate around the bumps and jump the dividers. It was impossible for most people.




It was perfect for a really talented figure skater with really great kinesthetics.




She balanced with her feet in position like she was performing a slide chasse, and then she did a sheep jump over the divider and a crossed chasse around the warning sign. That went better than she expected, even if she was still picking up speed.




She zoomed past the Orphan on the up escalator. He didn’t try to grab her, but he was talking into his sleeve, so she knew every other Orphan would know she was heading down to the ground floor.




She did a single jump over the next divider, and as she spun around in mid-air, she got a look behind her. Yep, that asshole was clambering across to the down escalator. She jumped the dividers and skated over the signs. Then she needed to stick the landing.




Yeah, big with the problem there. She did a stag leap over the last sign and cleared the bottom of the escalator. Then she landed on her feet on the nice fake-tile floor and slid a good thirty feet before she slowed enough to convert from skating into running. But she didn’t fall over. That was what counted. That, and not crashing into anyone.




People were applauding her and photographing her and yelling stuff, but she just ran down the hall. It was like some kind of nightmare, where all the stuff she’d ever wanted was being twisted into something sick and wrong.




But now she knew what to do.




She didn’t run for an exit. She ran down to the ice skating rink on the ground floor.




“Miss Summers! This is a surprise! We don’t have any cameramen or anything set up for you.”




Inwardly she winced, because she’d deliberately come here a couple dozen times just to skate and get pictures taken and have her Twitter following ooh and ahh over her moves. Not to mention the time she got Johnny Weir to come skate with her and she talked ‘Entertainment Tonight’ and ‘Hollywood Extra!’ into filming it for a segment. She smiled, “Yeah, but don’t tell anyone. I’m not being filmed now, and I just wanted a chance to do a little figure skating while I wait on my boyfriend.”




“Well, you just go right ahead. There’s not a lot of people on the ice right now, and the next lessons aren’t for maybe half an hour.”




She darted into the back room. She had three pair of her personal ice skates there in a private cabinet. She grabbed her special ice dancing skates with the oversized toepicks and the razor-sharp blades.




Skating blades weren’t like a razor. They were like a narrow steel edge that was ground until it was a concave curve with two sharp edges at the corners, and you had to know what you were doing or have a coach who knew what she was doing, so you had the perfect skates for your style and skill level and everything else.




She lobbed her heels into the cabinet, strapped on the skates, and dashed out on the ice. A crop top and miniskirt wasn’t all that different from a lot of her skating outfits, so she didn’t look out of place. She just took a lap around the rink, looking to see if her stalkers had caught up with her yet.




And there they were. Four of them. Two were totally Orphans, a third one was probably an Orphan even if he wasn’t as hot as the first two, and the fourth guy was just hired muscle unless there were Orphans who came out looking like Mike Tyson’s punching bag.




She could practically see them working out what to do next. They could wait until she had a big crowd, or they could come out and grab her while hardly anyone was watching yet. After her stunt on the escalator, they had to know a lot of people were going to be flocking to see what that crazy bimbo was doing next. So they went for option B.




She was so angry she wanted to hurt those bastards who turned her into a freak and ruined her life and wouldn’t leave her alone and were going to make her lose everything. She kept skating, and she planned.




In a matter of minutes, they skated out after her, but they weren’t skaters. And that meant she had all the advantages, even if one had a gun and two others had tasers. They spread out in a line and tried to close in on her. But they hadn’t thought about the difference between someone on skates and an Olympic-level skater.




She skated toward the man on the far right, and she let the Orphans in the middle close to their left, trying to head her off. She tried not to even look over at the guys in the middle. But she wanted the middle left guy, who had the gun in his hand. She didn’t know anything about guns, but she’d seen plenty of movies and tv programs where people got shot, and she didn’t have that on her bucket list.




At the last moment, she spun to her right and did a 270 so she was aimed off to the left. She darted out of her spin straight at gun-guy. She moved into an arabesque position, so her body was parallel to the ice and her free leg was sticking straight out behind her. She knew she looked silly and harmless.




It worked. The guy with the gun reached out to grab her, instead of trying to shoot her.




She closed in on him and went straight into a camel spin. She stayed in her same posture but spun as fast as she could. Her aim was perfect. The edges of her skate slashed across the back of the guy’s gun hand, slicing his tendons to shreds. He screamed and dropped the gun. Blood flew everywhere.




He still tried to nail her with a punch from his uninjured arm. She dropped into a sit-spin, and he missed by a mile. She leapt back to her feet and let him know why she had chosen these particular skates. She kicked him as hard as she could in the shin with her toepicks. He screamed and went down hard, accidentally kicking the gun across the ice so it was way too far for her to grab before she had to deal with the goons on either side of her.




She darted away from where he was lying on the ice, holding his shin and cursing at her. She had dealt with the threat of the gun, so she only had closer-range threats now. But the other three goons knew that she was a threat. That she was a predator. And they knew they were in her hunting grounds.




“Get her! Get her, you bastards! Hurt that bitch!” The guy who was down wasn’t very happy with her. Well good, because she wasn’t very happy with him either. In fact, she was totally of the unhappy.




One Orphan shoved his taser in his pocket and skated as fast as he could for the gun. She couldn’t let him get there first. But she had to skate around the other taser-equipped thug, which meant she had to go a lot farther.




Fortunately, she was also faster. A lot faster. She detoured around Taser Guy Number Two and poured on the speed.




He was still going to get there first. He dove across the ice and clasped the gun with both hands.




She came up from behind him, so his feet were toward her and his outstretched arms were away from her. She gave it her best Salchow jump and cleared his entire body. She came down right on his arms with her blades.




He screamed in pain, and she struggled not to fall down. She caught herself and reversed direction, skating right at his face. He panicked and ignored the gun, while trying to protect his head with his injured arms.




She kicked him right in the throat with the toepicks of her left boot. Blood spurted everywhere. She turned it into a frontflip to clear his body so she didn’t fall on her face. She reversed direction and found the guy had knocked the gun across the ice. Again. What, was everyone playing ‘Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom’ and no one remembered to tell her?




And Unarmed Guy was heading for the sliding gun, while Taser Guy Number Two was heading for her. Couldn’t these pricks take a hint?




She did a quick counter-turn and then moved into some crossovers to pick up speed. She could see that she was going to get to the gun first, but only by a fraction of a second. If she stopped to pick it up, Unarmed Guy would plow into her and beat the snot out of her. And regular Buffys were always better than de-snotted Buffys. It went without saying.




She cut over the gun as she dropped into a cantilever. Her knees were bent and her back was bent backward, and that meant that her body was parallel to the ice and about eight inches above the ice. She skated over the gun, her skates passing on either side of it, and she snatched it up in passing with her right hand.




Unarmed Guy extended his arms forward and dove for the gun. Or maybe for her. Either way, he missed by a couple feet and hit the ice hard, his face bouncing off the ice like his head was made of rubber. She stayed in her cantilever and pointed the gun at him, and then she pulled the trigger.




The gun kicked a lot more than she thought it would, so she aimed the next couple shots more carefully. They definitely hit Unarmed Guy in the ribs as he slid past her. The fourth time she pulled the trigger, the gun just sort of locked up.




She was suddenly really regretting not learning a ton about guns and gun safety and gun cleaning and anything else that might matter right now. Was the gun out of bullets? She didn’t know, and she didn’t know how to check, and she still had a guy with a taser after her. Did guns jam or get stuck or anything?




She skated into an upright position, and she picked up speed, using crossovers to move faster and turn around so she could deal with that taser.




The guy slowed down, watching her come at him with his teeth clenched. But she could see his eyes. The guy was afraid. He was maybe 240 pounds, and he had a taser, and he was scared of a petite 5’2” girl.




He had damn well better be afraid of her, because she was going to slice him in half.




He’d seen her drop into a sit-spin and he’d seen her drop into a cantilever, so she was banking on him expecting more of the same. She skated around him in a fast circle, closing in on him while he tried to keep turning so she couldn’t get behind him. Smart guy. Because if he let her get behind him, he was going to get a toepick right in the kidney.




She really wished she knew martial arts. And guns. And other stuff like that. She really wished she hadn’t been a complete bitch to Terawatt, who totally had better things to do with her life than drop in on reality tv bimbos and try to be nice to them when they were busy moping around and feeling sorry for themselves. How weird was it that she had met Terawatt? And that she chatted with Willow Rosenberg, aka Acid Burn, pretty regularly now? Dumb reality tv losers totally did not get to talk to tera women like Willow, who hadn’t even needed to tell Buffy her real identity but she did it because she was just a sweet person.




Buffy closed in on the guy and lowered her hands. The guy fired the taser low, like she was about to drop into a hydroblading move. Instead, she threw herself upward into a death drop and leapt right over the taser wires. She was so used to using a death drop as a flying entry into a spin that she almost went into a spin when she landed. Instead, she darted forward.




The guy threw the now-useless taser aside and leapt at her. She immediately went into a split jump and cleared him completely, so he crashed to the ice while she moved cleanly forward. She reversed direction and curved around to come at him from the side.




He reached into a pocket for some other weapon, so she didn’t give him the opportunity. She leapt into the air and came down hard on the back of his neck with one skate, driving his face into the ice. She leapt off and caught herself on her free leg, skating around in a quick loop to be ready if he came at her again.




He wasn’t moving. In fact, he looked extremely dead. She wished she was upset about that, but she was so pissed at these guys that she just wanted to skate over and kick at them a bunch more. And maybe get people to throw stuff at them.




She glanced up when she heard the noises. She finally had the kind of audience she’d always dreamed of, only it was to see her spattered with blood and surrounded by dead or maimed Orphans. And there were dozens — maybe hundreds — of cameras and cellphones on her, capturing every bit of it. Just what she’d always wanted, in a way she had desperately wanted to avoid. It was like those stupid ‘monkey’s paw’ horror stories where you got your wish only twisted to make your life hell.




How did you beat a murder rap when you had way over a thousand people who had just watched you kill some guys? This was so not of the good.




And just to make things worse, two cops struggled out onto the ice with guns drawn. She was a little worried, because both cops looked about half a second from falling on their faces. Even worse, two news station camera crews were coming right after them, so there was no avoiding any of this.




She skated slowly around her four attackers, making sure none of them got up again, or pulled out another weapon. And she waited.




The cops finally got close enough to talk to her. One cop looked down at the bodies, and at her bloody skates, and at the blood splattered on her. “Who the hell do you think you are?”




She sighed inwardly and went for it. She struck a figure skating pose, making sure she was giving the closer cameraman her best three-quarter profile. She loudly announced, “I’m Buffy… the Empire Slayer.”




She was stunned to hear the cheering and applause from all around the rink.




226. The Gathering Storm



Buffy Summers let the police work their way over to her. The younger one said, “Miss Summers, we need to handcuff you and take you to the precinct house.”




She pretended she wasn’t totally upset. “Well…” She peeked at his nametag. Winters. Well, that went with ‘Summers.’ “Officer Winters, I think you two need to give me your hands and let me skate the two of you off the ice first, so no one slips on the ice and falls and gets hurt. Okay? And you may need to let me change shoes, because you’re gonna want these skates for forensics, right?”




Both officers looked at the carnage on the ice and quickly agreed.




She smiled, “And there’s no way I can walk barefoot across the parking lot to your car. Right?”




So the cops let her take their hands and skate them over to the boards. And there was just a crazy number of people there taking pictures of her and holding out autograph books and shouting stuff.




“Buffy! We love you!”




“Buffy! That was the most amazing thing ever!”




“Buffy, I saw you compete when you were ten! You’re still the best!”




She was kind of shocked that these people had seen her hack four guys to bits and they still thought she wasn’t a monster.




She announced, “I can’t sign any autographs now, because the officers need to handcuff me and arrest me and stuff, but it would be really great if one of you could call my lawyer Manny Goldstein?” She even reeled off Manny’s office phone number and got the policemen to say where they were going to take her, in case someone was really on the ball.







Maggie Walsh looked at the coded message. Perfect. Her people had extricated Vince Carter so smoothly the prison system still had no idea he had escaped.




Atron hadn’t cared one way or another what happened to Vince Carter, but Maggie was fully aware what feeble conclusions the police would leap to if Vince Carter was seen performing any criminal acts in Paradise Valley… like kidnapping the Mack family. The authorities would assume that Danielle Atron was behind the crime. That suited Maggie perfectly.




Maggie intended to let Atron have a completely fair shot at Terawatt. After all, if Danielle took down Terawatt, that would solve a great many of The Collective’s problems. Maggie had provided Danielle with everything the acquisitive bitch had requested, and a few things she hadn’t thought of.




Danielle was a reasonably intelligent woman and a good biochemist, but she thought like a businesswoman. Terawatt thought like a scientist, which was considerably more dangerous as far as Maggie was concerned. Taking Danielle out would be a lot easier than taking Terawatt out. Especially if Danielle believed that the power armor and all the weaponry was under the control of one Danielle Atron, instead of Maggie’s people.




Meanwhile, Maggie was still computing the likelihoods and options, and she was coming up with a reasonable chance that Terawatt would finish off Atron instead. Once that happened, the Macks would be Maggie’s ace in the hole. If Maggie wasted her time playing poker.




Danielle Atron had spent so much time trying to figure out who in Paradise Valley could be Terawatt, and how Alex Mack could know her well enough to get those first pictures. Maggie agreed that the pictures had been planned, because a good sound bite like that was planned, not spontaneous. It just came across better if it looked spontaneous.




But Maggie had become suspicious when none of the NID’s ‘Terawatt suspects’ lived in Paradise Valley. So she had done her own research. And someone had tampered with the picture of Alexandra Louise Mack that was in the official NSA and CIA databases. That was really all the evidence that Maggie had needed, but she had taken interview footage of A.L. Mack and compared that against Terawatt. There was no doubt in Maggie’s mind that Alex Mack still had her powers after all these years, and was now Terawatt. Furthermore, Alex Mack came from a family that was highly intelligent, and also encouraged learning in their children. George Mack had a Masters and a Ph.D. Barbara Mack had a Masters and in Maggie’s opinion would probably begin work on a Ph.D. once she no longer had children to raise. Annie Mack was undoubtedly one of the bright spots at M.I.T. according to her teachers, and would end up with at least one Masters and at least one Ph.D. Alex Mack had earned all ‘A’s on an all-AP course schedule this past year, had earned a respectable 2210 on her SATs, and had evaded Atron’s best efforts for nearly four solid years.




Alex Mack was Terawatt. Alex Mack was smarter than people assumed. And once Maggie had Terawatt’s family held hostage, Alex would do what she wanted, or watch her family suffer the consequences.




Maggie also had plans in play to handle Sergeant Carlson and Captain Miller and Lieutenant Valentine as well. Finn? Maggie had a substantial file on Dr. Samantha Finn’s childhood, so she thought there was a high likelihood she could talk Samantha around and indirectly force Colonel Finn’s hand, assuming he survived the next day or so…







Riley hung up the phone. The Belize police had found that someone had entered the Rosenberg-O’Neill honeymoon suite and had a fight. There were damaged pieces of furniture. There was blood in several places on the floor and on the base of a pole lamp. And quick patch tests had shown that the blood was human and two different blood types: AB- and B-. He knew that neither of the blood types found was Willow’s or the general’s because Janet had that information on hand.




If the Collective still had that ‘alive only’ bounty on the general, and had been trying to co-opt Willow, that suggested that they had sent in forces to capture them alive… and someone had put up a fight. Still, he had to assume that the Collective now had both of them.




First, he tried Alex’s tPhone. No answer. He reluctantly dialed Mrs. Mack. “Mrs. Mack? This is Riley Finn.”




She answered, “This isn’t a good time or place.” She sounded pretty tense.




He sighed inwardly. “I really was hoping to talk to your daughter, even though she had a little chat with the general.”




She insisted, “That’s not an option for a while. Maybe not for a really long time. Don’t you have alternatives?” She paused and added, “You’re a huge magazine. You have to have plenty of photojournalists on your own payroll.”




Great. She was being overheard. He admitted, “Yes ma’am, but no one I trust to pull our fat out of the fire. The general and his bride just went missing.”




“Oh my… gosh. All right, I’ll try to talk to her, but assume she’s unavailable for now. I don’t know what else to tell you.”




He hung up. He knew this could be a lot worse, but this was just looking increasingly bad. At least Hanna and Grover were on the base, and each of his teams had at least one other superhero they were keeping in contact with.




He pressed a speed-dial button on the deskphone.




“Major Carter here.”




“Major, grab your sergeants if they’re in the building, plus Winkelman and Tang, and come here ASAP.”




“Yes sir.”




Then he hit another speed-dial button.




“Sergeant Walter Harriman.”




“Sergeant, this is Finn. Please start full mobilization protocols. We’re going to need to move fast, once we can figure out where we’re moving. And I want full paperwork for General Hammond, including everything I should be filling out.”




“Yes sir. Is it all right if I put the base on full alert in case there’s another Evil Empire maneuver?”




“That would be excellent, sergeant.”




He dialed Team Two.




“Captain Miller here, colonel. What’s happened?”




He grimaced, “We have reason to believe they grabbed the general and Willow. They also took out our support personnel in Belize. I want you to stay on the line for a conference call, but pull Lupo and Carlson in if they’re available. I’ve got people coming on foot, and I’m going to call Gates and Lorne.”




“Roger that, sir.”







Batman studied the sample under the microscope. He ground his molars. He didn’t want to do this, but it looked like he had very few other options that were anywhere near as good.




He dialed the SRI.




“Department of Homeland Security’s HWAAA program, Sergeant Walter Harriman speaking. How may I help you, Batman?”




He didn’t like that they had him identified just from the phone number, since he was doing some re-routing to avoid easy traces. But on the other hand, having competent people on the other end of this line was a good thing. He knew there was no point in asking to speak to O’Neill. Not when the man was on his honeymoon. He tried, “I need to speak to Terawatt immediately.”




“I’m sorry sir, but… Oh hell. The general said you have clearance to know this if it came up. When we lost Pyre, Terawatt announced she was retiring. She insisted she couldn’t do the job anymore.”




He growled, “Then who can I talk to?”




“Colonel Finn, who’s on a conference call, but if you’re willing to participate in the call, you can speak to him.”




He couldn’t wait. He was going to have to trust Finn, even if the man was an Orphan. Another Orphan. He had worked out that Terawatt trusted Finn enough to suggest him as an emergency double for Batman or possibly even for Bruce Paine. “Please let me join the conference call.”




He listened as Harriman talked to Finn and Finn eagerly thanked Harriman for the idea.




“Riley Finn here, sir. We have a crisis, and you may be able to help. We have reason to believe that The Collective kidnapped General O’Neill and Willow Rosenberg, while killing their protection.”




It looked like he had made the optimal choice. He growled, “It’s not just O’Neill and Rosenberg.” Granted, he wasn’t yet convinced that both of them were on the right side. It would be extremely easy for one of them to use that honeymoon as a way of kidnapping the other. However, that would almost certainly mean that they were ready for some sort of master stroke, or else it would be a lot smarter to continue playing the wholesome hero. “Two Orphans just tried to kidnap Bruce Paine. They brought along a new supervillain and two local hitters.”




Harriman cut in, “And I just got a heads-up that our supervillain jail was just isolated and destroyed. First investigators on-site report massive tactical strikes from the outside working inward. All the guards appear to be dead, and over half the inmates too. Not found were Clare Tobias, Poison Ivy and her plants, Psych, Bane, plus two of Terawatt’s foes: a telekinetic and an electrokinetic. The other Orphans we have in SuperMax prisons around the rest of the country appear to all be in place, but I’ll have DHS verify that.”




Finn snapped, “We need to check on the other unaffiliated Orphans we know.”




Batman growled, “You know there are more out there, and you just left them there?”




Finn firmly replied, “Yes sir. Just as we left you there. Given that the next biggest threats are television starlet Buffy Summers and two pro athletes, they’re not exactly menacing anyone, or even trying to fly under the radar.”







Manuel Goldstein, of Pressman, Goldstein, Mandelbaum, Goldstein and Associates, made sure he had his client in his car with the doors closed and the tinted windows all the way up before he let her say anything. After all there had been maybe eighty paparazzi and three hundred Buffy fans waiting for her to come out of the police station. Or in some cases, perhaps waiting for her not to get to walk out of the police station.




Buffy Summers insisted, “Look Manny, I really, really appreciate you dropping everything and rushing over here to save my petite derriere, but I have to make this call. And you may not want to know who I’m calling.”




He glanced over as he pulled out into traffic. Not only had twenty-seven different Buffy fans called him to tell him she was in need of his legal assistance, but he’d gotten a panicked call from her boyfriend who seemed to think she was under attack by supervillains and also she had superpowers. If she really had taken out three Orphans and a local legbreaker for hire with nothing but ice dancing skills, maybe she did have superpowers. He said, “Ms. Summers, as your lawyer let me advise you not to perform any illegal acts or incite anyone else to do so.”




She gave him that perky smile that he assumed was an act. “Oh, this isn’t illegal. The problem is it’s the complete opposite of illegal.”




He concentrated on driving. “The opposite of illegal is simply… legal.”




“Yeah, this is legal, but it’s not so simple.”




She typed a number from memory, which told him she hadn’t entered it as one of the contacts on her phone. She listened for a couple seconds, and then said, “I need to talk to Terawatt. Now. She said I could call her anytime.”




Buffy Summers was calling Terawatt? This made no sense. How was some B-list starlet on Terawatt’s contact list? And why hadn’t Buffy used that as a lever to get a better deal on her upcoming reality show?




There was another pause, and she scowled, “Okay, so who can I talk to?” She tapped the dashboard with one polished nail. “Okay, I don’t know him, but I’ve got stuff I need to tell you guys.”




Buffy gave Manny a little frown. “She really did say I could call her, and now they’re telling me she’s out of action.”




She focused again on the phone. “Oh hi! Yeah, this is Buffy Summers. I hate to interrupt big-time important conference call stuff, but three Orphans and some local hitter just tried to kidnap me. I mean, that’s what the police confirmed. I guessed the three Orphans and one not.” She paused as she listened. “Oh no, they all ate ice. Two dead, two off to a prison hospital. I tricked ’em into following me out on an ice skating rink, and I showed ’em why ice dancing is a real sport. I’m probably never gonna get all the blood off the leather, and they’re my favorite ice dancing boots.”




She listened patiently for a few more seconds, and then she said, “Okay. Thanks.”




She turned to face Manny. “I talked to a Colonel Finn. The DHS is gonna put in a good word for me. It turns out the Evil Empire is pulling shit like this all over the place today. And they said I’m already all over YouTube and Reddit.” Then she sighed, “And when Freddie hits me with a big court injunction, I’m gonna need you to defend me. I mean, he’s never gonna want to see me again, so I guess I just… stay away from him. And his friends. And his family. I… I can do that.”




But there were tears streaming down her face. And Buffy Summers was not the world’s greatest actress.







Batman growled, “This looks like the prelude to a large-scale maneuver.”




Finn disagreed, “Or it could be that we’re seeing the primary maneuver, and they’ll just consolidate and see if we can counter their tactics.”




Carter added, “But all these maneuvers have to be predicated on having locations to move their kidnap victims to. And Willow already put together a chart on that, with the IT staff.”




Professor Jeremy Winkelman cleared his throat slightly. “We already knew from the areas of control of the other blocs that their base wasn’t on the Indian subcontinent, or in North America. Their attack patterns suggest that their primary base couldn’t be in North America, or Europe, or most of Asia, or central Africa, or any coastal city on the planet. That ruled out every city that the India bloc targeted. So that told us that the primary bloc has a base which wouldn’t be threatened in a massive global thermonuclear war that involved the top eight nuclear nations. That left us with non-coastal South America, Saharan Africa, non-coastal Australia, some small areas of Asia, subsurface bases, and possibly Antarctica.”




Batman insisted, “But I had the chance to perform some forensic work after I captured those two Orphans. There were plant fibers on the cuffs of one’s pants, and there were mineral fragments embedded in the other’s soles. The crystals are definitely quartz arenite. The fibers are from rare vines that are endemic to the Guiana Highlands.”




Finn muttered, “Those tepui from the Paine exhibit. Someone was paying attention when the museum set up that exhibit, and they could have pulled in Poison Ivy specifically to keep people from looking harder at the area the exhibit came from.”




Batman agreed, “And who would know better about Poison Ivy’s research and current abilities than her major professor who taught her how to splice her own DNA with plants?”




Carter added, “But if they’re picking up quartz arenites, they’d have to be on top of a tepui or around the base of one. And it would have to be one of the ‘inaccessible’ ones, or else they’d have geologists and eco-tourists and indigenous people all over their base.”




Batman growled, “The tepui that Paine Mining surveyed is listed as one of the inaccessible ones, but I verified through Bruce Paine’s personnel that it has been fully surveyed, and it’s clear.”




Finn asked, “And how many tepui are officially inaccessible but have been surveyed by Christakos Mining?”




He would have to remember that Finn was an Orphan and sharp enough to get promoted to lieutenant colonel. “Precisely three. I have the GPS coordinates for all three.” He transmitted the data to the SRI.




Professor Winkelman said, “We already pulled up some satellite images as soon as we saw where your line of deductions was going. So… what do we have?” He paused a second. “Okay. Two are definitely nothing but unmarred tepui with nothing going on. Not even in false color infrared. The third is tall enough and large enough and it appears to be under cloud cover. Not even the IR is showing anything interesting. Uh-oh… It’s under cloud cover in every single sat image we’ve got, which is really suspicious because these tepui should be under cloud cover less often than the surrounding highlands.”




Batman growled, “That’s the one. Now we just have to plan our move.”




Finn pointed out, “And they almost certainly have S-300 or S-400 anti-missile defenses up there, so we can’t just fly in twenty helos full of Army Rangers. We need an entry strategy.”




And he had an idea on that. So the first thing he needed to do was call Grover’s house.







Jack woke up. His head felt like someone had dumped out the stuff he called brains and replaced it with cotton candy.




And someone had just waved ammonia under his nose. He really hated that.




He opened his eyes. There was no point in trying to fake unconsciousness when they’d already pulled out the ammonia. He’d already twitched and coughed and given the whole thing away.




He was lying on a nice bed, in a nice room. There was even a nice window off to his left. Wherever he was, there was a hell of a lot of green way off in the distance and nothing resembling habitation.




He moved carefully. No handcuffs, no hospital restraints. And someone had dressed him in a t-shirt and shorts that looked like some of the clothes he’d brought along on the trip.




Someone with a sense of humor or really lousy luck, because they’d picked the t-shirt Willow told him not to bring. The one Charlie gave him for Christmas a couple years ago. In big letters it said ‘QUESTION AUTHORITY.’ In smaller letters lined up underneath that, it said ‘wait a minute did you just do what I told you to?’




He carefully used his arms to sit up. On the other side of the room, an old man sat calmly in an armchair near the door. Two musclebound Orphans stood on either side of the man. Jack recognized the guy, even if he no longer wore that little beard.




Jack mentally kicked himself for not seriously considering this option, because he was looking at it now. Instead, he gave the guy his best poker face and said, “Hello, Doctor Locke. I’d say it’s a nice surprise, but it isn’t nice, and it isn’t actually a surprise. Or should I say ‘heil Helmut!’ instead?”




“Remarkable, general. Or do you mind if I call you Jack, since you’re already going with my birth name. It’s a real shame you are not more sympathetic to my Orphans.”




Jack pretended to complain, “Just how old is this cloning stuff anyway?”




Howard Royer Locke replied, “I believe you already know the answer to that one. And I also believe you have a rather different question that you would really rather ask.”




Jack had been holding back on that one, in the hopes that they wouldn’t use that as leverage. But it looked like they were ahead of him on this one too. He went ahead and asked. “Okay. Fine. Then I’ll go ahead and mention it. Where the hell is my wife?”







Willow felt the hot light on her skin, and she tried not to move. But she was so uncomfortable, and her legs were cramping, and her shoulders hurt. And her head felt like crap, and she was pretty sure she had a burn on her ribcage from that stupid taser they’d hit her with, and she had a couple scrapes and bruises from her fancy balcony-to-balcony escape that hadn’t worked out after all. And she was sweating all over from the hot lights.




She was naked. In a birdcage. Well, it was shaped like a birdcage but the wires that spread from the center point over her head were way thicker than that. And whoever stole her clothes and shoved her in here had gone to a lot of trouble to make sure she was extra uncomfortable. She was on the balls of her feet, but her legs were bent until her butt was touching her heels. And she was naked. And she couldn’t cover herself up any, because her wrists were trapped over her head.




She looked up and studied what was holding her forearms. They looked like a pair of steel bracers. She couldn’t see where they clamped shut and locked in place. She tried tugging on them, but it seemed like the stupid things were welded to the top of the birdcage. Or riveted. Something so there wasn’t any give.




There were four spotlights shining down on her, and they were hot enough that she was covered in sweat, even if she was starkers. Being naked with Jack was one thing. Being naked like this? Not of the okay.




She craned her neck behind her, and she nearly screamed. There was a dead body dumped on the concrete floor that was close enough that it caught enough of the spotlights. It was a dead woman with dyed red hair. She could see that someone had hacked the body to bits while leaving the face untouched. She felt a sudden urge to panic.




Someone had made the face and hair up so the body looked like her.




She put a dozen disparate facts together and came up with some pretty scary conclusions. She was at the secret base of the primary bloc. P$ychon4ut was also at that base. P$ychon4ut liked hurting women and had already been showing some of the behaviors that were often seen in the early stages of serial rapists or serial killers. P$ychon4ut had a personal grudge against the people who had worked together to put him in prison, and one of those people was Willow Rosenberg.




She was going to end up like that dead body, or maybe even worse, unless she did something really fast.




First thing: deal with the cramping in her legs which was just getting worse and worse all the time. She pulled on the cuffs holding her forearms and lifted herself up a couple inches. Then she adjusted her aching legs and lowered herself until she was sitting in a seiza position. She could sit seiza for a pretty long time. Jack had been teaching her martial arts, along with the way more fun marital arts, but Jack didn’t bother with Japanese styles or Japanese formality. He was all about military martial arts that let you disable or kill someone as fast as possible, preferably before they had a chance to do it to you. But she’d also been taking some classes at the base, and they went in for all the stuff like sitting seiza and bowing to the sensei and counting pushups or punches in Japanese.




Okay, she had liked that stuff a lot.




Sitting like that took a lot of the stress off her feet and ankles and lower legs. And it gave her more room to work on the bracers holding her forearms to the top of the cage. If the things were welded or crazyglued to the top of the cage, then she might have an answer. Crazyglue, in particular, was stupidly strong when you just pulled on it, but it was a lot weaker to shear forces.




She tried twisting her arms. She didn’t have a lot of room to work with, but all she needed to do was twist perpendicularly to the axis of her forearms. Hard. And back and forth. A lot.




She got started. One and two. Three and four. Back and forth, and back and forth. Nine and ten. Eleven and twelve…







Jack tried to look calm. Locke stared at him with apparent fascination. “You care that much about her?”




Jack glared at the old fart. “I tell you what. Give me a machete and an SAW, and we’ll see just how much I care.” He gritted his teeth. “Of course I care! I wouldn’t have married her if I didn’t!”




Locke stroked his chin like he missed having his little beard and getting to do one of the classic supervillain gestures. “It’s really fascinating, from a psychological and genetic point of view. I didn’t expect you to be this emotionally invested. In any of this.”




Jack snarked, “Well, maybe that’s because your brain is an Adolph Hitler clone.”




Locke just smiled. “Exactly. All of me is an Adolph Hitler clone. But my upbringing was drastically different, and it seems that ‘nurture’ is about as important as ‘nature’ if you get the reference. At the end of World War II, there were several Nazi scientists who thought that it should be possible to build a new Fuhrer just from cloning Hitler. When I was old enough that they contacted me, I found out they were making several critical mistakes, so I used a lot of their technology while evolving and improving on the techniques. I think Maggie’s sheer genius shows that one can really do amazing work with advancing humanity, given a fundamental understanding of the human genome. Just as with your physical capabilities and inductive talents.”




Jack forced himself not to wince. “So I take it I’m the alpha test version?”




Locke casually smiled. “No Jack, I’m the alpha test version. I and five other babies were created at the end of the war. I was just the only one intelligent enough to play along with the psychotics who thought they were going to get another front for their Fourth Reich. Once I learned how their biological processes worked, and where the money was kept, I got rid of them. And my ‘brothers’.”




But Jack had already figured this one out. “Not all your ‘brothers.’ You kept one around, in some remote place, so you could ‘kill yourself’ someday if you needed to.”




Locke nodded like he was pleased with Jack’s conclusions. “Exactly. He lived the life of Riley in a small town in Canada until I needed his body. Marissa Weigler made all that quite necessary and unpleasant. Maggie didn’t want to shoot me, or even my twin. I hadn’t realized she was capable of that much sentimentality. So I had to do it for her.”




Jack ventured, “So… Maggie and I are the beta test version.”




Locke nodded, “You and Maggie, and four others. But the other four opted out of my program in one way or another. Gordon chose to focus on Wall Street, where he was an admittedly brilliant financier and venture capitalist until he went to prison for SEC violations. Richard went into medicine and medical research until he was accused of murdering his wife. He’s currently on the run as a wanted criminal. You should find him and help him with that. There is no way a man of his intelligence would have manufactured a stupid lie like that. A one-armed man? Obvious. Donna chose to apply her beauty and her intelligence and her determination into being the perfect wife for a mere pediatrician and mother of two and little else. And Frances chose to be nothing more than a socialite until she cleared a retired French jewel thief of some thefts he was being framed for, and she has chosen to become a simple French wife since then. Bah. They all could have become so much more! They could have become… you.”




Jack smirked, “What, a sarcastic guy dating a hot redhead?”







A hundred thirty-one and a hundred thirty-two. A hundred—




The weld on her right bracer cracked, and her arm came free. She wanted to cheer in excitement, except she was still locked by her left arm, and she was still trapped in a freaky S & M birdcage, and a serial killer was out there biding his time before he dropped in and started hacking her into bloody Willow-pieces.




She grabbed her left bracer with her right hand so she could apply even more torsion. A hundred thirty-three and a hundred thirty-four. A hundred thirty-five and a hundred thirty-six. Jeez, she was going to have some really annoying bruises at the edges of these cuffs. Jack would make some weird refs about it.




Assuming Jack was okay. Because if he wasn’t, she was going to do whatever it took to turn this entire base into a smoking hole in the ground.




A hundred thirty-seven and a hundred thirty-eight. A hundred thirty-nine and a hundred forty. She could feel some give. A hundred forty-one and a hundred forty-two.




One of the heavy wires of the birdcage popped.




A hundred forty-three and a hundred forty-four. A hundred forty-five and a hundred forty-six…




The bracer twisted more, back toward her elbow. She just had one more bit up near her wrist.




She froze at the sound of a key turning a large bolt. She hastily stuck her right arm back where it was supposed to be and tried to look like her arms were still moored to the top of the cage.




A door creaked open and then slammed closed.




She tried not to panic at the steady click-click-click moving toward her in the darkened part of the room. She couldn’t see past the brightness of the spotlights.




Whoever it was decided to stop on the other side of the spotlights. Willow held still and waited. She held her arms against the top of the cage, hoping the person didn’t notice that an escape was in progress.




A throaty woman’s voice smirked from the darkness. “Well hello, salty goodness!”




Shit. Willow wondered if she really was cursed.





227. Where Raptors Dare



Willow didn’t think this could get much worse. She recognized that voice. But she refused to panic. Instead, she tried to channel Jack as much as she could.




“Cordelia. Fancy meeting you here,” she snarked.




And Cordelia Chase stepped forward far enough that Willow could see her. Perfectly-dressed, perfectly-coiffed Cordelia Chase. “Willow. You’ve certainly aged well. Not like Harmony, who’s now roughly the size of a Hereford.”




Willow channeled some more Jack. “Beef. It’s what’s for minions.”




Cordelia grinned a toothpaste-ad smile. “You’re really improving over your old, whiny, ‘teacher teacher I know the answer’ self.”




Willow tried to look calm, even if she didn’t feel calm. She didn’t feel anything close to calm. But Jack wouldn’t act panicky when he was in a tight spot. “You know, just the other day I was explaining to someone why you couldn’t be an Orphan, after your mother made such a huge deal about natural childbirth, and then you’re a late summer baby…”




Cordelia rolled her eyes. “Yeah, like you were really fooled. Come on. Miriam Chase, the biggest liar in our whole city, fibbing about having her kid the natural way? Yeah, right. Mother had a late miscarriage while they were boating near Monte Carlo, so she grabbed an anonymous baby from this orphanage in Switzerland. She just lied about the natural childbirth bit, and she lied about my being hers, and she lied about my birthdate. Really, Willow. If Miriam Chase told me that the sky was blue, I’d step outside to check, just in case.”




Willow didn’t want to believe Cordelia about anything, but that made sense. A lot of sense. And it meant that there could be more Orphans out there, floating around just outside their profile. This was so not of the good.




Cordelia pointed at the corpse and said, “Now you’re probably wondering just who would do a sick, depraved wacko thing like that—”




Willow interrupted, “William Robert Halsey, AKA P$ychon4ut, who bears me ill will because I’m one of the people who got him arrested and convicted. Even if he never spent a day in the Texas State Pen, because your people bought off one of the state corrections officers who did the transfer to the penitentiary and replaced the other officer with a double.”




Cordelia just stopped and stared for a couple seconds. “Wow. I gotta admit it, that was totally Sherlock-y there. You still are the ‘teacher teacher I know the answer’ kid.”




Willow stared at her. “Now I’m the ‘teacher teacher I know the answer’ woman.”




Cordelia smiled unpleasantly. “Then you also know that he’s completely loony over you. He has ’em bring in women and paint ’em up to look as much like you as they can, and then he hacks ’em to shreds. You are not gonna enjoy what he has in store for you.” She paused for a second. “Unless you want to be my personal computer hacker, which will give me a lot more power and protect you at the same time.”




Willow glared, “Cordelia, maybe you haven’t figured this part out, but I’d rather be chopped to pieces by a serial killer than do anything for you. I wouldn’t piss on you if you were on fire.”




Cordelia shrugged. “Some people can be so totally unreasonable. It’s not like I was tough on you when we were kids because I hated you or anything. I was just being proactive and dealing with my most dangerous competitor. It was nothing personal. It was just a business decision. Mother might be a lying, untrustworthy, despicable cougar, but she does understand fundamental power struggles. Too bad your mother was all about being non-confrontational and letting mean kids run you over. Well, I’ve got Halsey tied up for hours on a big hacking job, trying to see what your SRI buddies are up to with you and your general missing. I’ll come back in a while and see how much agony you’re in by then, and if you’ve changed your mind. And if not, then I’ll let Halsey get his hands on you for an hour or two… and after that I’ll see how desperate you are for my protection. But if you don’t have any fingers left by then, you won’t be of any use to me.”







Jack stood up beside the bed, trying to look patient. He absolutely was not patient, but he wasn’t going to let them know that if he could help it. He stepped toward the window, because if he moved toward Locke the guy’s Orphan bodyguards would have to take that as a threat.




Damn. Even with the clouds or fog or whatever it was around the window, he could see for miles. It looked like tropical forest. It looked like they were a mile above the forest. It looked like… Son of a bitch, he knew where he was. Right where The Collective was safe from any thermonuclear war scenarios, and safe from global warming, and safe from global cooling, and safe from anything up to and including a visit from Gojira. Everything he’d needed to know had been out there for months, and he hadn’t tumbled until now, when it was too late. But that also meant there was no way out of here, unless he could steal a chopper and defeat a hell of a lot of anti-air measures at the same time. Unfortunately, the last time he’d checked, his name wasn’t Stringfellow Hawke.




He looked down as much as he could. That was a hell of a drop. He couldn’t tell what floor of the building he was on, because there was no ground a floor below, or two floors below. The building had to be set right on the edge of the tepui. That was pretty frigging arrogant. All right, everything about these pricks was arrogant. But they were assuming their fog machines would keep anybody and anything from spotting them in a casual fly-by, and people probably flew around looking at these things pretty regularly.




Locke was still explaining why Jack needed to betray his country and shaft everyone he cared about and join up with a bunch of people he’d rather shoot than talk to. But Locke didn’t see it that way. For him it was an unemotional, purely sociopolitical decision. “So I want you to wait here while I organize several presentations. I need you to hear from Maggie and Billy Bob—”




“Would that be William Robert Halsey, AKA P$ychon4ut, AKA Mister Date-Rape?”




Locke calmly ignored the jibe. “—and half a dozen other researchers and planners here. I think you’ll see that this is an important step toward protecting the future of our planet and our species.”




Jack snarked, “Walsh? Do I have to call her ‘sis’?”




“I would prefer it if you didn’t. I’m sure she would prefer it if you didn’t.”




So Jack asked, “And what happens when Atron finds out I’m here?”




Locke flatly pointed out, “That could be rather painful. For you.”







Alex was just sitting on her bed holding Piki and trying not to think about Shar dying and trying not to cry. But the cellphone from Willow was ringing again. She got up to turn it off, and she saw it was Cindy.




Cindy? Why would Cindy be calling her? Maybe she just heard about Shar. Maybe she just heard about Terawatt quitting. Maybe she wanted to yell at Alex for not being nice to Hanna.




She groaned a little and answered the cruddy thing. “Hi Cindy, thanks for calling and all, but I’m not really up for talking right now, so—”




“Don’t hang up!” Cindy shrieked. “Oh please Alex, just listen and don’t hang up on me. Jack and Willow got kidnapped, and it’s The Collective. And it’s worse than that. They tried to kidnap Mister Gotham, and they tried to kidnap Miss Hollywood. Grover and Riley and Hanna wouldn’t tell me who they are, but Buffy Summers just got arrested for killing like three Orphans in the middle of a skating rink, so I think it’s pretty obvious who Miss Hollywood’s supposed to be. Hanna said Shar’s dead and she couldn’t save her, and I know you have to feel so horribly awful now, but please just don’t hang up!”




“Oh crud! Jack and Willow? You’re sure?”




Cindy insisted, “Riley said he had two soldiers stationed in the hotel as protection, and the attackers killed ’em and left ’em in their room, but Jack and Willow are gone.”




Alex remembered the thing in the Congo, with the bounty for capturing Jack alive. And she remembered the hate plague thing at the computer conference when they wanted to strip away Willow’s support structure and wipe out a huge chunk of the industry all at once.




The Collective would totally want both of them alive. For a while, anyway.




Cindy added, “Riley’s already got people moving to the rescue, but he really hoped you’d help because he said you were the best superhero out there, and there were people who could lift more or whatever, but you were the best. And he’s right. You’re the best superhero in the world, and I’m really afraid for Grover, and it really makes me feel better when I know you’re saving the day too.”




Alex tried not to cry as she said, “I couldn’t save Shar. I couldn’t even stop her.”




Cindy insisted, “Hanna told me about that. Nobody could’ve. Pyre could’ve taken out every super in the world all at the same time!”




“B-but she was Shar! And I loved her. And I needed to save her!”




Cindy carefully said, “Alex, I know it hurts. But we’re not Marvel Comics. People die every day. My friend Terri lost her little sister to leukemia. They tried and tried and tried. They did crazy stuff hoping just one crazy treatment might help. Nothing did any good. And it tore her up for a long time, but there was nothing they could do. Sometimes that’s just the way things are.”




“But that’s not fair!” Alex tried not to think about Shar saying those same words.




Cindy sighed, “No. It’s not. But you can’t make the world fair for everyone. All you can do is help when people really need it. And I really need you to help Grover and Riley and Major Carter and all of them.”




Alex hugged Piki hard and asked, “What am I supposed to do?”




Cindy explained, “Just put on your uniform and fly to the Blackbird Riley has waiting for you at Edwards. And be ready for Maggie Walsh and Danielle Atron and people like Bane and Poison Ivy, because there’s been a jailbreak. And Riley’s worried that some of the Orphans there may have powers now too.”




“Oh crud.”




They really did need her help. Even if she felt useless and stupid and torn apart and pathetic. And…




And she had an idea. A totally crazy idea that just might work. And if it worked, it would be awesome. She told Cindy, “Let ’em know I’m on my way.”




She went silvery and slid under the baseboard into her secret wall compartment, and she grabbed all her Terawatt stuff she’d told herself she was never ever going to get out ever again. It hurt to look at it. It hurt just to wear it and remember what had happened the last time she’d done any superheroing.




Then she flew downstairs. Her mom and dad were both home because of some kind of warning they’d gotten from Riley that she had just totally ignored. She just skipped over that and told her dad where she was going, and why, and what she needed from him. He even had everything she wanted in the garage, although she swiped a couple things out of the kitchen too.




She jetted down the interstate toward Edwards Air Force Base. She looked down, and there was no vehicle on the road that was going as fast as she was. There was no one going anywhere near as fast. She popped her phone out of her morph, and sure enough, it was a fully equipped tPhone and it even had Willow’s speedometer app on it. The app said she was going around a hundred forty-eight or a hundred fifty miles an hour.




She remembered rushing down to Bakersfield to fight Danielle Atron, and how she’d needed to hitch a ride on the top of a truck. But now… now she was faster. And stronger. She just needed to be tougher. And smarter.




Her phone rang, only the ringtone was something she didn’t recognize, but it was dark and creepy.




Oh. Right. “Terawatt here, Batman.” She even gave it her best Terawatt tones, because Terawatt didn’t cry.




“Good.” There was no mistaking the gravel voice that meant it was definitely Batman, and not that nice, friendly Bruce Paine guy. “I know how much it hurts to lose someone close to you, especially when you were right there and you couldn’t save them. But you have to channel that guilt and that pain into something productive.”




Alex still wasn’t sure that what he’d done with his pain was ‘productive’ given how much time and effort he’d put into being a guy who beat up criminals, instead of spending all that time and effort being a philanthropist, and campaigning to lower the crime rate, and working to get people jobs and better lives so they didn’t have to commit armed robberies and stuff. But he’d done it. And he wasn’t sitting in a room holding a stuffed Pikachu and crying like a baby, like some people she could name.




She just said, “I’m en route to Edwards now. A Blackbird should be ready for me.”




“Good. I’m almost on-site, and I could use additional support. We don’t have adequate intelligence on all of their resources or all of the powers we might be facing. If they’ve interrogated O’Neill and Rosenberg or used a psychic to read their minds, they’ll believe you’re not part of the battle plan. That could give us a massive tactical advantage.”




So nice to know he was concerned about having another weapon, and not whether Alex Mack was falling apart on the inside. Maybe he didn’t know the difference, if he’d been like this ever since his parents were murdered in front of him when he was a boy.




He growled, “There was an attempt on Bruce Paine. I stopped it and captured the criminals. Then I performed forensics and found plant fibers on one cuff and mineral traces embedded in a pair of shoes. We’re looking at the tepui of the Guiana Highlands, if you know what those are.”




“I do.” She still remembered that exhibit in New York where she’d first met Batman. And that made her think of Catwoman, which made her think of the worldwide Christakos conglomerate. “Are we talking an inaccessible tepui surveyed by Christakos Mining?”




“Exactly. Four thousand feet high, vertical sides, only accessible by helicopter or paratroopers. Finn believes they have anti-aircraft and anti-missile defenses, all the way up to Russian S-300 or S-400 systems that would make it nearly impossible to hit them with a cruise missile or an ICBM. They presumably have defenses not only atop the tepui but around its base as well.”




Alex guessed, “So Riley’s got you and some other superheroes coming in to help, and a bunch of SRI people.”




“Exactly. Batman out.”




Alex thought about that. A lot of people she knew — people she cared about — would be involved. Hanna and Grover and Az and maybe Ultraman too. The people she knew on Team One and Team Two. And there was no telling what shape Jack and Willow were in now.




She just hoped that everyone else she knew was safe.







Vince Carter waited impatiently. Sitting in a fake exterminator truck beat the shit out of sitting in a jail cell, but he wasn’t feeling patient. He glanced at his watch again. Things were still going according to plan, but he’d had good-looking plans before. They tended to fall apart at the last stage, just when he was so goddamn sure everything would finally work. Half the time, it was that moron Dave Watt’s fault.




“Vince, you’re sure you don’t want to wear a mask?” one of his guys checked.




He growled, “No way. The whole point of this is me getting recognized, so Terawatt and her DHS backers will know exactly who’s behind this.” Also, he wasn’t going to mention it, but he was secretly hoping a neighbor would recognize him so the Paradise Valley cops could send Dave Watt to the Macks’ house just in time for Vince to shoot the guy in the nuts as a parting gift.




Two men clambered in through the side door. They were dressed in white coveralls with the fake exterminator logo on the backs, and they were wearing exterminators’ masks. One of them gave him a thumbs-up and the other said, “Done. The tank’s emptying into their ductwork, and their air conditioning’s running, so everyone in the whole house will be out cold in five minutes.”




Vince nodded, “Good work. We get the two black vans, wipe this van clean, and drive into the Macks’ driveway in forty minutes from…” He glanced at his wristwatch. “…now.”







Corinne Carlson insisted, “No, no, I got it.”




Rita was great, but sometimes Rita just wanted to protect Corinne from everything. Even stuff like opening a jar of maraschino cherries. Corinne didn’t like to admit it, even to Mark, but her right hand did not work as well as it used to because of the metal in it, so opening jars was even harder than it used to be. But this was the kind of thing she had to do for herself.




And Rita had come over with a carton of chocolate chip ice cream, so they were having an ‘our guys just rushed off on another ultra-dangerous mission they can’t tell us about’ ice cream party. Corinne had the maraschino cherries and the hot fudge sauce, because Mark’s Medal of Honor — among many amazing things she hadn’t expected — meant they got a discount when shopping on the base, so she could afford to buy stuff she used to look at and just sigh over.




She just barely had the lid loosened on the jar when the doorbell rang. Rita hopped right up, but Corinne insisted, “No Rita, I got it. Really.”




It wasn’t like she was helpless. So what if she was a hideous freak with a damaged right hand and right arm, and no right foot, and hardly any right leg below the knee, and scars on her face that she and her friends would have mocked and pointed at when they were in high school. She had been a horrible person in high school, and Mark just didn’t believe her about that.




She opened the door to find two guys who looked like extras from “Men in Black” down to the sunglasses. “Corinne Christina Carlson?”




She was already starting to feel edgy. “Yes. Who are you?”




The older guy held up an identity wallet. “DHS. Captain Miller thought it would be prudent if you accompanied us to a secure location until your husband’s current op is successfully concluded.”




“Just let me get my coat and a couple th—”




Rita stepped forward and interrupted. “If Captain Miller sent you guys, then what’s today’s SRI password?”




The younger guy looked at the older guy and sighed. They both pulled out big-ass handguns. The older guy said, “It looks like we do this the hard way.”




Corinne had been thrilled with her new prosthetic foot. But she had been appalled when she found out how much the frigging thing really cost. She had only kept it because General O’Neill had called her personally and talked her into wearing it so she always had a personal weapon on her and her husband wouldn’t have to worry about her while he was off saving the world. Still, she hadn’t ever thought she’d really have to use it.




She sure needed it right now. She cocked her prosthetic until her toes were pointing at the older guy’s stomach, and she tensed the right muscles. The firearm hidden down the length of her foot went off. The .50 caliber bullet it fired caught the guy just below the breastbone and dropped him like her Mark had punched the guy in the stomach.




The second guy reacted. He turned to shoot her.




Rita took the open carton of chocolate chip ice cream and planted it right in the guy’s face.




Corinne seized the moment and kicked the guy as hard as she could in the family jewels. With her prosthetic foot. The guy just collapsed in on himself, with his hands grabbing for his crotch and his knees crashing together and even his shoulders hunching inward. Then she stepped forward and gave the guy a backfist to the temple with her right fist, which had that metal reinforcing she had always hated… up until that very second. The guy’s head bounced off the doorframe and he went down hard.




Rita jumped down the front steps to where the two guys were laid out, and she kicked the guns away from their hands before moving around and picking up the smaller handgun. Then she pointed the handgun at the guys and ordered, “Corinne, call the base MPs. Now.”




Corinne dialed and simultaneously asked, “How’d you know?”




Rita shrugged, “I didn’t. But Graham’s told me a couple times there wouldn’t be an SRI password, so all I had to do to test guys like this was ask them for it. If they were legit, they’d know there was no password, and they’d have a number for me to call and it would be someone I trusted, like Graham or Colonel Finn.”







Lieutenant Lupo rushed to the office where Riley Finn was letting Lieutenant Marshall glue medical equipment on him. Fuck, did that look weird.




Finn glanced over. “Lupo. Good timing. I’ve worked out how we’re gonna do this.” And he told her what he was going to want her to do.




She didn’t say the first thing that popped into her head. She just stared at him for a couple seconds before she finally managed, “If you say so.” She swallowed and added, “Sir.”




He just grinned.







Marsha looked up. “What?”




Louis frowned, “The Macks aren’t answering their phone. I mean, they’re not answering any of their phones. I need to go check and make sure they’re okay.”




Marsha wondered, “This is about that text you got from… those guys.”




Louis nodded. “Yeah. We’ve got to be on alert, because of… umm… Alex’s acquaintances. And I think I’d better go over and make sure they’re okay.”




Marsha was pretty sure it was a wild goose chase, but she knew Louis was still trying to make up for that one mistake he made years ago. “Okay. I’ll go with.”







Alex normally felt tension and worry and stress while she rode in the Blackbird. This time, she just hurt inside. She just wanted to grab those stupid Collective jerkheads by the neck and punch them until they hurt as bad as she did. Even if those Orphans were all going to be strong and fast, and nobody knew how many Collective jerkheads up there would have superpowers, or what kind of powers they might have, or any of that.




She’d been in the Blackbird for less than an hour and a half, and they were already at her bail-out point. Since the badguys had serious anti-aircraft and anti-missile defenses, the Blackbird could only get so close before badness might happen. She wasn’t the size of a jet, and she didn’t have a huge red-hot engine for missiles to target. And she could dodge sideways in mid-air, if she had to.




The pilot signaled her, and she dove out the port, locking it behind her. Then she slid around until she was underneath the Blackbird, and she launched herself forward as fast as she could go.




She seared across the sky at speeds that were making her front ‘edge’ get hot. And since she couldn’t really form an aerodynamic edge like a jet’s wing, she was losing speed by the second. Still, she was going fast. She’d be at the base where her GPS beacon was pointing in way under twenty minutes. She knew the base had to be the closest airfield to the tepui that you could get to without getting shot out of the air by Collective missiles.




She just didn’t know how they were going to get from there to the top of the tepui without being blasted into bits.







Marine Captain Carl Eddings was running his own flight check on his chopper. He knew this piece of machinery like the back of his hand. And that was why he was grappling with the issue of sabotage.




He was going to have to be very careful about which components he sabotaged to keep his chopper — and his ass — out of this attack. With all the anti-aircraft and anti-missile crap The Collective had around and atop their base, anyone flying in was going to end up in little teeny fragments. And so he needed to find a way of sabotaging the chopper that wouldn’t point back at him. Just as important, he needed to choose something that the maintenance guys wouldn’t instantly peg as a part they could simply replace and get him back into the air.




After all, he had warned his people that the attack was coming. He had no idea how big the attack was, or what craft would be used, but with a couple S-400 systems and a couple S-300 systems up there, the top of the tepui was safe against anything including ICBMs and cruise missiles. He didn’t know all the hardware they had around the base of the tepui, but he knew there was heavy anti-air weaponry around the thing, plus some nasty surprises for infantry.




He saw movement out of the corner of his eye, and he turned to look. It was Lieutenant Lupo, trotting out his way. Even in heavy gear, she was one fine lady. Too bad she hadn’t given him a tumble yet.




She strode up to him and took a casual look around. He already knew there was no one nearby, or he wouldn’t have been working on his plan right out here in the open.




She looked him in the eye and said, “Codephrase: Masada mesosaur.”




He suddenly thought he might choke. Of all the people he thought might have the passphrase The Collective had given him, Stick-up-the-ass Lupo was down below pretty much everybody, including Carlson and Miller and even Bill Lee. Okay, he would have been more surprised if it was Finn. That was about it. Frankly, he’d been hoping Rosenberg was another Collective agent, because she was smoking hot and she probably fucked like a rabbit. “Holy shit, Lupo! I thought…”




She interrupted angrily, “Yeah, you didn’t think enough. When you got that email, you should’ve gone straight to Miller. I had to rub some onion in my eyes so I looked like I’d been crying my widdle eyes out. It was a good thing I did, because Finn and Carlson went completely Boy Scout on us. And when Acid Burn put together their profile, they pegged you too. So O’Neill’s been feeding you disinformation ever since.”




He grimaced and said a few choice things about O’Neill. Smart COs were always a headache.




Lupo told him, “You knew the Collective was pulling your name from the files they sent to Frady, so you should’ve realized there was a reason my name wasn’t in there either. I mean, Finn and Carlson got pegged right off the bat, and Valentine got pegged in the second go-round. You should’ve asked yourself how Frady ‘missed’ me, when I’m Special Forces and they’re not exactly chick-friendly.”




He scowled. He really hated it when someone pointed out that he’d screwed up somewhere, and she was right. That was a major screw-up. He should have known she was a Collective mole the second he read that Time magazine.




She continued, “We’re going to be the only chopper going in, and we’re taking Finn and Action Girl and Terawatt. That’ll be it. I’ll handle Finn. Walsh wants Action Girl alive and unhurt. Atron is set to take out Terawatt. Permanently. Once we have the SRI down for the count, we assess whether we need to evac the whole base and move to Base Two or Base Three, or if we can stay put. Whatever happens, you set down on the helipad and don’t go back to base, because O’Neill already fingered you to Hammond and Jackson. If you go back or you stay here now, you’re fucked.”




“Son of a bitch.”




Lupo explained, “You just play it straight. Finn will give you a flightpath that’ll put you low over the jungle up to the tepui, and then straight up when we get close. Our people will make sure that one tiny corridor is safe for the few minutes we’ll need to get in and land. Then you stick with the chopper unless one of our people says otherwise. Got it?”




“Roger that, lieutenant.”




Eddings put on his helmet and got in the pilot’s seat. Then he went through the rest of the flight check and started up everything except the rotors.




Okay, there was Action Girl and Klar. He wondered if Klar was banging her, or if she even put out. Rumor was she wasn’t really even human, just some freak experiment that Walsh cranked out. Still, she was pretty fucking hot for a teenager. Klar just had to be trying to tap that. She was carrying her usual heavy loadout plus one of those fancy parachutes, and Klar was carrying his usual pouch. And he was wearing clothes, so he looked like an animated set of clothing, which looked pretty damn weird.




Finn trotted over and gave Eddings the ‘wind it up’ gesture, so Eddings cranked it up. He was going to be ready to lift off before they even had their team assembled.




And here came Terawatt, darting out of the sky like a big silver warhead. He didn’t see how Terawatt wasn’t an Orphan, but his contact insisted Terawatt was a norm. Somehow. Even if she had a build that made porn starlets cry, and even behind a mask was just drop-dead gorgeous.




Finn directed Action Girl and Terawatt into the back of the chopper, while he handed Eddings a flight plan. Piece of cake. Just like Lupo had warned him, a simple vector in to the base of the tepui, and then a vertical up the cliffside and a landing in the ‘fog’ on the first flat surface he could find. He already knew where that was. His contact had told him that on the opposite side of the tepui, there were two big heliports on top of two of the buildings.




He watched as Lupo headed off Klar and argued with him for a few seconds. The guy obviously didn’t like what he was hearing, but he turned and stomped back to the hangar. Good. One less problem. And Lupo thought she could take Finn. Eddings wished he could watch that fight.




Finn glanced at his watch and spoke into the comms. “Liftoff in… thirty.”




Eddings nodded. “Thirty seconds, colonel. Roger that.” He took off and headed along the only safe flightpath to the only safe place left for him.







He was invisible, so he couldn’t see colors. That meant he couldn’t follow the red stripe back to the hangar door he was supposed to use. And it meant he couldn’t wear a standard digital watch, either.




He was wearing a special analog watch that was made for this. All right, it wasn’t specifically made for people who were invisible and couldn’t see in the visible spectrum anymore. But it worked: you just popped off the cover and felt the watch hands so you could tell the time.




The stealth chopper rose from just behind the hangar and followed a little way behind Edding’s helicopter. He had never seen a helicopter that had stealth covering like this one did, but its whole surface was LCDs that ran off a big computer in the chopper. The underside was supposed to look like sky, although he couldn’t see colors to check. The sides and front were supposed to look like jungle. There was no way Eddings — or anyone else — was going to spot that sucker.




He just hoped that the stealth chopper was stealthy when it came to an IR signature. The jungle was pretty damn hot, but a military helicopter’s engine was far hotter than the jungle was ever going to get, unless someone nuked the area.




On the other hand, there was a stylized bat symbol he could make out as the stealth chopper headed off toward the tepui. He had no trouble figuring out whose helicopter that had to be.




He stepped into the hangar and moved to the secure office he’d come from. Then he checked the time. Perfect. It was twenty-eight minutes since he took Grover’s drug.




It was really weird. His body slowly went back to normal. His eyesight slowly went from ‘weird shades of gray’ to normal color vision. And inside a minute, he was normal again. As far as he could tell.




Lieutenant Marshall smiled at him. “Are you okay? How’s your vision? And I’d like to get a urine sample and a blood sample just to check for any potential problems.”




Charlie O’Neill grinned, “I think everything’s okay. And my vision’s back to normal. Just don’t ask me to take the stuff another eight times.” That Riley was one sneaky guy. And despite the risks of the invisibility serum, there wasn’t anything Charlie wouldn’t do for his dad and Willow.







Action Girl watched as the chopper soared up the side of the tepui, which she thought was a very interesting word. The word meant ‘house of the gods’ in the language of the Pemon natives who lived in the Gran Sabana. She was sure the Orphans living atop it thought that was very appropriate.




Captain Eddings was a very good pilot. She wasn’t sure that she could fly so close to the cliffside without risking clipping a rotor, but he was far more experienced than she was. And he was an Orphan as well. Riley had pointed that out to her just a short time ago, while Jo helped him with the back of his tac vest. And it made so much sense. Captain Eddings had outstanding reflexes and kinesthetics and skills. He was really handsome. Alex thought he looked like a young Val Kilmer. And he was tough enough to have gone through Marine training. She should have figured it out months ago.




As soon as Captain Eddings cleared the top of the tepui and moved over the ‘fogbank’ that covered the tepui’s top, Terawatt jetted out on her mission. Hanna was just not very confident that anyone would be able to find all the anti-aircraft and anti-missile sites in this fog.




Hanna got ready. She was wearing a very special ‘parachute’ that was designed for someone as strong and light as she was. The captain brought the chopper to a halt about fifty feet above the dimly-seen treetops below her, and she dove out, popping her chute as soon as she cleared the chopper. Her dive got her clear of the downdraft from the rotors before the chute was fully open, and the chute caught her before she hit the tree canopy.




She was expecting short, scraggly trees, but these were large trees unlike what she had anticipated. There was a long drop from the upper canopy to the heavy vegetation on the ground. It was a good thing she had listened to Riley and not bailed out of the chute as soon as it touched the tree canopy.




The chute ripped in a couple places, so it was a rough landing. But she only picked up a couple bumps and bruises. She’d been hurt worse plenty of times. She rolled up the chute and secured it.




She had an M203, a sidearm, and several grenades along with plenty of C-4. General Jack had said that there were hardly any problems that could not be solved with enough C-4 in the right place, even if Willow had then named ten problems off the top of her head that no amount of C-4 would solve. Including having an allergic reaction to C-4. Jack had then insisted that a C-4 explosion would solve that too.




Jack and Willow were almost as funny as her Charlie.




Hanna looked through the fog at her surroundings. She assumed that she needed to reach the high wall separating this jungle from The Collective’s compound. She wasn’t sure why there was a wall like that, but she could think of several potential reasons. Some of them might be fun.




Some of them might even be challenging.




She pulled out her combat knife, just in case. She didn’t want to use her guns as long as she was trying to remain silent. And there were… scents around her. Smells she didn’t recognize, but they were making her feel… edgy.




She moved as silently as she could through the brush and high grasses. This was excellent for an ambush, and surely everyone in the compound could tell that.




The grass moved about twenty feet ahead of her. That said ‘ambush’ to her, and it said one of two things: stupid ambushers who couldn’t sit still for another three seconds, or else very smart ambushers who had support coming up on her six or her flanks.




She took a swift glance around. Damn. There was more grass moving ever so slightly. That meant it was a smart ambusher who had support coming up on her six and also both flanks. She was boxed in. She stopped moving forward. She slid the knife into her left hand and used her right hand to smoothly slide her automatic out of its thigh holster.




The ambusher dead ahead stood up. It wasn’t an Orphan. It was a dinosaur. She knew from watching movies with Charlie and reading some of Charlie’s books that it was a velociraptor or a Utahraptor or a Deinonychus or something similar. And it was bigger than she was.




It had a massive muzzle that was full of teeth that reminded her of stalactites and stalagmites in the cave in Kentucky that Charlie had promised to take her to see one day. And it had small feathers on it. The books Charlie had did not show feathers on their predator dinosaurs. It focused its eyes on her and moved its head so she would be sure to see it.




And if it was in front of her, then she knew exactly what was boxing her in on the other three sides. This might be more challenging than fighting the cat-girl.




The lead raptor opened its mouth even wider… and it sniffed.




It sniffed again. And again. And then it turned its head at an angle in a very bird-like movement and it chirped at her. ‘Chiiiirrup?’




It wasn’t like a chirp from a robin. It was like a chirp from a robin the size of an attack dog.




The raptors on either side of her stuck their heads up above the grass and asked, ‘Chiiirr?’ Then the one behind her popped up and made the same sort of noise.




The raptors looked at each other… and stared at her… and sniffed as a group… and suddenly moved off in a pack.




Action Girl didn’t think she had ever really been terrified before in her life, but thinking about what that meant sent shivers down her spine. She gave up on the silent approach and sprinted for the wall of the compound at her top speed.





228. Confrontations



Sam Carter felt frankly embarrassed. She’d been part of the planning team, and she had agreed to this method of ingress, even if no one else wanted to call it that. But she and Ultraman had bailed out of the chopper with her lying in his arms like some simpering bride. And he was only about sixteen!




Still, he had flight, and she didn’t. She didn’t feel like trying to parachute out of a helicopter at a hundred feet up and a hundred fifty mph over heavy jungle canopy. She’d crash into something heavy long before her chute could deploy properly.




So she was letting Ultraman carry her as they veered off to the right. The Batman managed to launch some sort of non-lethal gas dispersal system at one anti-aircraft battery just before he would have crashed headlong into the base of the tepui, and he veered off to the left.




Their task was simple in principle and difficult in practice. They had to take down every anti-missile and anti-aircraft system before the second wave could launch. Then things got more complex. If they hadn’t heard from any of the crew up top, they would have to take the Batcopter — or whatever Batman called it — up to the summit of the tepui and risk the anti-aircraft fire up there to take out that anti-missile weaponry. If they got the anti-missile hardware down and everything else was still live, then the top brass might try and resolve the problem with a couple multiple-warhead ICBMs that would turn everything for dozens of miles into radioactive wastes. If they fulfilled their tactical mission objective number one and the fighters up top fulfilled their mission objectives, then they still needed to tackle objective two: clear any superpowered threats down here and eliminate any anti-infantry threats, so half a dozen different countries could move ground troops and artillery into position around the tepui. Not that anyone was going to move in ground troops until it was clear that no one needed to nuke the entire area.




So… The first anti-missile site had been gassed, she and Ultraman were moving counter-clockwise to take out anything they found, and Batman was going to take Azure Crush down to deal with more ground sites, while Batgirl was going to fly the chopper to the far side of the tepui and begin sweeping up on that side.




“C, this is B. Gassed site is still live. Tackling it now. And we now have more support inbound.”




She had been perfectly willing to be Charlie instead of just C, but the Batman hadn’t wanted to be Baker for some reason. Or maybe it was someone else’s code letter he was cranky about. Still, she could be ‘C’ as long as no one had trouble distinguishing letters due to background noise or firefights.




“This is C. Roger that.” She didn’t want to see what that site would look like after Azure Crush rampaged through it.




And really, the guy’s a genius, and the best superhero name he could come up with was Batman? Sam was so glad she wasn’t stuck with some idiotic supername, like Ultraman. Or Action Girl. Or Azure Crush.




Granted, Terawatt was a seriously cool name. It was tera.




But she was never going to let General O’Neill choose a superhero codename for her. She’d seen his sense of humor in action. She’d end up with a name like ‘Boom Boom’ so her office would forever after be known as ‘the Boom Boom room.’ Yuck. Or ‘Blonde Ambition.’ He’d find that amusing. Or ‘Fist Girl.’ Or ‘Blast Lass.’ Or…




Oh hell, she’d probably better make up a name to have in reserve, just in case. ‘Impact’ would do. Or ‘Newton,’ since it was a unit of force, and it was named for a scientist. Even if the general would probably nickname her ‘fig.’ Or ‘Juice.’ Perhaps ‘Joule’ would do since it was a unit of energy or work, and it was named for a physicist. Even if the general would probably go with the ‘family jewels’ joke, or maybe ‘precious jewel.’ Or he’d call her ‘Joules’ Verne…




And… crap. She was looking at a well-defended anti-aircraft battery with heavily-armored positions to handle any sort of ground forces coming their way. And plenty of manpower staffing it.




Ultraman had spotted it too, and they dove downward.




Ultraman had super-strength and flight and superspeed when he was on foot, but he didn’t have any ranged attacks. And since he was only sixteen or so, Sam was loath to give him any, especially when he had no training in gun safety or anything useful. So she had him wearing some armor. Most people couldn’t wear something like a steel breastplate with nothing under it, because when they got shot with anything bigger than a .22, the transfer of force would injure them. And most people couldn’t wear enough steel to stand up to a high-caliber bullet without falling over from the weight. Ultraman wasn’t invulnerable, but he didn’t have those problems. So he was wearing a couple hundred pounds of titanium armor, even if it didn’t cover his fingers or his joints.




She didn’t have that kind of strength, so she was wearing ordinary body armor and a tac vest. She had her tk blasts, even if they didn’t have the range of, say, a mortar, so she was just carrying a P-90 plus ammo, and a sidearm. And a row of grenades, plus the usual gear you needed when you were operating away from a supply line in a jungle climate.




So he slung her around to put his body in between her and any incoming fire. That put her clinging onto his back with both hands, so she couldn’t use her P-90 and she couldn’t use her tk blasts. That wasn’t at all what she had planned.




He quickly landed at the base of the tepui where she could step behind a boulder, and he did an end run around the emplacement.




Holy Hannah, could that kid run! She was guessing his airspeed was somewhere around fifty-five miles an hour, based on the wind resistance she’d been feeling, but he was sprinting to the far side of the emplacement at maybe three times that. At that speed, no one was getting close to hitting him.




Oh shit, one guy was hurling lightning bolts at Ultraman. So an electrokinetic — possibly the one who was broken out along with Clare Tobias — on top of four heavy machine gun emplacements and two guys with Strela anti-aircraft weapons and two guys with serious anti-tank hardware.




Sam knew enough about Strelas to know there was no way these Strelas would lock onto something with no heat source, so those two guys were wasting their time. But the guys with the anti-tank weapons could be problems if they managed to get a bead on Ultraman. He was strong, but he wasn’t invulnerable, and a decent anti-tank weapon would punch a hole right through his armor.




That defined her tactical parameters pretty clearly. She slid far enough around the boulder that she had clear lines of sight without exposing herself unduly to enemy fire. Then she aimed carefully and took down both anti-tank men with her P-90. Everyone was so busy worrying as Ultraman started hurling small boulders at them, that no one noticed her work.




All four of the machine gun emplacements were dug in, surrounded by concrete, roofed over, and had embrasures that would be hard to shoot into. Fortunately, she wasn’t limited to target shooting anymore. She extended her right arm and pointed her palm at the closest emplacement. She had to concentrate hard to get her tk blasts to work, but it was worth the time.




A narrow cone of invisible force rippled through the air and smashed in the entire side and roof of her target. Perfect.




Almost half of the defenders whirled about and started firing her way, while the rest kept trying to deal with a super-strong guy in armor who was hurling two hundred pound boulders hard enough to crush anti-aircraft missile launching systems.




One of the defenders gestured, and about four hundred pounds of metal shards that used to be anti-aircraft missiles and anti-aircraft batteries and transport trucks suddenly leapt into the air and flew right at her.




For a split second, she considered ducking around the boulder. But if this guy had enough control to lift all that scrap and then project it her way, he could probably make it curve around obstacles to perforate her. And she’d spent enough time in hospitals this year. She extended her arm again and concentrated.




The metal targeted her, and she let it get a little closer. Then she fired off another blast. That telekinetic might have several hundred pounds of highly-maneuverable force at his disposal, but her blasts were more like several tons of highly-directed blast.




The blast plowed into the flying debris, taking about eighty percent of the metal shards with it and turning a concussive wave into a telekinetic claymore mine. That took out the enemy telekinetic too, and so the remaining shards simply dropped to the ground. She pulled up her P-90 and sprinted forward.




Ultraman darted forward at maybe two hundred fifty feet per second, so he was in the middle of the wreckage of the enemy force before she got anywhere close to it. There were no weapons left standing. The missiles were all wrecked. The machine gun emplacements and anti-tank weapons were all smashed. There weren’t any red team soldiers left who were doing anything except lying unconscious or groaning in pain.




By her estimation, they had moved roughly forty-five degrees around the tepui from the first targeted battery. She said, “Let’s move. Expect the next battery will be about the same distance around the tepui. I’m guessing we’ll find eight total, laid out in an octagon. And this time, hold me so I can use my weapons so we can strafe the battery first.”




He looked around at the carnage and grimaced. She felt badly about dragging a teenager into something like this, but it needed to be done. He just nodded and said, “Got that, major.”







Eddings watched as Finn and Lupo headed out across the heliport and toward the elevators into the buildings. He knew there would be people waiting for them. And he tuned his radio to the right channel.




“Tepui, come in. This is Eddings. Passphrase: Masada mesosaur.”




“Eddings, this is Tepui. Just sit tight. We have Finn and Lupo under surveillance.”




“Tepui, you also have Action Girl and Terawatt inbound. Both bailed out over the jungle.”




“That matches our intel. Good work. Tepui out.”




He turned off the engine and sat back. Now all he had to do was wait. He took off his helmet and reached for some water.




He never noticed when the steel bar came up off one of the rear seats. It came down abruptly on the back of his head. He keeled over. Invisible hands dragged him out of the pilot’s seat. Then a hypodermic syringe lifted off that same rear seat and plunged into a vein in his forearm.







Andy Botswell looked out his kitchen window at the Macks’ house. He could see two suspicious black trucks in their driveway. He knew what that meant. It wasn’t like the entire neighborhood didn’t know the Macks had been kidnapped by Atron just before the big GC-161 rollout got stopped by the FDA and the local cops and the National Guard troops from Camp Atron. Heh. Irony, thy last name around here is probably Atron. And then the Macks got kidnapped again last year, and Atron finally ended up in the slammer. For about two weeks.




He groaned, “Dottie, the Macks are in trouble. I’ve got to go.”




“But Andy…”




He would have scratched his head, but he still had his asbestos oven mitts on. “Yeah, I know, but I can’t let this happen.” He marched out the front door.







Louis was driving above the speed limit, and frankly he was hoping a police car would spot him and chase after him. He didn’t glance over at Marsha as he asked, “Any luck?”




Marsha sounded worried. “Nothing.”




He turned the corner, and there were two black vans in the Macks’ driveway. It felt like his whole intestinal tract seized up. “Call 911. Then leave the phone in the car and get out.”




“Why?”




He explained, “Because I’m gonna block those vans in with my car, and they won’t be happy with anyone still inside here.”




She fussed, “Louis, that’s a bad idea.”




He gritted his teeth. “Then you’ll really hate my next idea. You know those guns your dad showed you? Well I’m gonna depend on you remembering something about ’em.”




“Louis!”




He slammed on the brakes right behind the vans that were parked side-by-side behind Mr. Mack’s car and Alex’s car. He tried not to think about what had happened to Alex’s mom’s car.




Then he scooted Marsha over behind one of the black vans and had her crouch down so she couldn’t be seen from its rear window. “Ready?”




“No!” she whispered frantically.




“Me neither.” But here came two badguys in black uniforms that looked a lot like SWAT team uniforms. One was wearing a gasmask, but the other guy wasn’t. Crazy bleached-white hair. Big nose. Crazy look in the eyes. He’d seen photos of this guy, courtesy of the Macks. It was former plant security chief Vince Something-or-other. Something basketball-y. Jordan? O’Neal? Bryant?




And the guy in the gasmask was pushing a gurney that had an unconscious Mrs. Mack on it. Shit.




He stepped forward, even if Vince Whoever was carrying a nasty-looking sub-machine gun. Or something like what assault squads used in movies. Louis knew Alex had read up a lot on guns and explosives and stuff, but there was no reason he needed to know stuff that would just ruin action movies for him.




Well, not until this very second.




He cleared his throat. “I can’t let you take her.”




Vince lifted the gun and pointed it right at Louis. He flipped a little thing on it that was probably the safety. If guns like this had safeties. He smirked at Louis, “Oh, I think you can.”




The little lever-like thing flipped back the way it was. Vince pulled the trigger, and nothing happened.




Vince flipped the safety again, and it flipped back the way it was before. He tried again, and it flipped back again. He growled, “Oh. Somebody’s got a little tk and thinks they’re frigging Terawatt.” He let the gun swing loose under his arm as he pulled out a massive knife. “I got this.”




Louis momentarily wondered if you could face down badguys while wetting your pants.







Batman looked around the anti-aircraft battery. Nothing was still intact. It had been surprisingly easy to take down the panicky soldiers once Azure Crush charged in, ignoring the rifle fire, and proceeded to use an old jeep as a sledgehammer.




“Alphabet, this is B. Based on perimeter, it looks reasonable that there are eight defensive positions around the tepui, roughly forty-five degrees apart. Team One finished the first position and just took down the second one.”




“B, this is C. Team Two just took down a third one, and we’re aiming at another, so we agree with your evaluation.”




“B, this is G. Your gas has impacted two more on the back side, but they’re not down. Just inconvenienced for a few minutes. And… shit, someone just caught the side of the copter with anti-aircraft. Putting down now.”




Damn it! He was miles away from her, and even Ultraman couldn’t get there fast enough to catch that copter.




“B, this is C. I can release U to support G.”




“B, this is G. I am down safely, and my position is secure. I do not require support. I am moving toward emplacement now.”




He growled, “You heard that, C. Maintain progress around the tepui. Primary tactical mission is essential.”




Azure Crush had obviously been listening on the comms, because she ripped a truck cab free of the ruined missile battery it had been towing, and leapt in. She started it up and yelled at him, “Let’s move it!”




He fired a grapple at the big spoiler atop the cab, and launched himself toward the back of the cab as Azure Crush raced forward. He wasn’t sure if she had intended to go that fast, given that she often left footprints stomped into the ground where she walked. But he pulled himself into a protected position on the back of the cab and hung on as she raced across the uneven ground toward the next battery. Given her driving skills and the dirt-and-rock path she was on, he was making extensive plans for leaping to safety and using his grapples to keep him from hitting the ground.




He was estimating based on the geometry of the tepui and Azure Crush’s driving that it would be roughly ten minutes before they reached the next anti-air battery.




“Hey B, who’s that?” Azure Crush asked over the comms.




He adjusted his position so he could look through the back window and the windshield to study what she had spotted.




It was Bane, only he looked significantly larger. His hair had mostly fallen out, like that of a chemotherapy patient, so he might be taking much larger doses of his drug, or even some new cocktail of chemicals. He was wearing some sort of breathing mask as well, although Batman could think of six reasons why that might be needed. Bane had thick black tubes running from somewhere on his back to plugs scattered along his arms and shoulders and legs, and he had a minion standing off to the side operating some sort of control system.




And they weren’t alone.







Andy Botswell looked around. There were two teenagers in George’s driveway, and he was pretty sure both of them were Alex’s friends. The girl was hiding behind one black truck, and the boy was standing in front of those goons like he had superpowers or something.




All right, in this town, that wasn’t so unreasonable.




Andy saw there were other neighbors making their way toward the Macks’ house. He was just the only one wearing oven mitts. Even Jennie Sliff was hobbling over with her cane.




He even recognized that jerkass Vince Carter from the plant. Great. Andy stepped forward and ordered, “All righty boys, time ta drop those things and wait fer the police.”




Vince pointed a fancy sub-machine gun at him and sneered, “Botswell. I remember you. We can do this the hard way or the easy way.”




Andy threw his oven mitts on the driveway and growled, “No, Vince. The question you should ask yourself is: do you want it regular style…” His hands burst into furious orange fireballs. “…or extra-crispy?”




Vince suddenly looked like he might shit himself. But there were more goons. One stepped out and pointed a gun at him from the side.




Jennie Sliff yanked off her dark glasses for the first time in a couple years, as far as Andy knew.




And suddenly he knew why. Her eyes were glowing a frightening red.




She snapped, “Or maybe you’d like some laser eye surgery.” Red beams shot out of her eyes and carved a line down the middle of the thug’s gun, practically melting it in half. The thug hastily dropped the thing and put his hands over his head.




Vince suddenly leapt into a fancy-looking martial arts stance and yelled, “Hiii-ya!” He moved right at Andy, just as the girl peeked out from behind one truck. And as Vince moved, his shoelaces untied themselves and then the laces from the left and right shoes tied themselves together in a knot. Vince fell on his face so hard it sounded like someone had dropped a hammer on the driveway.




Andy wasn’t sure what to do next, but he didn’t have to worry. Two police cars screeched to a halt in the street, and four policemen came charging onto the driveway. Two had riot shotguns, and two had big handguns. One of them pointed his shotgun at the back of Vince’s head and snapped, “Vincent Carter! Put your hands behind your head! You are under arrest!”




Vince glanced up and winced. “Watt. Why did it have to be fucking Dave Watt?”




Andy remembered Dave Watt from the plant. Somehow, Dave had turned from the biggest idiot in the plant into a real policeman. Andy wondered if he should have tried harder to help the guy.




But Dave was conspicuously not looking at the fire around Andy’s hands, or Jennie’s glowing red eyes. He was ordering the other cops around. “Don’t worry about the bystanders. Concentrate on the kidnappers! Nobody check in the house until we have these guys handcuffed and searched, and then we’ll need at least two men in gasmasks before we go into the house.”




Andy figured the crooks coming out of the house wearing gasmasks was a big enough clue even for Dave to notice.




In no time, there were six crooks handcuffed and face-down on the driveway, with about ten policemen frisking them and getting statements and making sure the house was empty. A couple paramedics were checking over George and Barb, who seemed to be fine once they woke up.




He tugged his oven mitts back on and wondered why no one had said anything. Was every cop and every paramedic and every neighbor just going to pretend he hadn’t made his hands burst into fireballs?




Jennie nervously adjusted her dark glasses as she hobbled over to where he was standing. She muttered, “I… I was scared everyone would want me out of the neighborhood.”




Andy glanced around at the crowd. “Me too.”




She admitted, “I had no idea.”




He sighed. “Yeah, I got exposed to something at the plant the night Danielle Atron tried to blow it up. I’ve kinda been hiding in the house ever since.”




Jennie frowned, “Howard thinks I got this from planting flowers at the old cemetery on Veteran’s Day, a few years ago.”




The teenaged boy walked over to Andy with the teenaged girl. The boy calmly asked, “I wonder how many other people in your neighborhood have powers?”




Four other people nervously raised their hands.







Alex went as fast as she could, but she was having to move back and forth in stretched-out ‘S’ shapes to try and find as many of the anti-missile systems as she could. She was flying in the shape of big integral signs. Who would’ve thought that notation from math class would be relevant to superheroing?




Okay, who other than Willow and Sam and Hermione? And Bruce?




She’d spotted some of the dinosaurs loose in the jungle parts, so she wasn’t too worried about an anti-aircraft battery made up of a dozen soldiers just hiding out there with no protection. They’d get eaten long before they could shoot down anything. But that didn’t mean there weren’t automated systems out there, or maybe even systems that were walled off from the jungle and connected to the Collective base through an underground tunnel or something.




There had been a big anti-missile battery near the edge where she had entered the fog, and it had been on top of a fifty-foot-high concrete structure so nothing was going to be able to eat them. She had no idea how they got there or left the site, unless there was a tunnel from there down into the tepui to some underground area. And she was pretty sure she had wrecked every missile in that whole battery without even alerting the half dozen people operating it. She had flown in as a silvery blob, disconnected all the hydraulics on the big stuff with her tk, fried all the electronics on the launch systems, and wrecked all the anti-aircraft missiles inside the Strelas by tugging wires and connections loose with her tk. The two people sitting at radar screens and the two people sitting at control panels hadn’t even twitched.




She had also found half a dozen huge things that had to be fog generators, and she had zapped every one of them. Then she pulled apart little pieces inside their pumping systems with her tk. That ought to knock out a lot of their fog before a lot longer.




But she was all the way at a huge wall on the opposite side of the tepui without finding more anti-whatever systems, and she was sure there had to be a lot more. She sure hoped Riley and Bruce’s plans were going to work, because if there were more of those batteries, then helicopters couldn’t swoop in to the rescue, and missiles would get shot down.




Even an Option Failsafe attempt might be useless. Alex was pretty sure Riley would have had the courage to bring a ‘suitcase nuke’ along even if he knew he wouldn’t be able to get away. But she’d figured out a while ago that way-too-handsome, way-too-skilled Captain Eddings was probably an Orphan. And that he was probably that mole in the SRI that Jack knew about. And that Jack had probably been feeding Captain Eddings disinformation for a long time. Alex had even realized that Jack had managed to keep Eddings from getting to fly Alex to or from Paradise Valley ever since the Orphan thing exploded, just to protect Alex’s secret identity. But with Eddings piloting that helicopter to get them safely onto the tepui, there wasn’t any way to sneak a nuclear bomb up here with them.




She stayed silvery and hovered right below the top of the wall, and she slid a silvery tendril up on top so she could see without being spotted. The wall was at least a foot thick, and no one was using it as a walkway. But on the other side of the wall was a big garden area, and a big courtyard, and several four-story buildings. Each of the buildings looked really new, and looked like a cross between a fancy hotel and a modern office building.




And there were security cameras covering pretty much the entire area. She used her tk and disconnected wires in every camera she could see. She was about to jet across to one of the rooftops when she spotted a really hunky Orphan stepping out of a ground-floor door with a big tray of food. That was a lot of food on that tray. Maybe enough for three hungry people.




Or one GC-161 case. Like Danielle Atron.




She moved up on top of the wall to follow him, and he spotted her. She expected him to sound an alarm or start shooting at her or something. She was totally not ready for him to spot her and break out in a huge smile.




He set down the tray and started waving. “Over here! Terawatt! Over here!”




Okay, now she was mega-confused. If this was a trap, she wasn’t seeing how it was supposed to work. Yet. But there wasn’t anyone else in sight, and she didn’t see any automated weaponry, so she didn’t know what was up with this.




She went normal as she flew over toward him.




He looked… relieved. “Ach, Terawatt, I am so happy to see you! You are here to fight Danielle Atron, are you not? Please say you are. Please please please! If you are not here for her, please take me off of here to a nice prison or something!”




She asked, “Who are you?”




“I am Klaus Huber. I have been stuck dancing attendance on that witch almost since the day she arrived here! I cannot take it anymore. Please, I’ll do anything if you just kill her or capture her and take her away from here! I know where she lives, and where her main lab is, and where she is right now, and where she’ll be in an hour. Oh, and she has powers like yours, so be careful!”




Okay. Trap, or desperate person who hates Danielle? Jack would tell her that it could be both. Still, if he could take her to Danielle… “Perhaps you could show me where she is right now.”




“As you wish! She is in the next building, in her workout room, for at least another half hour. All we have to do is walk in through that door there…” He pointed at a door into the next building. “…and take the stairs down to the basement, and then a left and a right, and I can show you her private workout area.”




“Lead on,” she ordered. She hoped she could handle whatever was going to happen, because she figured Danielle would be a lot tougher to fight than the last time. But Danielle was the target she had specifically prepared for. Well, one of the targets she had prepared for.




He hurried over to the entry door and used a keycard to unlock it. Alex noticed that the door had really heavy weatherstripping, so just in case she needed to escape and she couldn’t open that door, she used her tk to tear some of it off the doorframe down near the floor. Klaus was already heading toward a stairway door and didn’t notice.




He led her down a flight of stairs into a set of halls that seemed to lead to research labs and storerooms and offices. None of them seemed like the kind of thing that would be around a gym or a workout room.




He ushered her into a short hallway to a solid door. On the door was a sheet of paper taped in place, with the printed words:




My Private Room
Trespassers Will Be Electrocuted




Wow, that was friendly. And really Danielle-like.




She pretended to step toward the door, even if she was floating an inch above the floor just in case.




A wall slammed into place behind her, with Klaus on the other side of it, and the door in front of her swung open.




She could see into the room. There was a big staircase that she was at the top of, and it led down into a room bigger than a high school basketball gym. On the side walls were large weapons that were tracking her way: heavy machine guns, weird rayguns, maybe even grenade launchers. And standing confidently in the center of the floor was a figure in power armor. A massive metal-and-plastic body with weapons mounted on the shoulders and a large clear-plastic dome atop the torso.




Danielle Atron was inside the power armor and waiting for the chance to turn Terawatt into hamburger.




Alex whispered to herself in her best Beetlejuice voice, “Showtime.”







Action Girl used her grapples to swing up to the top of the wall, and she looked over the big courtyard area. The four-story building just next to the one opposite her had a guy leaning back against the railing of one of the third-story balconies, just taking a smoking break. He had his back to her. And the door to the balcony had to be unlocked if he was out there.




Perfect. She pointed one grapple at the gutter of the building opposite her, and she fired it. She hooked the gutter just where she wanted, and she leapt, reeling herself in as she went.




She landed in a balanced stance on the fourth-floor railing just below the gutter, and she leapt upward, grabbing the gutter and flipping herself onto the roof. It was a heliport, and Riley’s helicopter was there. She could see that Captain Eddings wasn’t sitting in his seat, so she assumed Riley’s plan was still working.




She sprinted at the next building. It was too far away even for her to make the jump, but she didn’t have to jump to the next roof. In mid-air, she fired a grapple and snagged a section of gutter halfway toward her target. Then she swung through the air, reeling herself in and then unreeling the line so she swung up in just the right spot.




She flew through the air and kicked the smoker in the back of the head with both feet as she landed on the balcony. The man’s head hit the concrete floor with a thud.




She looked down at the man and said, “You knew it was bad for your health.” Maybe she had watched too many James Bond movies with Charlie.




She checked the door as she opened it. No alarms, just a very sturdy door and a solid lock. She closed it behind her and moved into the room. She listened closely, but she didn’t hear anything unusual. There was some movement far down the hallway outside the room, but she couldn’t tell more than that. She stepped silently toward the door.




Something sharp punched into the back of her neck. Suddenly she was hammered by an explosion of electrified agony that jolted her all the way down to her toes. She collapsed helplessly.




She hit the floor hard. Whatever the thing in her neck was, she could feel it was sharp, and it was buried in the back of her neck right where her spinal column ran. She tried desperately to make her muscles move before someone took advantage of the success of their trap. She was hit with another pulse of electrical agony for her trouble.




Maggie Walsh stepped into view. She knelt down beside Hanna and buckled some sort of collar around Hanna’s neck so the weapon couldn’t come loose.




She gave Hanna a smug smile. “There. That should hold you. I thought you’d never get here. I’ve had that moron facing away from you and smoking cigarettes on that balcony for almost fourteen minutes now.” She looked at Hanna’s expression and added, “You didn’t really think we weren’t tracking you and Terawatt both, did you?”




229. Battlezones



Klaus smirked as the steel wall slammed into place between him and the American superhero. Foolish woman. Now he could get on to a more useful task than playing bait.




He wasn’t expecting the feeling of something invisibly grabbing his head, and so he didn’t react in time.




The telekinetic grip slammed his face into the steel wall. He slumped to the floor and didn’t get up.







Jo Lupo watched as Finn moved swiftly down the stairwell. Not only was Finn swift, but he was very nearly silent, much to the detriment of the guards they had come across.




Finn was using a nasty little handgun that he’d said Q had just recently invented. Jo figured that meant the SRI was probably still trading on their Terawatt connection, because the only ways Jo knew that the SRI could have gotten it were through Lord Rupert Giles or Hermione Granger. Granted, it was possible that General O’Neill had more SIS connections from his ‘blacked-out files’ days. Technically, the weapon wasn’t a semi-automatic or a revolver. It had a small drum that held a belt of darts that were more of a thin, headless bolt than a bullet. The thick stock held the compressed air cartridges. And it made a noise like you were blowing a fly off your dinner. She’d never heard — or not heard — anything that quiet and still able to take down a soldier instantly.




That might have also had something to do with Finn’s aim. He had dropped four guards with it, and every shot had been through the eye or the temple. He had also taken out four security cameras with the handgun. She thought that was a waste of darts, since as soon as he took out a security camera, the red team had to know he was in the area.




She sat on the railing and slid down to the landing where he waited. It was quicker and quieter than walking down the steps, and gave her a fast look up and down the stairwell too.




She gave him the hand signal for ‘clear.’ He nodded and gave her the signal to continue the advance.




They reached the ground floor and moved out into a courtyard area. Finn switched to his M203, while Jo stuck with her M240G.




Someone had money to burn. These buildings were classy and expensive. The courtyard was elegant. The garden areas over toward that high wall were gorgeous and probably mostly edible, from what she could see. And they looked well-maintained, which meant gardeners and screwing around with soil and other farmer-y shit she figured Finn knew without even thinking about it.




She ghosted along behind Finn and got ready. She was running the scenarios in her head, and most of them looked pretty fucking grim, because as soon as they ran into a dozen heavily-armed Orphans with superpowers too, two highly-trained American soldiers were going to be toast. Depending on the powers they ran into, they might even be toasted. And Finn knew it too.




Three Orphans came flying around the corner of the building, while one super-fast Orphan sprinted at maybe eighty miles an hour across the courtyard to a flanking position, and five possibly-normal Orphans just stepped around the corner with AK-47’s.




It was time.




Jo slid forward silently, pulled out her combat knife, and buried it in Finn’s lower back.




She twisted her wrist viciously, and Finn collapsed face-down with a crunch, thanks to all the gear he was packing on his tac vest.




The speedster was already at her side. He looked at the massive volume of blood pouring onto the expensive tiles of the courtyard. “Is he dead?”




She glared at him. “Hell no. Are you retarded? I only sliced his kidney apart and did a little whittling on his GI tract. He’s virtually unconscious already, and what consciousness he has is pretty much all pain, all the time, but he won’t be dead for another minute. I could’ve killed him directly, but then I wouldn’t have had the chance to do this.” She stopped and spit on Finn’s body. “Stupid asshole, I’m your mole! Forget that moron Eddings. ME! Finn, I’m laughing at the superior intellect.” She kicked him in the side.




One of the male flyers landed in front of her. She could see flame rippling around his hands and forearms for a couple seconds. He asked, “Codephrase?”




“Masada mesosaur. Jesus, could you guys be any more cliché? At least you didn’t go with ‘Schloss Adler.’ But you’ve got a tepui, and you’re going with ‘Masada,’ and you’ve got Walsh brewing that dinosaur shit up over there and you have ‘mesosaur’ in the codephrase too. Why don’t you just spell everything out for the fingies?”




The female flyer landed, as the ground forces moved forward. She said, “You seem pretty hostile, Lieutenant.”




Jo snorted. “Sorry. It’s just… I’ve been having to put up with Colonel Clenched-Sphincter here for fucking months while I waited for you people to do something smart for a change, and then I get here at Collective Central, and you’re running around with more fucking AK’s like you’re some third-world homo inferior. It’s pathetic.”




One of the ground forces muttered, “We have a source, and these are convenient to obtain without being truly sub-optimal.”




“Yeah, Christakos. I know. Terawatt and O’Neill pegged them a fucking age ago.” She held up her firearm. “Now this is what you ought to be hauling around. An M240G.” She patted it with her other hand. “I’ve got this baby set to fire between 650 and 750 rounds a minute, and I’m packing ninety pounds of belt-fed ammo on my back. That’s more firepower than your whole team’s carrying, and every fucking one of you ought to be wielding something this heavy or bigger.” She spotted the shadow lurking just around the corner. It was definitely a female shadow, and it was wielding something bigger than a crappy AK. She guessed, “Am I right, Tobias?”




Clare Tobias stepped around the corner with an M32 in one hand. She saluted with her other hand. “Yes sir, lieutenant. Would’ve been nice to know I didn’t have to expend all that effort trying to convert you, when I needed to focus more on your teammate the man-mountain.”




Jo shrugged. “Carlson? You wouldn’t have been able to convert him. Not unless you’ve got people here who can do bionics or cybernetics, so his wife can have a leg again.”




Tobias shrugged, “We’ve got a cybernetics research program going, but we’re a long way from anything practical. Give us a decade or two.”




The male flyer looked down at the big puddle of blood, which had stopped pouring out from Finn’s lower back but was still oozing. “We’ll have to get someone to power wash this.”




Jo told him, “You’ve got bigger problems than that, flyboy. Terawatt’s around here somewhere, and Action Girl ought to be swinging in to kick your asses any minute now.”




The other male flyer landed. “We’ve got both of them handled. Terawatt shredded one of our primary defensive batteries, but we have three more.”




Jo rolled her eyes. “If you think you’ve got Terawatt stopped already, you’re setting yourself up for one hell of a nasty surprise. That bitch is unstoppable. Gojira smashed her through an entire fucking building and then dropped a skyscraper on her, and even that didn’t kill her. And she kicked that thing’s scaly ass. She took down North Korea’s whole Evil Legion of Evil, or whatever the fuck they called themselves, and she didn’t even have her hairdo messed up. I’ve seen her in action. You think you’re tough? You ain’t seen nothing yet. You’d better get every superpowered Orphan you’ve got and prepare for some serious warfare.”




The fire-wielding flyer looked at the other two and admitted, “We are all the supers we have. So far.”




Jo looked around and guessed, “So you’ve got three flyers. You’re a pyrokinetic. She’s a telekinetic. He’s something else. You’ve got that speedster. Don’t tell me you don’t have anything else.”




“How’d you know I’m a telekinetic?” the female flyer wondered.




“You’ve got a utility belt full of throwing knives and throwing spikes. You wouldn’t be bothering with that if you had something better.”




The guy she’d mentally dubbed ‘flyboy’ admitted, “Two of our infantry over there can do the silvery shapeshift, and he can hurl lightning, but not as accurately as Terawatt. Atron’s still working the kinks out of her GC-161 variants. The latest one had about a thirty percent success rate, but it also had about a thirty percent death rate.”




Jo shrugged. “You ought to give her a couple gold stars. The original GC-161 didn’t work anywhere that well. I can tell you that, even if no one else seems to have figured it out. Atron dumped GC-161 hazardous wastes all over the place. Paradise Valley’s got an abnormal cancer rate, and only one flying superheroine. And that’s still better than those North Korea morons managed. Nine useful powers out of two thirds of a million people? And a couple of them had serious limitations? Losers.”




The flying telekinetic scowled, “Well, we’re Orphans. We don’t need additional superpowers. We just need to be prepared to handle your teammates.”




Jo figured that meant some dedicated Orphans had taken the stuff, even knowing it might kill them pretty horribly. She added, “Your stupid chopper pilot Eddings didn’t turn himself in when he got that KOBO email, so O’Neill and Finn and Miller have been feeding him disinformation ever since. And believe me, O’Neill is a hell of a lot smarter than he acts. So I want to talk to someone in charge and debrief properly.”




“Dr. Walsh is occupied, and Dr. Locke is working on a time-critical project, while Ms. Christakos is busy down below, but we can take you to speak with our base security command.”




Jo shrugged, “I guess that’ll do.”







Danielle Atron used her controls to take a step forward while aiming both wall-mounted heavy machine guns at Terawatt.




The woman strode forward and started walking down the stairs toward Danielle. She didn’t even bother to glance over at the firepower mounted on the walls. She just focused on Danielle.




And she strode down the stairs like she was some kind of Fury come to wreak vengeance on the wicked.




Danielle immediately fired off several hundred rounds at her arch-enemy.




Nothing happened. Terawatt just kept walking down the stairs like some kind of Terminator. The bullets seared through the air and… missed. Danielle adjusted the aim, and then fiddled with the computerized auto-aim, and she still wasn’t hitting. Every single bullet just detoured slightly and ripped up the wall behind Terawatt.




That wasn’t good.




Danielle pivoted the laser on her shoulder and the wall-mounted maser, and activated the triggers with her tk. Nothing happened. She pressed again, and the holographic control system told her that her shoulder-mount system had shorted out. Somehow. Either Terawatt had phenomenal tk feel and a ridiculous understanding of the technology, or else… What if Terawatt also had control over probability at the quantum level? Danielle suddenly felt the need to gulp.




She swiveled the two grenade launchers to point at Terawatt. Danielle still wasn’t sure the power armor would stand up to multiple nearby grenade explosions, because she didn’t trust Walsh’s scientists as far as she could chuck their lab building.




Terawatt was at the bottom of the stairs, and still striding forward. And she looked determined. Angry. Ruthless. Not like the Terawatt that Danielle had faced back in Bakersfield. This Terawatt looked like she wanted to rip someone’s spleen out. And forcefeed it to her victim.




Terawatt glanced coldly at Danielle in her power armor, and the weaponry around the room, then dismissed all of it as if it wasn’t worth looking at. She growled, “Let’s dance… bitch.”




Danielle suddenly realized she might be in real trouble.







Hanna tried to make a lightning-fast grab for her sidearm, but her muscles locked up as her body convulsed in agony.




Maggie Walsh knelt down next to Hanna. “You won’t be able to move anything below your jaw without getting some rather painful neural feedback. I’d recommend trying not to move at all. Even swallowing might prove quite painful.”




Hanna tried to strike Walsh in the throat, but as soon as she tried to move her arm, her entire body convulsed again. The pain was astonishingly intense. At least her body was still breathing and her heart was still beating. For the moment.




Walsh slid the sidearm from under Hanna’s armpit and looked it over. Then Walsh leaned forward… and gently stroked the hair out of Hanna’s face.




The smile on Walsh’s face frightened Hanna even worse than seeing those dinosaurs when they just decided to leave her alone because she smelled like she was part of their pack.







Julie was having second thoughts about this whole Batgirl persona, even if the skintight black costume and the long red-haired wig looked really sexy. She had taken out half the anti-aircraft battery before Batman’s smoke and gas weapons had cleared enough for them to target her, but now she was in trouble. She was pinned down behind the trunk of a fallen tree, and half a dozen soldiers were blasting her surroundings to pieces with their machine guns.




Suddenly she heard a noise loud enough to make out even over the firing of the heavy weapons. It sounded like a hundred howler monkeys. She wasn’t sure she wanted to find out what could make a sound like that.




She figured she had better find out, and fast. She used a tiny periscope to take a look. She only called it a bat-iscope when she was trying to get a rise out of Bruce.




Holy primate invasions, Batman! It really was a hundred howler monkeys! Well, an awful lot of howler monkeys. And smack in the middle of the pack of monkeys was a redhead in an ‘African safari’ outfit and a Terawatt-like superheroine mask, swinging along on the vines as easily as Bruce swung on those bat-grapples. And… a chimpanzee in blue shorts and a blue-and-white striped tank top? Jesus, that was maybe weirder than a supervillain who was part plant.




The monkeys swarmed over the soldiers’ defenses like they were playground equipment, and… holy crap those things were strong! They looked cute and harmless. They really, really weren’t.




The superheroine made howler monkey noises as the monkeys ripped firearms out of the arms of full-grown men and smacked soldiers hard enough to knock them over. Then the woman began making pig noises that made the hair on the back of Julie’s neck stand up. A herd of peccaries charged in and began ripping up everything they could get at. Those peccaries did not look cute and harmless. They looked more dangerous than a machine gun emplacement.




Julie leapt out of her hiding spot and fired off a grapple that let her swing past where six monkeys and several peccaries were turning a manned heavy machine gun emplacement into a garbage pile. She hastily made sure the last truck-based missiles couldn’t be fired, and then she turned her attention to the Strelas, making sure they were all inoperative according to official Bat-guidelines.




The superheroine dropped to the ground near her and hooted at the monkeys, then grunted at the peccaries. They all stopped what they were doing and turned to face her. She grinned at Julie, “Hi! I’m Shaman. Did Batman tell everyone I was coming too? Let’s head out.”




Julie looked around at the battlefield that had been soldiers and emplacements just moments ago. She remembered watching ‘Captain Planet.’ She wondered why she had thought that Ma-Ti’s power was stupid and useless.







Sam Carter liked this new arrangement. Ultraman was flying horizontally, and he was holding her against his chest so she was face-down and essentially a ‘belly gunner.’ And she’d made sure that his hands weren’t anywhere she didn’t want hands wandering. She also wasn’t going to think about what happened to a lot of belly gunners in aircraft that crash-landed.




She had easily strafed the previous anti-air battery before they had landed in the center of it and ripped apart a set of emplacements that had been designed so you couldn’t accidentally shoot at anyone in the middle of your encampment.




They were doing that same maneuver again. Once she took down the soldiers in the center, they only needed to take out the anti-infantry emplacements around the exterior and make sure their MANPADS were out of action. Then they could move on around the tepui. She suspected the next position would already be out of commission, thanks to Batgirl and the Batcopter’s weaponry.




She opened fire with her P90, taking out the guards and the operators around the missile trucks, as Ultraman flew them in and landed in the middle of the area. That left four small, concrete machine gun or grenade launcher emplacements with anti-infantry weaponry, none of which could fire on them.




Ultraman sprinted to the far emplacement and tore the concrete roof off it, while she extended her right arm palm-out and concentrated. Her blast smashed in the side of the closest emplacement, hurling rubble into the soldiers who weren’t on the far side of the center post. Ultraman smashed the next emplacement in line, while she blasted in the side and roof of the remaining emplacement.




And she gasped. There was a monster standing just this side of the next-to-last emplacement. A big, dangerous monster. It looked like a seven foot tall orc, only uglier and more massive if that was possible. Horrid spittle drooled past its fangs and out of its mouth. It spotted her, and it quickly picked up in one hand a chunk of concrete that had to weigh over four hundred pounds.




There was no doubt in her mind what was about to follow. A thing like that didn’t pick up a weight like that for a little cardio workout in the middle of a battlefield.




She swung her arm to point at the creature and focused as hard as she could. She usually needed four or five seconds minimum. She didn’t have anything like that.




And the thing was fast. It wound up and threw that concrete slab like it was a baseball. She strained as hard as she could, and she managed to fire a partial burst.




It was just enough. The concrete shattered in mid-air, but plenty of the fragments still hit her hard enough to knock her down. She figured she was extremely lucky nothing shredded her or even punched its way completely through her. But the monster wasn’t stopping.




And it was in exactly the wrong place. Her situational awareness was good enough that she knew where Ultraman should have been, and that was exactly where the orc-thing had been standing. And he was nowhere in sight now.




Sam remembered hearing stories from Tera about the threats she had faced, and what she had needed to do in order to stop them. Sam figured she was risking her life, but she did have a rational model of the situation to work from.




She pulled up her P90 and fired. She started just to the left of the thing and fired, turning to her left and firing across the missile systems and the trucks and the face of the tepui. She ignored the creature, even as it charged at her.




A man screamed, and suddenly the creature vanished. In its place was Ultraman, charging right at her. Damn, that was going to hurt. She tried to dive off to the side, but he was moving far too fast for her to get out of the way in time.




At the last moment, Ultraman reacted. He leapt upward and cleared her easily.




She rolled to her feet and darted over to the trucks, where a guy in ill-fitting BDUs was holding his chest and slowly sliding down the side of a missile truck.




The guy sank onto his butt, while blood poured out over his hands and began to trickle from the corner of his mouth. He looked like he wanted to ask her a question, but he couldn’t get a word out.




Ultraman sprinted over at high speed and stopped right beside her. “How’d you know? I thought I was fighting a big, hairy monster.” He cringed, “I could’ve killed you!”




She looked down at the guy, who was fading fast. She had an emergency med kit, but nothing to handle something like a bullet through the lungs and at least one major artery. She could patch herself up if she took a flesh wound in the leg or if she got dosed with that hate plague, but this guy needed immediate admission to an ER, and major surgery using a heart-lung machine.




She explained, “I knew Psych was one of the escapees, so this sort of attack was a possibility. And the ‘monster’ was standing right where you should have been, plus it just appeared out of nowhere while I was concentrating on my situational awareness, which made it likely I was looking at an illusion.”




Ultraman winced. “I never even thought about that. I really need a ton of work before I’ll be any good at this.”




She told him, “You’re already good at this. You just need more training. Maybe you should take a summer job working with Team Two so you could learn the sort of thing soldiers learn.”




“Can we help him?”




She admitted, “I doubt it. And as long as he’s conscious, he’s a threat.”




Over her comms, she heard a gravel voice. “B to Alphabet. We have a threat. Proceed with phase one ASAP.”




Ultraman looked at her and unwillingly said, “I guess we better get going, and fast.”




She nodded. She wasn’t expecting him to scoop her up in his arms and sprint so fast that she had trouble getting a breath of air.







“B to Alphabet. We have a threat. Proceed with phase one ASAP.” Batman was already diving off the truck cab as he called out the warning.




Azure Crush was driving straight at Bane, but he doubted she knew the man’s capabilities. Az was a ‘grab ’em and smash ’em’ type, not a scientific fighter. Batman assumed that she thought she could plow through Bane and his team without any problems.




But Bane looked a lot bigger and a lot more dangerous than in their previous encounter, and that minion was off to the side with some sort of remote control panel. Batman knew Bane’s minion was an inventor of weaponry, so there was no telling what might be hidden in the greenery or flying around the battlezone.




Even worse, Poison Ivy was standing off to the side, and she was armed. She wasn’t armed with a rifle or a knife. She was armed with dozens of her vines, several of her pod-bearing plants, and something new. Two massive trees that were moving to protect her from the vehicle.




Batman was worried about that. How had she created new, mobile plants that quickly? Could she control all plants around her? He had been certain that she could only control the plants she had genetically spliced with her own altered DNA. If she could now do that in a matter of hours instead of months, she could take over vast stretches of the jungle in no time. This could be just as serious a crisis as The Collective.




But he had no time to contemplate that.




A three-foot-wide quadcopter strafed the right side of the truck cab, shooting out its tires, and the cab suddenly rolled onto its right side, skidding along until it hit a boulder. Batman snap-threw a batarang and nailed the rotor system of the quadcopter, causing it to crash into the ground.




Bane strode forward, but the windshield of the truck cab exploded outward, forcing him to dive to the side to avoid it. Az ripped her way out of the front of the cab, growling, “What the hell, this is better.”




One of the trees creaked as it reached down and grabbed her in four massive limbs. 




She reached up with her free hand and ripped the biggest limb off the tree. “I ain’t puttin’ up with shit from some ‘Wizard of Oz’ reject!” She twisted her confined arm and tore through the tree branch holding that arm against her side. Then she took the torn-off limb and smacked the tree with it. Wood shattered and splinters flew everywhere.




But Batman was already using his grapples to move through the tree canopy. It wasn’t as if there were clear lanes to swing along, so it was an intricate effort that required much shorter swings and far more detours. But he doubted that Azure Crush was going to be able to stop Bane and that minion and Poison Ivy as well, so he was planning ahead. In fact, he was estimating how far Az would manage to get before requiring help from him, and he was proactively moving to support her.







Azure Crush ripped her way free from the stupid tree and then punched it right in the trunk. Wood flew all over the place, and it tilted. She grabbed the stupid boulder the truck had slid into, and she hurled it right at Tall, Dark, and Leafy.




Bingo! She nailed that sucker about fifteen feet up the trunk, and it tipped right over.




The green bitch with the red hair screamed. Someone was pissed off. The Bat-dude had told her that the green bitch was part plant and these plants were part her, so she was super-protective. Tough shit. And how the hell did she keep her hair looking that good in this heat and humidity? Probably one of those superpowers people like Az didn’t get to have.




Az moved right at the Bane guy. Bats had warned everyone about this guy too, but if Action Girl could take him, Az was pretty sure she could punch him into next week.




And he was a big musclebound goon. She was a big girl, but this guy was huge. He probably weighed twice what she did, and it was all muscle. Bats had said the guy wore one of those Mexican wrestler masks, and she could see why with that head and that non-hair and that weird mask over his nose and mouth. Fuck, he made Old Fat Jo Baker look like a fucking Disney princess.




And here he came, right at her. Just the way she liked it. She threw a punch right at his jaw.




He slammed her fist off to the side with an open palm and followed that up with a punch to her face and a fancy karate kick to her stomach. The punch caught her right in the jaw and almost knocked her over. The kick was even harder, and made her stagger back a couple feet. She tried to grab his foot after he kicked her, but she missed by a mile. Son of a bitch, he was strong! And fast!




Had Action Girl really kicked his ass?




Okay, he wasn’t anywhere near as strong as Captain Hairball had been, but he was faster. And that was another fucking martial arts move. Since when did super-strong guys start going with the Bruce Lee shit?




Maybe Terawatt was right. Again. Az could really get to hate someone who looked like Terawatt and was fucking right all the time, if it wasn’t for the whole ‘saved my ass’ thing and the ‘saved Sergei when I was about to accidentally kill him’ thing. And the ‘you are making fun of me on national tv and I will just call up and be nice about it’ thing.




Az watched Bane come at her again, and she faked an uppercut then went with a hard gut-punch with her other hand. He blocked the uppercut even if he had to work at it, so she caught him by surprise just as he was kicking her in the knee.




If she’d been a normal chick, he probably would’ve crushed her leg with that one, the bastard. On the other hand, if she’d been a normal chick, her punch to his gut wouldn’t have knocked him into the air so he landed on his back twenty feet away.




He just did this shoulder roll move so he was standing back up and facing her. And if he was going to fight dirty, then he was so asking for it. She was gonna be wearing his nuts on a necklace.




She charged him, but he was charging right at her too. She tried to smash right into him, but he did this freaky martial arts cartwheel around her and kicked her right in the kidney. She stumbled and fell, and he just cartwheeled right at her. As she rolled onto her back, he tried to flip over and smash her face in. His boot came right down at her nose.




She got her hand in between her face and his foot. Some normal chick? That would’ve been useless. He would’ve smashed her hand into her skull. Or right through her skull. But Azure Crush? Hells no. She pushed hard, and he ended up flying a good ten feet in the air.




Not that it did any good. He landed gracefully, and he was already trying to kick the fuck out of her before she was even standing up all the way. She got a solid hand in the way of his kick to her face, but he had a follow-up kick to her stomach that she let him take, and another kick at her throat. The kick to her stomach hurt some, but not enough to slow her down. She got a grip on the end of his boot when his foot came in at her throat.




He snapped his leg back so hard that she ended up with a chunk of shoe in her hand and nothing else. But she was getting pissed, and she knew she did stupid shit when she lost her temper. That wasn’t good. She was already just barely staying even with this fuckwad. If she lost her temper, she had no chance.




There was a small explosion off to the side, and Batman swung in to land twenty feet to her right. He growled in that sexy ‘I am way scarier than I look’ voice he had, “Tag, partner. I’ve got Bane. You stop Poison Ivy and her plants.”




She had no idea how a guy with no superpowers was supposed to take on a brick shithouse like Bane, but she’d agreed to follow his orders, and she really didn’t want Terawatt to be all disappointed in her.




She spun to her left and charged past Bane’s sidekick who looked like one of his gadgets had blown up in his face, courtesy of one of those bat-boomerang things. She yelled, “Okay plant-bitch, let’s do this!”







Batman let Bane glance his way. The man was just as fast as before, and still as well-trained, only he was significantly stronger. Bane was bound to assume that Batman would be easy prey.




Only Bane was now depending on whatever was pumping into his body from the tanks on his back. And Bane no longer had minions supporting him and creating distractions for him.




Bane moved toward him in a smooth motion that was probably Brazilian Jiu Jitsu. Then Bane dove forward into a capoeira stance with his hands on the ground, and he tried to kick a hole in Batman’s chest.




If Batman hadn’t already seen Bane use capoeira on Azure Crush, or if he hadn’t researched the fighting styles Bane could have learned, he could have been caught by surprise. He dove to the side, did his own cartwheel to get into position, and threw a batarang. It sliced through two of the tubes pumping biochemicals into Bane’s upper body. Black liquid squirted out of the tubes and high into the air, revealing that the liquid was under fairly high pressure. Probably at least a hundred psi, judging from the height.




Bane reacted immediately, moving into an upright stance and protecting his back from another attack.




But Batman was already throwing another batarang, this time underhand and at a much lower target. The breathing mask Bane wore had to limit the man’s range of vision. Bane didn’t spot the batarang in time, and it sank into Bane’s right foot just in front of his ankle bone.




Bane didn’t even react. Batman had wondered if the mask might be providing some sort of gas providing additional powers, or providing protection against some environmental stress the chemicals made Bane susceptible to, or one of several other options. It looked like the mask was pumping some manner of painkiller, which suggested this massive dosage of the strength chemical was injuring Bane constantly and possibly even killing him slowly.




That also meant that punching or kicking Bane would be a massive waste of effort and would only give Bane a chance to deal out serious damage to his opponent. However, that wasn’t what the batarang had done. No, the batarang had damaged the inferior extensor retinaculum and the extensor digitorum longus tendons in the top of Bane’s foot.




Bane tried another smooth glide-step, and his right foot refused to cooperate. The front of the foot drooped and caught on the ground, causing Bane to stagger. The painkiller in his system was making Bane’s ‘invulnerability’ into a weakness that Batman could exploit.




Batman shifted to Bane’s left and moved into a jeet kune do stance, bringing his hands up too high as if he was expecting to be blocking overhand strikes from Bane. It gave Bane an opening, and the man took it.




Bane tried to slide into a balanced stance so he could launch a kick at Batman’s lower body, but his injured foot — which he wasn’t feeling — failed him, and he staggered forward, having to catch himself with both hands. But he expertly turned that into a capoeira maneuver.




Batman was already two moves ahead of Bane. When Bane went down on his hands, Batman slashed through another two tubes. When Bane smoothly transferred his motion into a capoeira stance, Batman slashed through two tubes going down to Bane’s legs and threw a batarang as he dove out of Bane’s way. The batarang destroyed the pump connected to the tanks on Bane’s back, and black fluid poured out of the tanks.




Batman somersaulted backward out of Bane’s reach, just in case Bane was still mobile. But the man seemed to shrink in on himself. He lay there face-down on the ground and struggled futilely to get to his knees.




Batman used his grapple to swing off to the side and around Bane, on his way toward Poison Ivy.




But it was already too late to help Azure Crush.




230. Battle Lines


Less than a minute earlier



Azure Crush hardly bothered with Bane’s creepy sidekick as she ran toward Poison Ivy. All right, the guy sent some kind of flying spraygun after her, so she snatched it out of the air, crushing its little airplane wings when she grabbed it, and then she hurled it at the creep hard enough to smash up his fancy-ass control panel.




No, she wanted Plant-bitch. Perfect red hair even if the jungle was about a jillion degrees and a hundred percent humidity. Perfect body she could show off in a leaf bathing suit. Az could let those go by, but that ‘I am so much better than you’ smirk? She was not letting that one go. No fucking way. Plant-bitch was going down.




Naturally, Plant-bitch didn’t want to just get the fuck beaten out of her by a bigger bitch. No, there was another creepy tree, and a bunch of writhing vines, and a couple pod-things that Bats had warned her about.




All right, Bats had warned her about seventy jillion bullshit things on her way down to South America, and she couldn’t possibly remember even half of them. The guy was seriously obsessive-compulsive. If it hadn’t been for the intense O.C. thing, Az might have wondered if the guy was an Orphan, because the guy was probably even better looking than Mark Carlson under that costume.




So. Stomp that tree, smash those pods, rip up those vines, then punch the fuck out of that snotty green bitch. Piece of cake.




The tree reached out for her with three big fucking branches. She grabbed the biggest branch and ripped it right off the bastard. Then she used the branch to smack one of its other branches. It staggered back a little.




Great. She swung the branch like a sledgehammer and smashed both pod-things like bugs. Yellow goo splattered all over the ground. Plant-bitch screeched like someone just told her she wasn’t gonna be Prom Queen after all.




The tree tried to come up behind her, but it groaned and creaked with every ‘step’ so it wasn’t exactly stealthy. She hammered it with its own branch. It didn’t like getting smacked, but it kept coming at her on those big creepy roots.




Fuck that shit. She pulled another boulder out of the ground and gave the tree her best shotput imitation. Kapow, right in the trunk about twenty feet up.




The tree wobbled a bit, but wasn’t gonna fall over, so she ran over and grabbed it by its writhing roots and heaved upward. The roots broke off in her hands, but the tree kept tipping farther back and farther back and… “Timber!” It even fell over on some of the stupid vines that were annoying her. She ripped a couple others in half, and kicked the last one off into the treetops.




Then she stomped her way over to Plant-bitch, who wasn’t looking so cocky any more. Nope, Plant-bitch was on her knees, sobbing into her hands over the leaves of that tree Az had just knocked over.




Az knew that Bats had told her not to waste time gloating over her wins, but this was just too good to skip. She stepped forward so she was going to loom over Plant-loser, and—




With a snap like a whip, something wrapped around her ankles, and she tripped. She landed face-first right in front of Plant-bitch.




“Mee-yow!” some snotty fuckwad purred from behind her.




Plant-bitch’s sobs turned into full-blown supervillain laughter, and when she dropped her hands, Az could see she hadn’t been crying at all. Plant-bitch exhaled right in Az’s face, and Az got a lung full of yellow dust or whatever.




She coughed, “Fuck you, bitch!” Everything began to spin, and Az couldn’t seem to get her hands under her to push herself up.




Plant-bitch chortled, “Sorry, you’re not my type.”




Az collapsed, her body refusing to do what she wanted. Everything started going dark on her.




The snotty voice meowed, “Well that went purrrrrr-fectly. Now kitty wants to chase down a flying mouse.”




Everything went black.







Willow waited impatiently beside the heavy door. She was still stark naked and unarmed and trapped in a locked room. With a dead body that a sicko psycho had made up like her before he tortured some poor girl to death. That just made her wonder how many rapes and maybe murders she and her fellow hackers had missed when they had been searching for evidence to get William Robert Halsey locked up for stupid amounts of time.




She didn’t like being stark naked — well, not like this — but at least she was out of that creepy little birdcage thing. Once she had busted her forearms loose, she had been able to turn around in the thing and open the door in the back half of the thing. It wasn’t even locked, since she was supposed to be helpless. The forearm things were locked though, so she still had them on her arms.




But she was still locked in a torture dungeon, and nobody with a key was her buddy. In fact, she was pretty sure the only three people likely to have keys were a psychotic serial killer with a Rosenberg-paraphilia, a serial killer named Maggie Walsh, and someone she hated even more than serial killers.




The key rattled in the lock. Willow held her breath and tried not to move.




Cordelia stepped in and locked the door behind her. She smirked, “So, Willow, ready to be a cooperative little girl, or do I need to let a serial killer work on you for a couple hours unt- Fuck.”




Cordelia had just spotted the cage was empty. Willow slid up behind her and punched her as hard as she could in the kidney. Cordelia gasped in pain and tumbled onto her face.




But Cordelia turned her fall into a graceful roll, and she popped back up on her feet. “Sneaky. Very sneaky. But I’ve been working out for years while you’ve just been sitting at a computer d—”




Willow kicked her. Jack always advocated the surprise attack. And striking in the middle of the evil monologue was a good starting point. And fighting dirty was the only way to fight. That was why Willow kicked her in the knee.




Cordelia screamed in pain but still launched a karate strike at Willow’s neck.




Willow snapped her arm up and blocked the strike with her forearm. Her forearm that was still encased in a steel bracer. Willow felt the bones in Cordelia’s hand break even through the metal. The look of sheer agony on that face made the whole birdcage-prison thing all worthwhile.




Next lesson from the Jack O’Neill School of Fighting? Don’t let ’em off the hook just because you got that one really great shot in. Willow kicked Cordelia right in the crotch and then immediately punched her in the solar plexus.




Cordelia was in a lot of pain, but she was still mostly vertical, and Willow had no way of knowing if Cordelia had a knife or a gun in her expensive purse. Or an alarm button. So she didn’t stop. She brought her left arm up hard, and her bracer met Cordelia’s perfect nose with a nasty crunch. Then she snapped up her right arm in a backhand swing and caught Queen C across the side of the head with her right bracer, dropping her in a heap.




Willow kicked the purse away. She caught her breath as she waited to see if Cordelia was going to try and get back up. She looked over at the birdcage and got a nasty idea. She told her childhood tormentor’s unconscious form, “Hey, it’s nothing personal. It’s just a business decision.”







Jo Lupo walked down the underground corridor with the flyboy and the lightning guy right behind her. It looked like there might be a lot of underground area on this base, and that bank-vault door to get in here looked like Cheyenne Mountain’s little brother. The regular door at the end of the corridor had two armed guards standing in front of it. That automatically made it a high-value target.




She walked up to the guards, and the one on the right snapped, “Weapons?”




She handed him her machine gun and shrugged off the backpack that fed the ammo belt to the weapon. She said, “Sure. Just don’t go playing with it. We’re gonna need every round we’ve got when Terawatt starts kicking your asses.”




She handed over her sidearm too. “Here, you’ll want this.” She even slid her combat knife out of its sheath and handed it over hilt-first. “And this baby. Don’t damage her.”




Flyboy and lightning guy took off back down the hall as the left-hand guard opened the door for her and escorted her in.




She stepped into what was obviously a security command office. There were half a dozen Orphans running the ‘war room’ for the whole tepui. There were computer stations all around the room. There were huge computer screens showing all kinds of graphics. There was a big, solid, electronic map table in the middle of the room that held a non-scale model of the tepui and its surroundings, with model buildings and anti-missile systems, along with little red symbols that had to be the SRI people. It looked like the Batman’s supers were kicking the living shit out of the ground forces.




There was a woman with long blonde hair who was wearing a retro-styled business suit with a skirt instead of the military outfits of the people around her. But the woman was obviously in charge, and was pointing out various features of the ongoing battles and giving the orders.




The guard cleared his throat carefully. “Dr. Trent? Lieutenant Lupo is here for debriefing.”




The woman looked over and smiled, “Call me Jill. Can I call you Jo instead of Lieutenant Lupo? It’ll save time in the long run.”




Jo shrugged, “Sure. Not a problem. It’s not like I’m gonna be a member of the U.S. Armed Forces after this.”




Dr. Trent nodded, “That’s right. Now what can you tell me about the ground forces surrounding our little tepui? They’re far more effective than what Eddings thought they could be.”







Hanna lay helplessly on her back. She could look around, and she could breathe. That was about all she could manage until Walsh’s device was disabled.




Maggie Walsh softly stroked her hair, “Oh Hanna, I’ve waited such a long time to see you again. You know, you’re my greatest creation. I’m so proud of you.”




The smile on Maggie’s face made the hair on the back of Hanna’s neck stand up. She looked at Walsh’s white-blonde hair and strong cheekbones and still-attractive face, and she knew. She knew how you could engineer perfect cheekbones and Nordic-blonde hair into a fetus.




Walsh smiled, “I can see it in your eyes, baby. But don’t worry, you won’t have to call me ‘mom’ until you want to. I’m so sorry that stupid Weigler woman over-reacted and I lost you, and I lost all your siblings to her. We could have been a family. Us, and my Midwich children, and my father. But I can still teach you everything I know, so you can work with me to create some ‘cousins’ and then you can have children of your own when you’re ready.”




Hanna had heard about people who were so frightened that they prayed to be saved. She had thought those people were cowards and idiots. She was re-thinking that really hard.







Alex used a smidgen of her tk to re-direct the grenades. Danielle really didn’t like having the grenades curve and explode on the ceiling over her head.




Alex really wanted to go silvery, but she didn’t think every anti-Alex weapon in the room was wrecked. If she was Maggie Walsh, she would have at least one hidden in a wall or the ceiling to aim at her when Alex couldn’t see it coming. Or maybe to aim at whoever won this battle. So she stayed normal.




She just used her shields like big guide parries, forming two walls that joined in front of her and made a big wedge with a really acute angle so even stuff with a lot of kinetic energy could get re-directed off to her sides.




The grenades took out most of the ceiling, and shrapnel went everywhere. That gave Alex the chance to put her backup-backup plan into play. She couldn’t get through Danielle’s tk to clamp down on some carotids or anything like that, and she couldn’t use the stuff she got from her dad as long as Danielle was sealed up in that power armor. But this time, Alex had a Plan C for this situation.




And she was totally not calling it a ‘sitch’.




The ceiling in the middle of the room collapsed, and the floor overhead poured into the room, dropping lab tables and refrigerators and heavy-duty chem lab equipment all over the place. Danielle swatted an entire refrigerator out of the air, so Alex knew that power armor was even stronger than it looked. It wasn’t ‘Knights of the Round Table’ strong. It was ‘Iron Man’ strong.




If Plan C didn’t work, Alex was going to start worrying. She didn’t have a lot of confidence in her Plan D or Plan E.




Danielle stopped firing grenades and used her power armor to throw big chunks of falling floor out of her way. The big chunk that came flying Alex’s way got a tiny tk push so Alex only had to zip a couple feet to her right to make it miss her completely.




And Alex felt it as her tiny cutting wheel managed to slice a small cut in a seam of that power armor. The small plastic squeeze bottle she had snitched out of her mom’s cake decorating stuff was ready to go. Alex had already snuck it behind Danielle with the cutting wheel while Danielle was busy not being squished by a falling ceiling.




Alex pressed the tip of the bottle against the cut-through seam and squirted liquid down Danielle’s back.







Danielle Atron felt the splash of liquid. She laughed nastily, “You stupid cow, did you really think antidote would work on me anymore?”




Terawatt coldly said, “No, but that’s not antidote.”




Danielle suddenly started worrying again. Could Terawatt have done something intelligent? “What did you do?”




Terawatt didn’t gloat or even smile. She gave a stony look and said, “It’s GC-Divide.”




GC-Divide? Danielle snapped, “Idiot, that only works on protoplasmic lifeforms.”




Terawatt gave her a look of ruthless determination. “And… us.”




Danielle was about to rebut a stupid statement like that, but she suddenly felt a terrible burning sensation down the middle of her body. She gasped in horror as she realized that if she divided while trapped inside the confines of this armor, she would be crushed into paste. She screamed.







Alex watched as Danielle started to divide. It looked a lot more disturbing than she remembered it being when she was the one doing the splitting.




The suit of armor was really strong, but it wasn’t as tough as Danielle’s tk. The metal and plastic of the power armor rippled and strained, and then it was telekinetically ripped into a thousand chunks that flew outward like slow grenade fragments. Alex just put another wedge of two angled tk screens in front of her and diverted the frags that would have hit her.




And there were two Danielles, both in spandex armor-operator suits. Alex idly wondered if the excess mass for the new Danielle came from the parts of the power armor that weren’t currently embedded in the walls and floor and ceiling.




One Danielle sneered, “You fool! You couldn’t defeat one Danielle Atron, and now you’ll face two of us!”




Alex calmly told her, “There’s something else you don’t know about GC-Divide.”







Danielle glared at the smug bitch. “Something I don’t know about GC-Divide? Hah! We will crush you!”




She looked over and didn’t see agreement in her copy’s face. She saw stark, utter horror. And then she saw a telekinetically-supported fist coming right for her face. She went silvery just in the nick of time. She was slammed across the room to hit the wall so hard she left a massive dent in the supposedly-sturdy walls. She would have been a smear if she had stayed normal.




She hurled a lightning bolt, but her doppelganger hurled one back at her at the same time. The bolts hit in mid-air and exploded, wrecking what was left of the ceiling.




Terawatt just stood there, watching the show. The bitch coldly stated, “It splits you into good and evil sides, like a Robert Louis Stevenson story.”




Danielle flew for the grenade launcher on the wall and fired it by hand, only to realize that her twin was doing the exact same thing. She tried to block the grenade coming right at her, but the explosion hammered against her tk shield, sending a searing pain through her frontal and parietal lobes.




Terawatt just pointed out, “And since you’re evil, I assumed your split would be the good side, and she would want to stop you.” Then the bitch just jetted up through the hole in the ceiling and left her to fight… herself.




Danielle let her twin have it. She hit the bitch hard enough to punch her and her grenade launcher through the wall into an engineering lab.




Unfortunately, her twin was just as smart as she was. The bitch stayed silvery and hurled a massive dewar at her. Danielle threw a tk shield up to stop it. But when the dewar hit her shield and her twin tossed in a massive lightning bolt, Danielle realized it was a dewar of liquid oxygen.




The explosion took down the wall. And the ceiling. And the labs overhead. And set off a series of secondary explosions somewhere around the second floor.




Son of a bitch, there was a munitions research lab up there.




She cast the strongest shield she could, but still the next explosion smashed her silver form against the floor and nearly knocked her out.







Billy Bob Halsey hurried down to his private dungeon. He’d been stuck doing shit for one of the local honchos, and he didn’t like taking orders from bitches. Even if he kept his mouth shut around Walsh, because that was a bitch who was fucking scary.




He quickly unlocked the door and stared in fury. Someone had already been dishing it out to Rosenberg, and he’d been promised she’d be all his! Whoever it was, they’d hacked off her gorgeous red hair that gave him a boner just thinking about it, and there was blood all over her sexy face, and she was crammed upside down in his personal torment cage so he was looking at her ass and not seeing much of her face. He angrily strode forward…




Wait a minute. Had Rosenberg gotten a titjob? He was sure she wasn’t that well stacked. And someone had busted one of his spotlights, because there were only three…




He heard the swish of something whistling through the air behind his head, and there was a brief explosion of pain before everything went black.







Willow dropped the spotlight pole. On Halsey’s head. She had been planning on escaping as soon as she had Cordelia all arranged in the birdcage thing, but Halsey had decided to show up a little too early.




On the upside, you needed a key to get into the room and also out of the room, and now she could get Halsey’s keys too. Cordelia and P$ychon4ut. A match made in… Well, not heaven but maybe the seventh circle of Dante’s Inferno.




She checked that Halsey was really unconscious, and then she frisked him for his keys. She also found a really nasty knife in a sheath. She took that too. She already had Cordelia’s keys. And Cordelia’s clothes. She just hadn’t had time to get fully dressed yet. Cordelia’s panties weren’t that awful a fit, but the bra was about two cup sizes too big for Willow-boobage. Not that Jack ever complained, but still, sometimes Willow wished she were better endowed.




So Willow had just padded out Cordelia’s bra, so the blouse fit. If the blouse fit, she was pretty sure the blazer would fit, even with the metal bracers still on her forearms. Cordelia was two inches taller as well, so Willow had to tug the waist of the skirt up a little so the hem of the skirt looked more or less right. And then the high heels. Willow had to stuff a little foam rubber in the toes and heels of the high heels because someone had big feet that were maybe a size larger than Willow’s feet.




She pulled the blazer on and adjusted it as much as she could, given she didn’t really have Cordelia’s exact shape the blazer was tailored for. She pinned up her hair, hoping she could make it look like stylish hair was supposed to look. Then she strapped P$ychon4ut’s knife to her thigh under the skirt but pointing down so she could reach down and grab it in an emergency.




She stepped over to the spotlights so she could use Cordelia’s little compact and its mirror. She needed a little lipstick and mascara from Cordelia’s purse so she looked more like someone wearing this outfit ought to. A big, concealing hat would have been handy about now, but Cordelia Chase was too stylish for that.




Willow didn’t think she’d be able to pass herself off as one of the locals for more than a few seconds, but she still had those bracers on her forearms where they weren’t going to show inside the blazer, and they were really effective weapons. Plus the knife. Too bad Cordelia hadn’t been carrying a gun. Jack had made sure Willow knew how to fire revolvers and automatics, and a ranged weapon wouldn’t be amiss right about now.




She locked the door behind her and went looking for Jack. Or a computer she could break into that would let her loose in The Collective’s intranet. She had no doubt that P$ychon4ut would have inserted plenty of backdoors for himself, and she had studied his code enough that she knew all his standard techniques and a dozen of his favorite passwords. She figured if she could get into their intranet, she could use one of his backdoors to take over the entire system in a matter of minutes.




She tried to walk down the hall like she belonged there. It would have been easier in shoes that had lower heels or that fit better. But she’d practiced walking in high heels enough just because of Jack’s very exploitable weakness for her legs and ass. She was okay in these heels. Not Jessica Rabbit good in heels, but okay.




Two guards came hurrying her way, and she pretended she wasn’t worried. She even took the compact out of her purse and pretended to check her makeup, while really screening part of her face for a couple seconds.




The guards ran past her, although one glanced behind him to check out her backside before he hurried on toward whatever guards hurried toward. She hoped it was some drastic crisis that would draw the whole secret lair away from wherever they had Jack.




Then something rocked the building like an earthquake, and she heard the sound of an explosion as she fell over.




That couldn’t be of the good.







Jo pretended not to pay any attention as the guard slipped back out of the room to take up his usual station. She was still dealing with Trent, and Trent had five underlings who were all armed. None of them looked like they wanted to keep her around once she was fully debriefed.




She wrapped up with a little detail she figured they didn’t have yet. “And they pulled in this new superhero. Ultraman. Pretty fast flight, but not in Terawatt’s league. Super-strength. And real super-speed. Fastest runner I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen a lot of weirdness working for O’Neill and his boys. You may be able to stop someone like Azure Crush, but I doubt you’ve got anyone downstairs who can stop him.”




Dr. Trent made a couple notes on a tablet computer that was almost certainly hooked into the local intranets. She glanced up at Jo. “And do you know the identity of Terawatt?”




“Hell yeah. And I’m not telling until I get all the concessions I requested.”




Trent just looked at her maps and her monitors. “That will be useless in a matter of minutes, when I take her down. I had high hopes that Danielle Atron would be able to defeat Terawatt, but it looks as if Terawatt has found a way to get Atron to self-destruct. Extremely ingenious.”




“I’ve been saying she’s more dangerous than she looks.”




Trent nodded slightly. “That was why Dr. Walsh directed me to come up with plans to take out either one of them. We have an anti-Terawatt energy weapon.”




Jo shrugged, “Yeah, I heard about it. She got blasted with one in the Congo. It didn’t take her out.”




Trent disagreed, “That was a man-portable, ruggedized field weapon. We have several much larger weapons in place. I have three different scenarios that should force her to switch to her fluid state, and then we’ll target her. It’s elementary.”




Jo objected, “Yeah, that’s what you pricks think every single fucking time, and she’s still kicking the holy shit out of you.” But she was starting to worry. She carefully balanced on one leg, bringing her other foot up until her heel touched her butt. She casually slid one hand behind her.




Trent continued, “Oh, I think rather a lot more than that. I think that Walsh has Action Girl secured. I think that Klar must have been on the chopper you rode in on. And hence I think you’ve been O’Neill’s double agent since day one.” She pulled out a .45 and pointed it at Jo’s face.







Klar tried not to flinch as another explosion went off in the end building. After all, he was using the explosions. He was depending on the explosions. Every time there was another bang, or the ground under the courtyard trembled, or one of the buildings shook, he took out another set of the security cameras. He only had to take down two more cameras, and there would be nothing left that was covering the courtyard or garden area, or even any of the outside cameras at any of the entrance doors.




And there was a lot of stuff going on. The end building was blasting itself into pieces with big bangs going off in the middle of it. The building next to that was on fire, and since one of the big anti-missile systems was sited on top of it, that was likely to be another huge boom pretty soon. A couple squads of Orphans were using firehoses to keep the burning building from setting the next building on fire. Klar didn’t know where the water source was, but there was a well or massive water tanks or an underground lake — or something — that the hoses were leading off to, and it looked to him like it was underground. He had just mucked with the controls for one of the pumps that were moving the water, and that had really messed things up for the fire-department Orphans.




So everyone was running around trying to save the compound, or trying to avoid getting blown up, or running for cover, or trying to stop Terawatt. No one was watching the dead SRI guy in the middle of the courtyard.




Klar ran for the last cameras, and got there just as another boom erupted from the far building. He smashed both cameras with a rock, and the whole courtyard was unsupervised.




He quietly slipped over and whispered, “Courtyard’s clear and I took down all the cameras that could see you.”




Riley lifted his head, took a quick survey of the area, and whispered, “Nice work.” He stood up and groaned in pain. Then he peeled off the plastic bag of B negative blood that was stuck to his lower back.




Klar took the antiseptic wipes that Riley pulled out of a front pocket, and he wiped up as much of the blood as he could. They didn’t want to leave a track showing where they were going. Then Riley reached back and checked the hole Jo had sliced when she had pretended to murder him.




Klar quietly checked, “You okay?”




Riley nodded. “It’s already partly healed up. Still hurts, but I can maneuver.”




Klar just nodded. It was a good thing Riley still had that ridiculous healing rate, courtesy of the Davenport op. Still, if Riley was saying it hurt, then it was probably agonizing.




Riley smiled, “Jo really sold the con to the rubes. She did a huge arm-twist to disembowel me, and everything.”




Klar could see there was just a single horizontal slice in the small of Riley’s back. So he could tell that the lieutenant’s ‘huge arm-twist’ had been a fake, and she hadn’t really turned that knife and sliced Riley’s kidney and bowels into confetti.




He told Riley, “I used the steel bar and the hypodermic syringe you left on the back seat. Eddings won’t be waking up for hours.”




Riley nodded. “Good. We may need that chopper to get out of here on short notice.”




Klar didn’t say anything about that, but he knew the general could fly a helicopter, along with fighter jets and other stuff. And Riley had shown that he could fly a helicopter if he needed to. And Jo had gotten ‘emergency pilot’ lessons from Sam Carter. But if it came down to dorky Grover Dunn Jr. needing to fly anyone off this tepui, they were screwed.




He absolutely needed more training in a couple dozen different things.




Riley checked his weapons and moved out. “We’ve got to make sure every anti-missile and anti-air battery is down. There’s one up on that roof, and two more, most likely around the tepui perimeter.”




Klar muttered, “I don’t know how we’re gonna do that if the other batteries are way out past the wall, because I got a glimpse of what’s out there and it’s ‘The Valley of Gwangi’.”




Riley just stared at him for a second. Klar added, “Sorry. Too much time hanging with Jack and Charlie. Walsh made herself a freaking dinosaur ecology. You may be tough, but I don’t think you can fight a T. rex.”




Riley checked his watch and said, “We should be getting reinforcements on that front any second now. While I was playing ‘dead guy,’ Lupo managed to get all the details on all the powers of these Orphans, and also the number of still-functional anti-missile batteries. And she did it without tipping anyone off.”




Klar watched as Riley carefully gave all the details out over his comms. Then Riley told him, “Let’s move out. You’re on point. We need to make sure that anti-missile system up there is really out of commission. The general will be thrilled that I listened to him about carrying more C-4 on ops.”







Ayananta was flying in at a steep angle. She was following the directions from the GPS system on her forearm, so she was coming in directly between the sun and the compound on top of the odd mountain. As she flew, she was projecting her sun-colored beams in front of her so she was invisible to the anti-missile defenses as well as any Orphans looking her way. Perhaps.




That was certainly the theory that the major who was a physicist had told her. But she was not as confident about it as the major was.




She listened to the message from the colonel. Three more large anti-missile / anti-aircraft batteries on the mountain, one of which was in the Collective’s compound, and possibly two more still active down around its base. And the colonel thought the other two large systems would be roughly ninety degrees on either side from the Collective compound.




Those two batteries were her primary target. If she found fog generators along the way, she could take them out if it was convenient, but they were not her top priority. And once she had the main batteries down, she was to dive down to the base of the mountain and blast any emplacements that had not been announced as disabled over the comms.




The mountain was topped with a thick jungle buried in a massive fogbank, but as she got close, she could still make out the fifteen meter tower within a hundred meters of the closest edge. Atop the tower were trucks loaded with missiles, and there was a small building no bigger than her parents’ living room.




She remembered about the trucks near Khajuraho. She swooped down and blasted each of the trucks, knocking one over and pushing the other two back far enough that they slid off the tower and fell to the jungle floor.




“S to Alphabet. First new battery down.”




She dove into the fog as she flew toward the opposite side of the flat mountaintop. She found a big fog generator just on the other side of the missile battery, and she hammered it with her sun-blasts. There must have been a big water pump inside it, because it stopped pumping out fog and started spraying a massive squirt of water that went almost straight up before splattering over one side of the wreckage.




She dodged off to the side to avoid getting splattered, and she almost crashed into a big boulder.




A big boulder with fangs.




She shrieked as a massive Tyrannosaurus rex loomed out of the fog and tried to snatch her out of the air with the biggest jaws she had ever seen in her life.




She jetted straight up. But as soon as she flew up out of the fog, a lightning blast seared past her. She nearly screamed again.




She whirled around as she dodged, and it was a really handsome man with sparks crackling off of his hands. She was under attack by an Orphan with superpowers!




He hurled two more lightning blasts at her. The first one missed. She still ducked downward away from it. The second blast caught her right in the chest, and she fell out of the sky.





231. Battle Royal



Ayananta gasped at the pain of that lightning blast. If it had hit her somewhere other than her tk uniform, it probably would have killed her. She still didn’t manage to catch herself until she was within twenty feet of the heavy jungle brush. Unfortunately, the dinosaur spotted her and lumbered toward her, looking for an easy meal.




She darted upward well out of its reach, and it roared at her. Uh-oh.




Seconds later, a couple blasts of lightning seared through the air overhead as the Orphan tried to blast her again. She instinctively ducked, even if none of the jolts came within thirty feet of her.




She darted off to the side, and the dinosaur came after her. She glanced up to see if she could spot that Orphan, and then she blasted the dinosaur in the face as hard as she could. Her sun-colored bolts caught the Tyrannosaurus in the face and rocked it backward. Its massive head got knocked to the side, so she blasted it in the side of the head and knocked it over. It fell on its side with a loud crash.




It roared angrily as it struggled to its feet, and the Orphan came rocketing in at her. She figured the man couldn’t have missed all the noise the dinosaur was making. She didn’t know what to do. She flew backward and almost flew into the big jet of water still shooting up from the broken fog-generator pump.




Oh. Right. Electricity and water. She knew what she needed to do.




She detoured around the jet of water and let the Orphan fly downward at her. The dinosaur was on its feet and moving at her too. She was more frightened by the dinosaur, but she was a lot more worried about the Orphan’s electrical powers. She kept backing up and backing up, like she was too scared to know what to do.




The Orphan threw two bolts of lightning at her. Or, at least, in her general direction. His aim was not very good. The lightning seemed to have a mind of its own. One bolt hit a tall tree, and the other one zigzagged down to hit the damaged pump.




When the Orphan finally flew down and closed in on her, she acted. She blasted him as hard as she could with her sun-blasts, and she managed to knock him backward right into the jet of water.




And nothing happened.




She was expecting him to short out, like dropping a live wire in a puddle. All that happened was his hair got messed up and wet. He flew backward several meters, and he snorted water out of his nose. Then he hurled another lightning bolt at her.




It darted over to the jet of water instead of going where the Orphan wanted.




Oh! Right! She had been so sure his power would be exactly like Terawatt’s that it had not even occurred to her that real lightning didn’t go where you pointed, it went where it could get to the ground the easiest. As long as she kept that big jet of water between her and him, his lightning blasts would keep diverting over to the water pump.




She blasted him right in the face and moved closer, scooting to the side to keep the water jet between them. He nearly tipped over backward, but he quickly righted himself.




And she blasted him in the face again. He did tilt backward, but he didn’t fall over. It was just like he was lying on his back on an invisible support. With his arms waving a little as he fought to regain control, and his legs kicking by accident.




His legs were kicking, and they were not together. She felt guilty about it, but she blasted him right in the groin. He folded up on himself, his face coming back up. So she blasted him as hard as she could, right in the jaw.




He went limp and fell toward the ground. He didn’t fall all the way to the tall grass before the Tyrannosaurus snatched him out of the air in one massive bite.




She darted up higher, struggling not to be sick, and she rushed forward on her task.







Jo stared at Dr. Trent and the handgun. She had been expecting something like that. Given what she had been trying to pull off for months, she would have been stupid to think no one would ever wise up.




But that was also why she was standing on one leg and holding her other leg so her foot was pressing against her butt. She was reaching for one of her holdouts that she hadn’t handed over to the guards. If she had been the one on guard duty, she would have done a proper search.




Jo carefully looked Dr. Trent in the eye. Jill stared back. But that meant Jill wasn’t looking down at Jo’s hand at table level.




Serious tactical error. Jo carefully tilted her holdout gun and shot Trent in the face.




Trent went down, but her handgun still went off. The bullet smashed into Jo’s arm like the bitch had hit her with a hammer.




So she had a bullet hole in her left arm, no time to assess how serious the damage was, and five armed opponents to deal with. She was already moving. She slid over the map table and took out the big guy on that side who was yanking his sidearm off his hip.




The guys who had been working at consoles behind her got off a couple shots each, but she was already on the other side of the table and protected by its bulk. A nice solid metal table with metal sides that went down to the floor to cover up all the wiring and control systems. Downsides? They were screened by the bulk of the table too. She couldn’t get off a shot without making herself an easy target. One of them could move around the table and flank her. She only had two shots left in her holdout gun. There were two other threats off to her sides who were going to be in the game in less than a second. And she couldn’t make her left arm work.




She set her holdout gun down on Trent’s body and shoved her hand down into her crotch. The crotch was another excellent place to hide holdouts, and this one was a mother. It was a plastic container shaped a lot like a guy’s protective cup, so it fit in her crotch and wasn’t too uncomfortable to wear. And it had a water balloon squeezed into it. Only it wasn’t water.




She chucked it over the table and it hit the ceiling over the heads of the first two threats. She scrambled for Trent’s .45 auto.




The balloon full of GC-161 burst when it hit the ceiling, and it splattered the stuff all over the two threats on that side of the room. They started screaming before Jo managed to get all the way to the .45. It worked out perfectly, because there was an Orphan standing there with a combat shotgun, just waiting for Jo to stick her head out, and the Orphan looked off to the side at the carnage just before Jo came into view.




Jo put her last two rounds from her holdout gun into the Orphan with the shotgun, and the guy pulled the trigger. The shotgun wasn’t aimed right at her anymore, thanks to the screaming people on the other side of the room, but shot went all over the fucking place. She was sure two pellets hit her, one in the shoulder and one in the scalp. She probably picked up a couple more hits, but she had too much other pain going on to spot them.




She got her hand on the .45 just as she heard the crunch of heavy feet demolishing the mock-up of the terrain on the map table. That meant the last Orphan was about to pop into view above her and fill her full of holes or else go for the full-body contact approach.




She rolled over onto her back, trying to ignore the intense pain in her left arm, and she aimed the .45 one-handed.




The last threat loomed over the edge and fell, even as he was trying to make his hands work enough to fire a Mini-Uzi. But his hands were already silvery and were turning into goo. Jo fired two rounds into the guy’s head, but his head was already silvery too, and the rounds acted like she was shooting into a bowl of jello. The guy sagged disturbingly and collapsed off the table.




Jo rolled to the left, trying not to scream in pain as she rolled over her injured arm, and the guy splatted on the floor next to her. He turned into silvery goo and oozed slowly out of his clothing.




Jo looked at the guy as he disintegrated into silvery sludge, and she tried not to shudder. She’d known the results would be nasty. She was just glad Alex’s dad was a much better biochemist than he was a judge of character. He’d been working on an antidote to protect the SRI Orphans from GC-161 exposure ever since Alex figured out what straight GC-161 could do to the Orphan genome, and he’d sent them the beta-test version of the stuff just a couple weeks ago.




She pulled the Mini-Uzi out of the silvery goo. Then she forced herself to her feet. She emptied the submachine gun into the control systems. Then she took the riot shotgun and emptied its rounds into the other consoles.




Once she was done with her task, she stopped to check herself. She had a scalp wound that was bleeding like a stuck pig down the left side of her head. The shot that hit her shoulder was inside her somewhere, but she couldn’t tell where. It might be harmless, or it might have torn through a major artery so she was bleeding to death that very second. Or anything in between. She couldn’t tell.




Her left arm was the big problem. She had a hole right through her bicep that hadn’t fractured the bone but had probably come pretty fucking close to clipping it. She yanked open her tiny medical kit.




“Nope, still no Doug Ross in here.” She squeezed some of the coagulant crap out of a little tube and smeared it on her scalp wound and around both holes in her arm. She didn’t have a lot of hope it would really stop all that bleeding, but that was the best she could do. She squirted the tube of antibiotic onto two thick pads and pressed one on each side of her bicep. Fuck! That really hurt! Then she used all the medical tape in the kit to tape the pads tightly to her arm. It hurt like a bitch, but she couldn’t afford to lose much more blood when she was still fighting in a battlezone.




Judging by the rumbling explosion she felt through her feet, someone was hard at work turning the place into a much bigger warzone, and she was betting it was Terawatt.




She clicked her comms. “Alphabet, this is L. Central security is down. I require medical help as soon as is reasonable. Now moving to rejoin F.”




Except she had to get past the two guards on the other side of that door, and she hadn’t been all that quiet so far. They had to be waiting for her with weapons at the ready. And she didn’t have any more GC-161.




She retrieved Trent’s automatic, checked the magazine to make sure she had enough ammo for the next maneuver, and moved over to the exit door. She moved to the wall on the handle side of the door. Then she turned the knob and flung the door open, while moving a yard further from the opening in case the guards not only perforated the door but also everything around the doorframe.




Nothing. Not even the sound of a gun being cocked, or a whispered instruction.




She dove through the doorway at as sharp an angle as she could manage without clipping her bad arm on the doorframe, and she executed a somersault to get into position to take down both guards before they could target her. It hurt like a motherfucker, but it was better than getting shot. Some more.




Both guards were dead on the floor.




And Clare Tobias was standing there looking smug. “What, Lupo? You thought you were the only person on earth who could be a double agent?” Jo grimaced, and Clare spotted it. “Yeah. When the NID higher-ups told Colonel Maybourne to set up Operation Tera-Double, he had me go straight to the President’s people, because the colonel really didn’t trust the SRI or Terawatt or your buddy O’Neill, but he sure didn’t trust any of the people who might be covertly running the NID or setting the NID up on that one. I’ve been operating under orders from the NSC the whole time.”




Jo re-armed herself with her sidearm and her M240G and its backpack, which wasn’t all that easy to get set up right without a little help, especially with one bad arm. And she made sure she got her combat knife back. She really liked that knife, and she really wished she knew who in the SRI kept telling people she had named it. What was she, Jack the Ripper? She just liked a well-made, effective knife. She suspected Bailey was the rumormonger, mainly because O’Neill wasn’t on her base. She could absolutely see Jack O’Neill claiming that kind of crap if he was her team leader.




She growled at Tobias, “Yeah. Right. That was why you tried to kill a room full of generals and the CinC, and then targeted an entire Silicon Valley conference.”




Tobias just rolled her eyes. “Grow up. If O’Neill and then that Mack kid hadn’t rumbled me, my NSC handler had a backup in place both times who would’ve stepped in and stopped me ‘just in the nick of time.’ Sure I killed a couple people. Goes with the territory. Getting to this base has been my assignment all along, and I’ve done what I had to do to get here. And you’ve got more problems, because they’ve got a massive underground section I still can’t get into that’s about as hard to bust into as Cheyenne Mountain, thanks to Christakos Construction.”




Jo pointed out, “Not a problem. If we can get all the anti-missile systems off-line, a big nuke can take down the whole tepui regardless of bunker construction. It just won’t be good for the blue team on-site.”




Clare peeked through the door and groaned, “You smashed up the entire war room, right?” She didn’t even wait for Jo’s nod. “Taking out their central war room won’t take the anti-missile systems down, it’ll just give them distributed control, so now every one of the individual systems has to get taken out.”




Jo gritted her teeth and cursed under her breath.







Batman somersaulted out of the reach of two more vines, and he threw a batarang to slice up both vines.




It didn’t reach its target. Catwoman — or whatever she was calling herself given those cat ears and the feline claws and the awful cat puns — snapped her bullwhip and knocked the batarang out of the air. That was a phenomenally skilled maneuver. He didn’t think he could pull it off, even if he had practiced extensively with a bullwhip first.




He had already tried a gas bomb, but Poison Ivy seemed to be immune to ordinary toxins, and Catwoman was too fast to catch with a stationary cloud of gas.




The two women were trying to bracket him with their attacks, but he was successfully staying out of their traps. And he only had to stall them. As long as they thought they were only seconds away from getting him, they wouldn’t stop and realize that time was no longer on their side.




His teams were on their way. Ultraman and Carter were demolishing the last intact battery around the base of the tepui, and Shaman was on the move with Batgirl.




He really wished that Julie had listened to him and chosen a name other than Batgirl. Why did she even have to be a bat-anything? He had lobbied for ‘Nighthawk’ or ‘Night Owl’ or just plain ‘Owl.’ Even Batwoman would have been better. ‘Batgirl’ made her sound like she was about twelve. Although no one was ever going to look at her in that skintight costume and think ‘twelve year old girl.’ No, they would be thinking ‘twenty-something Playboy centerfold.’ He had to admit she looked even sexier than usual in that outfit. If she hadn’t been twenty-two, he would have assumed she was a potential Orphan.




As Catwoman moved farther to his right, the vine he had lost track of suddenly dropped from a tree onto his back and tried to strangle him. It would have been convenient if Azure Crush hadn’t kicked it into the trees so it had been impossible to follow for a couple minutes.




He decided to use the vine as a stalling tactic. He had enough armor in his uniform, particularly in his cowl and its attachment points, that he wasn’t overly worried about the vine being able to throttle him. But his opponents had no way to know that. He grabbed the vine in both hands and fell to the ground.




Poison Ivy didn’t move toward him, but one of her trees did. That wasn’t what he had planned. However, he could make that work for him. He struggled to his left, and the tree moved to its right to pursue him.




The tree moved within a few feet of Azure Crush, and she moved. She wasn’t at her best, but she was still strong enough to do damage. She reached out and grabbed a handful of roots, and yanked hard enough that the tree dragged her across the ground while at the same time she tore off one entire side of the ‘root system’ it was using to walk on.




She growled at it, “Hells no, you fucktard! I may be too fucked up ta stand, but nobody threats my peeps!” She reached out with her other hand and sunk her fingers deep into the trunk of the tree.




Batman briefly wondered if Az had meant to say each of those words, or if her language was still affected by Poison Ivy’s toxins.




Meanwhile, he was doing his job. He had already palmed a batarang, and he was using it to slice deeply into the key sections of the vine, weakening its grip around his neck and shoulders, while making it look like the vine was winning.




And Az was refusing to give up, even if she still couldn’t get her legs to work. She sank the fingers of her other hand deeply into the trunk, and then used her first hand to tear a massive chunk of wood off of the tree. She pulled herself up with the fingers still embedded in the trunk, and did it again. Each time, she ripped out a section of trunk that was bigger than her head. And each time, the tree tried harder and harder to brush her off with its biggest limbs. He watched out of the corner of his eye as the tree smacked her across the back with a branch bigger than he was, and she just refused to let go.




He couldn’t think of a way to speed up her metabolizing of the toxins, other than what she was already doing, and he had nothing that would make an effective antidote. Even if he had an antidote, he didn’t have a delivery system unless it could be administered orally, because her skin was about as penetrable as steel.




Poison Ivy looked around and focused on more of her plants. Suddenly another tree lumbered over to rescue that first tree. A small armada of vines gathered and advanced on him. He also noticed that Catwoman was moving well behind those two trees, presumably to get in a flanking position.




He decided to drop the comm security, given that he didn’t know just how clear Azure Crush’s thought processes were. “Az, you have incoming behind you.”




“Countin’ on it, Bats.”




He glowered at that, but he decided he had asked for it by being familiar with her. And maybe she really was planning her next attack, which would be an important improvement in her fighting style.




Catwoman came swinging toward him, using her bullwhip in much the same way he used his grapples. He took advantage of the situation and threw the batarang in his palm at her utility belt.




She twisted in mid-air like a real cat, and she released her bullwhip so she dropped to the ground. She performed an expert shoulder roll and came up just in time to snap the batarang out of the air with her whip.




And just in time to get caught by his real attack. He flung the vine from his shoulders and it caught her diagonally across her ribs and shoulderblades. The vine instinctively tried to attack her, even as she sank her claws into it and hissed, “Pammie!”




“Do not call me that!” Poison Ivy yelled. But the vine instantly let go of Catwoman.




Meanwhile, the second tree had closed in on Azure Crush. He had to trust that Az really was ‘counting on it,’ because he had a platoon of vines crawling his way, and no clear path from his position to hers. Not even using his grapples, unless he wanted to try attaching a grapple to points in a mobile tree that might be able to unhook a grapple or lock it in place or even yank his grappling point so he was whipped through the air.




The second tree leaned over and smacked Az hard enough to crush a regular person into tomato paste. She just shrugged it off and retaliated. Her legs still didn’t seem to be cooperating, but she let go of the first tree with her left hand and grabbed the second tree’s massive branch. Then she slammed the trees together so hard that the impact knocked loose maybe a quarter of their leaves.




She took a deep breath and heaved like she was Victor Mature in ‘Samson and Delilah.’ The two trees went flying apart, and both fell over. Az fell to her hand and knees, but still grinned, “Suckers!”




“You bitch!” Poison Ivy screamed furiously at Az.




He smiled to himself. Maybe Az was learning the advantages of fighting scientifically. Maybe she’d listen to him later and start working at a martial arts regimen. Although first he needed to make sure there was a ‘later’.




He prepared to launch his attack while Poison Ivy was distracted with her injured trees. The vines were moving in a frontal assault, while Catwoman was on his flank so she could use her bullwhip and deflect anything he threw at the vines. He could work with that.




Just as he palmed another batarang, he spotted the motion on his left. It was pretty tough to miss, since it consisted of an army of howler monkeys overhead and a battalion of peccaries on the ground, with Shaman and her chimpanzee in the midst of the monkeys.




The peccaries and howler monkeys hit the vines like a herd of locusts. It was surprisingly brutal, as peccaries ripped vines to shreds and monkeys dexterously kept the vines from grappling with anything while tossing them in front of peccary tusks.




Shaman swung down and faced Poison Ivy. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that fauna tops flora almost everywhere?”




Catwoman tried to use her bullwhip to blindside Shaman, which was one of the events he had been planning for. He hurled the batarang and sliced through the bullwhip only a couple feet in front of Catwoman’s hand.




Batgirl swung through the air and landed near him. She moved to join him, and she had a batarang in each hand in case of more plants. She glanced over at Shaman and hissed, “Why didn’t you tell me about her? She’s the scariest thing out here!”




Catwoman retreated from him now that her long-range weapon was gone and he had backup. But a hundred-pound chunk of tree came flying her way, and she only barely managed to dodge it with an elaborate, arching backflip that would have made Olympic gymnasts cry in envy.




He hurled another batarang and caught her left heel, so she had to make a mid-air correction on her backflip. Still, the batarang stuck in the heel of her boot, so when she landed on her feet, she fell over. And she said something about it.




Batgirl hissed, “What? Did she just say ‘kitty doesn’t like’? Really?”




He went to the comms. “Selina Kyle Christakos. Orphan. She may be using a codename like Catwoman.”




Batgirl nodded and remembered to use her comms as well. “Right. Tera warned us about her.”




There was more noise off to his left, just as Azure Crush was struggling to her feet at right-center and throwing another hundred-pound chunk of wood at Catwoman like it was a softball. Catwoman dove acrobatically out of the way, but was clearly in trouble against an opponent like Azure Crush.




Ultraman came sprinting into the left edge of the clearing at what Batman was going to estimate as about a hundred fifty miles an hour, and he was carrying Major Carter. Batman wondered if Carter had been able to get a decent breath at that speed.




Ultraman set Carter down and flew across the battlefield at Catwoman. Carter gasped for air but gave Batman a thumbs-up that she was all right. Even if he thought Ultraman had set her down far too close to those peccaries.




Batman decided he really needed to train that boy, even if he was diametrically opposed to the idea of tearing around his town with a ‘teen sidekick.’ Even if said sidekick had flight and super-strength. He had no idea what that other Batman had been thinking.




Catwoman leapt into the air to avoid another chunk of tree, and Ultraman went into a high-speed sprint that was, if anything, even faster than he’d been moving before. He darted over and grabbed Catwoman while she was still in the air.




Catwoman hissed and yowled and slashed with her claws, but Ultraman had already let go of her. In fact, he had tossed her at Azure Crush. Catwoman really didn’t like that outcome. She twisted in mid-air like a cat, and prepared to land on Az claws-first.




But Carter had her right arm extended with her palm out, and Batman could see where she was pointing. A wave of telekinetic force rippled out from her hand and smacked Catwoman in the side. Catwoman went flying sideways. She hit the ground and didn’t move.




Not that Batman was assuming Catwoman was really unconscious, or going to stay unconscious for long. But Poison Ivy was a bigger threat. He spoke into his comm system, “B to Alphabet. Poison Ivy has—”




But Ultraman had already sprinted over and grabbed Poison Ivy by the wrists.




Batman snapped, “B to U! Back—”




Poison Ivy leaned forward and kissed Ultraman.




Batman called over the comms, “Alphabet! Stop her now, be—”




But it was already too late. Poison Ivy smiled into Ultraman’s face and pleaded, “Save me from them!”




Ultraman sprinted over to Azure Crush at an insane speed and punched her, sending her flying backward.







Alex hung onto the GC-Divide antidote she was carrying just in case her Plan D didn’t work on Danielle. Judging by the explosions going on behind her, her plan C had worked maybe a little too well.




Okay. There was the message from Riley. Time to take out a bunch of Orphan supers. A year and a half ago, she would have been panicked at the idea of half a dozen GC-161 cases with extra strength and speed and quickness. A year ago, it would have been a nerve-wracking battle she would have wanted tons of help on. Now it was just another op to plan for.




And she knew how to plan for it. She knew what needed to be done first, and what could be done second, and what wouldn’t work.




She flew around the corner, and nearly crashed into them head-on. Only two flyers, one male and one female, with a guy darting at high speed underneath her to attack her from behind, plus five guys with AKs, two of them able to go silvery on her if she gave them a chance.




She didn’t give any of them a chance. She reached out with her tk.




The male flyer smirked, “So… the world-famous Terawatt!”




The speedster ran into her head-high tk wall with a loud smack, and his unconscious body went flying feet-first. The AK-wielders collapsed to the ground behind the two smug flyers.




The male flyer just kept monologuing. “You dare to pit your powers against the might of The Collective!” He let fireballs blossom around his hands… and then his eyes rolled back in his head from having his carotids squeezed closed for a few seconds. He fell the thirty feet to the ground.




Yep, tk for the shifters and fireguys before they could go silvery or wreck your tk efforts with a big, fiery corona. And not wasting your tk on tk-wielders who could overcome a small tk trick without thinking about it.




Alex let go of all their carotids and glared at the remaining flyer with a pointed finger, “You might want to skip the monologuing and get straight to the part where you surrender.”




The flyer looked over at her unconscious teammates, who could be dead as far as she knew. She gulped. She whirled about in the air and started to yank a handful of weaponry out of her belt with her tk.




Alex was already pointing a finger at her, and just fired off a bolt of lightning that knocked her out of the air. “Yeah, I kinda figured you weren’t the surrender type.”




She spoke into her comms. “T to Alphabet. Orphan supers down except for that electro.”




“Solstice to everybody! I stopped the lightning-thrower! Well, I knocked him down and a dinosaur stopped him. And I have found a second anti-missile battery at map coordinate… umm… A-4. Attacking now!”




Alex nodded to herself. She remembered being like that, and probably sounding like that too. How had Jack managed not to tease her about it? “Terawatt to Ayananta. Good work. I knew you could do it. Now take out that battery.”




She still needed to find Jack and Willow. And what had happened to Hanna?







Jack O’Neill felt the building shake as something relatively near went boom. He was pretty confident that meant his people were bringing it. He was wondering whether Finn or the Batman had figured it all out, but he was going to have to be Captain Nice with the guards until he got a chance to do something violent. Of the violence, as someone might say.




And if they’d hurt Willow, he was going to level this place.




The two guards kept an eye on him, even while they were obviously sweating the whole ‘we are under attack’ deal. He smiled at them, “You knew the job was dangerous when you took it, Fred.”




They ignored him. “Ooh, tough crowd, tough crowd.” If he’d been wearing a tie, he would have pretended he was adjusting the knot.




There was a bigger boom, which shook the building enough that he almost fell over. He wondered if someone had managed to get Terawatt back into the game. If she came back just because of him and Willow, and she got hurt because she wasn’t ready to be back, he was going to do something drastic. But if this made Alex go all Anakin Skywalker after losing Shar, then he might not be able to do anything drastic enough to save her.




The two guards led him into a huge ‘conference room’ that looked like it was for the really fancy meetings. There was a long teak conference table surrounded by nice office chairs. The outer wall was all tinted glass looking out over the drop-off, with fog curling over the outer wall to hide the building. There was even a fancy handrail all across the outer wall that looked like teak with really expensive inlays. And there was a fancy projector mounted on the ceiling that would project onto the white inner wall next to the fancy electronic whiteboard. At the far end of the room there was a cabinet that was probably full of conferencing crap, like whiteboard markers and erasers, and projector controls, and maybe even computer systems or audio-visual systems. He figured it would all be state of the art.




One guard dashed out when the next explosion went off, and the other guard pointed at a chair for Jack to sit in. And that guard had a sidearm. So… the first order of business was getting that guard to step too close to him.




He walked over to the chair and yanked it back from the table. He made sure to tug it just a bit too much, so it rolled too far. Then he sat down without looking. He managed to hit the edge of the chair seat, so he fell to the floor and the chair tipped over on him.




“My back!” he gasped.




The guard actually fell for it. It was maybe the fourth-oldest trick… in the book. And the guy fell for it. He hurried over and lifted the chair off him, and got a kick in the face for his troubles. Followed by a kick in the balls.




Followed by a leg sweep and two more kicks.




But the guy was still not down for the count, and he tried rolling away. Jack didn’t dare let the guy get any separation. Not when there was a sidearm only inches away from where the guy’s hands were more or less welded to his balls. And Jack was still lying on his back.




Jack kicked off against the table leg and shot across the polished floor to catch up with his guard before the guy could try anything.




The explosion felt like it came from the room immediately underneath them. And the building didn’t shake. It broke in half.




The entire room tilted insanely, and Jack scrabbled at the polished floor, trying to find a handhold. Or a sticky spot. Or anything. The best he could do was his Wiley Coyote imitation, which wasn’t really helping. The guard went sliding down the incline. So did the entire table, and every chair around it.




The massive conference table hit the window wall at way over the posted speed limit and shattered the entire length of glass before shooting out into freefall. The guard slid through the shattered opening and vanished out of sight.




“Jack!”




But he was too busy trying to find something to grab for him to look up. He still couldn’t stop his slide down toward the edge. He couldn’t find anything to latch onto. He slid through where the window wall used to be and he started a 4000 foot fall.




A grip like steel caught him around his wrist. He looked up to find Willow holding his wrist and hanging from the cracked handrail by her calves.




He gave her a smile. “Come here often?”







Willow ignored Jack’s smart-aleckiness and hung on desperately. She only had one hand on him, and she didn’t have a great hold on the handrail, which felt way too polished for her peace of mind. And she was trying to look at Jack’s face instead of what was below him, because there was nothing below him for almost a mile, except some stuff falling to its doom.




The stupid tepui should have had convenient handholds or maybe little ledges or something, but there was nothing. She was looking at a four thousand foot drop onto rock and other really hard stuff. Not that anything would be soft enough after four thousand feet of freefall, even if she spread out flat and managed to achieve a terminal velocity of only about a hundred twenty miles an hour, instead of what she’d get if she did the head-first dive, which… she did the calculations in her head and came up with something more like a hundred eighty miles an hour. If she was using the right equation, since she wasn’t Sam Carter.




Jack insisted, “Will, just let me go. You have pretty much zero chance of pulling both of us up, but if it’s just you, I think you can pull yourself up onto that handrail and climb over to the side wall and maybe even find some way to climb up to the doorway.”




Stupid self-sacrificing hero-type. She stared into his gorgeous eyes and glared, “There is no way in hell I’m letting you go, mister. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me!”




He glanced down and then stared into her eyes. “Don’t be stupid about this. Just face facts, for once!”




She scowled, “Hell no! Alex said we’re gonna continue to do wonderful things together! So shut up and start doing some wonderful rescuing! If you help, I’m sure I can pull you up high enough you can get a grip on the handrail too!”




Okay, she had no idea how they were going to get up the smooth wall to anything approaching safety. Not that she was going to let that stop her. All she had to do was an inverted sit-up. Alex did dozens every morning. So what if there were two hundred pounds of smart-alecky dead weight to lift along with all of her?




Another tremor hit the whole building. She peeked upward and saw one of the heavy wall units on the side wall suddenly break loose. It went careening along the wall and out through the window where the handrail was connected to the wall.




The handrail shattered, and the piece she had her legs around was suddenly loose. The two of them dropped into freefall.




Jack yelled, “Help Mister Wizard, help!”




Willow hadn’t thought he’d die being all snarky, but it sure looked like it was about to happen.




232. Half the Battle



Batgirl moved as soon as Batman hissed, “Pattern Delta!”




Bruce had been pretty concerned about her going into the crime-fighting business. Well, Batman had been gruff and concerned. Bruce had been terrified she’d get hurt or killed. Batman was an implacable force against evil. Bruce was a guy who had lost the people he loved, and who tried to keep the world at arm’s length because he could deal with being shot or stabbed a lot easier than he could deal with having his heart broken again.




That was when she had realized that Bruce had fallen for her, and she could have gotten him to do anything — anything except giving up being Batman — if she had just promised not to be Batgirl.




But Bruce was the only person out there trying to save New York City from supercrime, and he needed her support. So she had gotten him to work with her. He was awesome at martial arts, and amazing at deduction, and stunning at planning. So she had listened to him, and trained with him, and learned from him.




One thing he had insisted on was proper evasive maneuvers. If someone was firing a gun at her, or hurling energy bolts at her, or throwing manhole covers at her, she needed to be able to dodge, and dodge repeatedly. So he had designed evasive patterns based on how humans moved, and what humans unconsciously expected other people to do.




She dodged to her right and used a grapple to go straight up, quickly followed by a move back to her left using her other grapple.




And Pattern Delta saved her life, because a five hundred pound boulder went flying through the spot she’d been just a second before.




She was pretty sure she could take Poison Ivy. She even had a little bat-gasmask for Ivy’s breath and her pod-plants. She was pretty good with her batarangs if she did say so herself, so she didn’t have to get close to Ivy to take her down. But she was absolutely sure that she was never going to be able to take down someone like Ultraman or Terawatt. Even if Alex Mack seemed like a sweet girl who couldn’t possibly be dangerous.




Ultraman hurled two chunks of tree at Batman.




But she knew Batman was too good to get caught like that. He did one of the moves he had shown her. He had already tilted his head and moved his cape so it looked like he was over-committing to his left. Then, when Ultraman threw the chunks where he thought Batman was going, he missed by a mile.




Ultraman flew into the air toward Shaman, and suddenly the air rippled in a narrow cone. Major Carter blasted him out of the sky when she knew he was at his slowest.




Batgirl was going to have to remember that Carter was dangerously sharp, and could apply her brains in a high-stress environment, just like Batman. Batgirl didn’t see how anyone could be a gorgeous blonde and also a celebrated fighter pilot and also a genius astrophysicist and also a famous astronaut and also an expert at this type of battle. But Carter was doing it all.




Ultraman was slammed backward about thirty feet, but he didn’t crash into the ground. He caught himself a couple yards up, and he darted to one side to avoid a batarang from Batman.




Batgirl wondered why Ultraman dodged something that couldn’t hurt him. She figured it was instinct. She didn’t wonder why Batman had thrown something that wouldn’t hurt Ultraman. She knew Batman had a reason. He always had a reason.




And there it was. The batarang was a distraction. Azure Crush came up off the ground and grabbed Ultraman by the ankle. She tried to slam him into the ground.




It didn’t work. Ultraman just lifted off, taking her with him.




But she wouldn’t let go. He kicked her hand with his super-strength. He bent over and punched her arm. He went super-speed and rained down dozen of punches on her arm. But she was stronger than he was, and maybe even tougher than he was, so he couldn’t make her let go.




Azure Crush grabbed his knee with her other hand and pulled herself up his body. Ultraman yelled in pain. He kept punching at her, but Batgirl could tell that Ultraman had no martial arts training.




Batman pulled what looked like a small raygun out of the back of his utility belt and carefully lined it up. Bruce had explained about the ray: he was certain that Ultraman had to be Andrew Clements, which meant he had to have gotten his powers from a biophysicist named Jeffcoate who still published in all the right journals, which meant that Bruce had a solid idea on how Ultraman’s powers worked, which meant that energy beams of certain types ought to knock out Ultraman’s powers for a few seconds. And Bruce Paine could get the technology to build a handheld beam generator that would do the job at a short distance. In theory.




Batman ran closer and took the shot while Ultraman was busy concentrating on Azure Crush.




Ultraman dropped like he’d lost his powers. The two of them fell thirty feet and crashed to the ground. Azure Crush got right back up and smacked him to make sure he’d stay down.




It had actually worked. Bruce had beaten someone like Ultraman with his brain. Batgirl scowled at Batman, “Are you prepared for EVERYTHING in the world?”




She knew he was going to ignore her and direct their forces against Poison Ivy and her plants. But Ivy didn’t bring a wave of plants at them. Ivy suddenly whirled to face the tepui, and she screamed in horror.




Trees shook and toppled over. Something was rushing right toward them. Something massive.




“NO!” Ivy screamed again, just as the trees Batgirl could see suddenly went down in a shivering curtain. And hundreds of tons of red blob oozed at them at thirty miles an hour.




Ivy stood right in front of the blob and yelled, “Stop! Stop hurting my babies!”




It didn’t work. Batgirl didn’t think anyone was expecting it to work. Maybe not even Ivy.




Azure Crush ripped a non-Ivy’ed tree loose from the soil and whirled around like it was time for the Olympic hammer throw. She hurled the entire tree right into the blob.




The tree punched a hole deep into the thing, but it kept moving relentlessly forward. Even worse, it simply rolled forward, absorbing the tree and filling in the gaping hole.




Batgirl heard over her comm system, “Batman to Az. Do not throw anything organic. Boulders only.”




Poison Ivy still hadn’t moved. Ivy focused as hard as she could and screamed, “STOP! I command you!”




It sped up, aiming right for her. Ivy didn’t even try to get out of its way. She extended her arms forward and leaned toward it, as if she could control it by her sheer strength of will.




A blast of telekinetic force seared into it, punching a circle fifteen feet across and ten feet deep. It just kept rolling forward, burying the crater within its immense mass.




Batman came swinging across from her right, holding onto a single grapple with his left arm. He snatched Poison Ivy off the ground only seconds before she would have been overrun.




“Batman here. Shaman, get all your animals out of range. Az, if Ultra gets back up, make sure he only throws boulders and nothing organic. Carter, you’re our most effective weapon right now, so keep it up.”




Batgirl threw an explosive batarang into the ground just at the edge of the mass. The explosion burned it in a small area, but it simply ‘ate’ the damaged portion and kept rolling forward.




Batman swung back to the right, hurling a gas bomb and two different toxin bombs at the thing. None of them did any good.




Carter blasted two more craters into the surface of the blob, but neither seemed to have any real effect. Batgirl noticed that Carter looked exhausted from the effort. She made a mental note to keep an eye on Carter in case the woman was about to collapse.




A boulder smashed into the blob from the right. Batgirl distinctly heard Az yell, “Take that, ya fuckin’ snotball!”




Then two boulders smashed into the blob, followed by a treetrunk, another boulder, a tree, and another boulder. Ultraman was on his feet and hurling debris at superspeed. But the trees were just feeding the thing, and the boulders weren’t really stopping it.




Batgirl heard Batman snap over the comm system, “Batman to U, get everything edible out of its path. Stop throwing it food.”




Ultraman gave Batman a thumbs-up instead of replying over the comm system, and sprinted over to rip dozens of trees and shrubs out of the blob’s path, using the brush to herd all the peccaries away from the thing.




Major Carter asked over the comms, “Anybody got ten kiloliters of liquid helium in their utility belt?” Batgirl bit the inside of her lip so she wouldn’t laugh, because that would make a certain bat-someone really grouchy.




Batman landed beside Batgirl. He growled, “Am I prepared for everything in the world? I think we’re about to find out the answer to that one.” He spoke into the comm system, “Batman to reserves. Come in please.”







Alex darted backward as the whole building exploded. It looked like the whole outside half of the building was tilting off the edge of the tepui. She really hoped no one was standing around underneath it.




And then she heard it. “Help Mister Wizard, help!”




There was only one person on earth who’d yell that. She darted over toward the edge as fast as she could, and… Oh crud!




It wasn’t just Jack. It was Jack and Willow both, and they were falling to their deaths.




She flew straight down the face of the tepui, pushing herself hard so she was going way faster than Jack and Willow were falling. She had to dodge a bunch of other junk that was on its way down, but she had four thousand feet to catch up with her friends. And everything else was effectively holding still while she flew straight down past it all.




Willow was hanging onto Jack for all she was worth, so that made things easier. Alex caught up with them and pulled both of them into her morph.




The only problem was she couldn’t fly with that much extra weight. She could easily fly with just Willow. She could probably fly with just Jack, although it would be pretty iffy, and she knew she couldn’t manage it if he was packing his usual loadout for an op. Willow and Jack together like this? That was probably about a hundred thirty pounds more than she could lift when she was already lifting herself.




So… parachute time. She’d looked up some stuff on parachute sizes after that mess with the ICBM, so she was sure she could parachute down with the extra weight. She flattened her silvery form out as much as she could, so she was maybe ten or eleven feet across.




Well, she was sure she could do it, right up until the horrible crumbling sound above her. She was silvery, so she could see above her too, and so she had a really icky view as the whole side of the building above her gave way. It and maybe fifty vertical feet of the tepui under it just toppled over and fell. Right toward her.




She was parachuting, which meant that the whole ginormous thing would fall way faster than her, and smack her out of the air, and smash her like a pancake when it hammered her into the ground.




Or she could tilt her ‘parachute’ and coast far enough away from the tepui that the building would miss her. Or…




Or she could try something else first. She pulled upward as hard as she could and let the side of the building catch up with her. They were dropping fast, but she still had over two thousand feet before she hit the ground and got her friends horribly killed if she was wrong about this. She let the building press her downward, and then she used all her tk on the building.




She focused on one big picture window. She used her tk to pull apart all the woodwork and framing around the window, so she could get at the thing. Once she had it separated, she could see it was a fancy triple-pane window. So she used her tk to pull it apart and get at the middle sheet of glass. Then she turned that pane sideways and diagonally so it could fit through the opening where it had been sitting in the windowframe, and she pulled upward on it and her morph.




The building started dropping out from under her. It was still falling at something close to its terminal velocity, while she was parachuting again, only with a big sheet of glass added to the weight she was fighting.




She couldn’t make a nice, aerodynamic wing-shape on her own because she didn’t have that kind of control over her morph. But she could flatten herself out against one side of the glass. She slid to one side so she made a rounded bulge at one edge of the glass, and then she squeezed herself as thin as she could toward the back edge of the glass. That made her bulge the front edge of her ‘wing’ and the thin side the rear edge of her wing. She tilted the glass so it wasn’t strictly horizontal, but had an angle of attack of maybe twenty degrees. And she used all her tk to push herself ‘forward’.




And she had lift. She actually had lift! She had a lot of lift, because she had a big angle of attack, and a huge thrust-to-weight ratio. She’d looked it up after she’d been up to the ISS in that DragonX and then flown through space. Modern high-performance fighter jets usually had a thrust-to-weight ratio around one. She didn’t need that kind of maneuverability. Well, she was really hoping she didn’t. But a Boeing 767 had a thrust-to-weight ratio of maybe 0.16 and it could still fly. With Jack and Willow in her morph, she figured she had a thrust-to-weight ratio between 0.7 and 0.8, and she was figuring the sheet of glass was big enough that her wing loading was getting down near the numbers for gliders, so she was actually, really flying. Like a jet. Like a passenger jet.




Even though she was silvery, she still felt herself smiling like a goofball.




She soared in a wide curve, jetting higher as she swooped around back toward the summit of the tepui. Once she rose above the level of the tepui, she began looking for threats, and a safe place to land. She gave the buildings a wide berth. One had just fallen apart and tried to squish her, another one looked like several huge bombs had gone off in it, one was on fire, and the last one looked like it had been in a major earthquake.




She decided that she had better land in the courtyard area. She hoped that when she touched down, she didn’t shatter the glass and cut anyone.




As she came in for a landing, she spotted what was left of the fourth anti-missile system. The building that was a roaring inferno had lost its false roof, and she could see the remains of a heliport and two S-400 anti-missile systems and two anti-air systems. Everything in there was on fire, and rocket fuel periodically exploded, further ruining the upper floors of the building. She managed to land without shattering the pane of glass, and when she let Jack and Willow out of her morph, they were fine. Even if they both took big gulps of air.




Ayananta swooped in proudly and landed beside Alex. “Terawatt! Hello!”




Alex couldn’t help smiling. Had she been this enthusiastic and excited when she started out? “Ayananta. I’m glad you could come, and thanks for all your contributions.”




But Ayananta was too psyched to let it go. She babbled, “I found two anti-missile systems in the jungle, and I destroyed both! I also destroyed seven fog generators and I injured one T. rex! Oh, and I fought a flying, lightning-throwing Orphan. But he was not as impressive as you are!”




Alex patted her on the shoulder and said, “Great job. Thank you. Now let’s see what else we need to do.”







Victor Cready listened over the speaker in front of him. They had already figured out that there wasn’t a comm system that would hold up to the temperatures he cranked out.




“Batman to reserves. Come in please.”




He glanced over beside him and said, “Reserves here. Situation?”




“Batman here. We have another Downingtown blob. Estimated size: two hundred seventy tons and growing. We need both of you in Delta arrangement.”




“On our way. Out.”




Cready stood up in the cargo area of the chopper. He hadn’t thought Terawatt could do much more for him, but he’d been stupidly wrong. Again. She had gotten some hotshot general named O’Neill to get him out of jail on some sort of special release, and then she’d gotten some big-brain chemist at the Paradise Valley Chemical plant to do a dose-and-antidote thing with him until he had more control on his power. He could turn off his fire when he wanted to, and he could control what parts of him were on fire, and most important of all, he could just barely stand the pain when he was aflame.




But this was even better. He was going to be flying into battle with his own personal icepack.







Tsurara stood up next to the large man. She had not thought that Terawatt would come through for her yet again, but this was amazing. Victor kept feeding her heat every time the helicopter heater wasn’t adequate, and so she felt warm. She could tell that it hurt him, but they had figured out that when she touched him and he set just that part of himself afire, it didn’t hurt him and it truly helped her. So they were sitting in the helicopter, flying into a battlezone, and holding hands while sitting so that their arms pressed against each other. It was intensely personal, and embarrassingly pleasant.




And he spoke Japanese too. Not well, but far better than she expected a gaijin to do. He said he spoke eleven languages besides English because he had been an international mercenary for a number of years. That was both intimidating and… exciting. She had never imagined that someone like her might someday sit like this with a ronin.




She stood up next to him and let him wrap his arms around her. Even fully clothed, this was not proper in public, and yet she was enjoying it quite a lot. He was also perhaps the only man on earth who could hold her like this and not get an instant case of frostbite. Or be turned into a block of ice.




He could also fly while holding her, which was amazing, and thrilling. It was also terrifying, but she had refused to admit that to anyone except herself. Although she might have screamed the first time he lifted her into the air and soared around the Batman’s helicopter.




He held her tightly and burst into flame as he leapt out of the Chinook. She could ‘ice down’ everywhere she touched him and help him with the pain of his powers, and yet he still had more than enough telekinesis to fly both of them around. He raced forward at a speed that made her eyes water and forced her to press her face against his chest so she could breathe. But they had miles to go, when the Chinook had to stay far enough from the tepui that it would not be blasted out of the sky. She just hoped that the heat of his flames would not make the two of them an easy target for heat-seeking missiles.




She knew they would be at the tepui in a very short time. And then they would be fighting something much bigger than that blob monster that was so dangerous it required Terawatt to stop it. She just told herself that the Batman had this all planned out.







Maggie Walsh stood where Hanna could look up at her, and carefully explained, “You still don’t understand, dear. I—”




She felt the vibration in her feet a split second before the building exploded. It literally felt like at least one of her labs had just had everything flammable or explosive in it ignited all at once. The blast ripped through the floor and the wall and slapped her forward like she was a golfball. And it was Jack Nicklaus.




The picture window would have shredded her, but it wasn’t intact by the time she was hurled that far. The balcony railing would have crushed her, but it was gone by the time she was hurled past it. She went flying out of the building and over the courtyard.




She landed on her back, in the garden area on the far side of the courtyard. The impact knocked the wind out of her, but she knew that was a temporary effect, no matter how painful it felt. Some of the other pain wasn’t transitory.




She could see that something had hit the wall separating the garden from her jungle, and now a four foot wide ‘V’ was smashed out of the wall. Her wall was shattered, just as her body was.




She began assessing her physical status. She couldn’t feel her legs. She had a broken or at least damaged spine. Based on what she could and could not feel, it was probably a T9 or T10 injury. That was less than encouraging.




She could still feel pain above the injury, though. Her right arm was missing from her elbow down, and burned until the wound was essentially cauterized. There were drastic burns all over her back and the back of her head. Lying on those burns was agony, but she couldn’t turn over.




She could probably survive this, but she knew she would be in a hospital bed in a prison forever. They would never let her have the biochem research facilities needed to work out how to re-grow spinal damage or a limb, not when she would need access to hundreds of different genomes. She would rather be dead.




And then she heard it.




Chirrr.




Chirrup? Chirrr.




Four raptors slipped out of the jungle, through the break in the wall, and immediately spotted her. She assumed that the scent coming off her burnt skin would be extremely easy for them to track.




The four of them cautiously moved to surround her body. They all sniffed her and then looked around at the compound. One moved even closer to her face.




She looked up into the raptor’s face and smiled, “Clever girl.”




The raptor moved forward until its mouth was inches from her face. She reached up with her one good limb, despite the pain of the burns, and stroked its muzzle.




Chirrr?




She purred, “My pretty, pretty baby. I have one last thing for you to do.” She turned her head so her neck was exposed as much as possible. “Right here, please.”




Chirrurr!




“I know, but this is for mommy.”




The raptor sunk its teeth into her neck, neatly severing her carotid and jugular on that side.




It didn’t hurt quite as much as she had anticipa—







Chirrrr!!




Riley heard the awful wailing and ran to where he could look down at the courtyard.




There were dinosaurs slipping through the hole in the broken exterior wall. Vicious-looking raptors that looked like your worst nightmare. A dozen of them had gathered around a broken, burned body. And they weren’t eating it. They were…




He felt a sick sense of horror as he realized that they were guarding it.




Chirrrr!! Chirrrr!!




He left the mourners to their funeral, as the only beings who would mourn the passing of Margaret K. Walsh sobbed in their own inhuman way.







Jo sprinted along the corridor and then slid on her back across the intersection. Someone was on the ball and managed to get a couple shots off before she was past the hallway, but they had started out firing at chest height. By the time they corrected enough, she was out of sight. Still, they were armed, and they didn’t have to see her to kill her.




She quickly signaled to Clare that there were two fighters with heavy armament. But Clare was already taking the opportunity to use Jo’s distraction. Clare leaned around the corner just long enough to fire her M32.




Grenades in closed hallways? Not good. Not of the good, as a certain bride would say.




Jo opened her mouth and tried to get her hands over her ears before the grenade detonated, but no one was that fast, except possibly speedsters. The HE grenade exploded, probably exactly where Clare was aiming, and the shockwave smacked into her like a truck. Like a painfully loud truck.




Clare pulled out a spec ops periscope and checked the hallway.




Jo muttered to herself, “Now she pulls out the fucking peri.”




Clare said something, but Jo’s hearing wasn’t back yet. So Clare gave her a thumbs-up and a hand signal to advance.




All they had to do was get past every guard and soldier, and then get the security doors open so they could get out of the underground areas up to where Jo had some allies she could actually trust.







Hanna waited patiently.




The room had been blasted apart. The ceiling could fall at any moment. The room was on fire, and the fire was spreading directly toward her. The searing heat was incredible.




She looked around the room and waited. The rug had caught fire, and so it was only a matter of time before the fire reached her feet. Then her legs. Then… other parts.




She knew it was going to hurt. A lot. But she still couldn’t move. So she had to lie there and just… wait. Wait while the fire got closer. And closer. The fire was licking at the sole of her left boot, sending scorching heat into her foot.




It was really annoying.




Oh, she knew it was supposed to be horrifying. Like those stupid slasher movies Cindy liked to watch so she could scream and hug Grover and then have endorphin-enhanced sex right afterward. Hanna still didn’t think there was any other reason anyone would watch such stupid movies. But the fire just wasn’t scary. Not like Maggie Walsh was.




How was she supposed to tell mom she was part Maggie Walsh and part Code Walsh? Her mom already knew she had plenty of non-human stuffed into her genome. But predator dinosaur? And Maggie Walsh?




How was she supposed to tell Charlie?




She lay there, refusing to move from the pain as her pants cuff caught on fire.




The ceiling light shorted out, as some of the wiring finally got hot enough that the insulation melted. Or maybe the metal of the wiring actually melted. She sort of wanted to know. But the important part was some of the electrical power in the room was down.




She moved her arm.




She was expecting a vicious electrical shock, but nothing happened. The power to the weapon was finally out. She yanked her legs up into the air and did a roll away from the fire, landing smoothly on her feet. She stomped her left boot until the sole was no longer on fire, and she tore off her pants leg from the knee down, where it was on fire. She beat out the flames elsewhere on her shoe, because she was planning on keeping it for the rest of the op. Then she unbuckled the strap around her neck.




The sharp blade didn’t come out. There were barbs or something holding it in place.




Oh well. She yanked harder. It tore free, ripping her flesh as it came out. She put her hand back there, and it wasn’t bleeding all that badly. She’d been hurt a lot worse. She’d been hurt a lot worse and just kept going for days. And Charlie did not care that she had some scars.




She pushed herself to her feet and stepped to the huge hole that had once been the outer wall and a balcony. She used her grapples to grab a gutter and pull herself up to the roof. She considered moving down to the courtyard and seeing if the dinosaurs would fight or flee. She thought they would be challenging to fight, and she doubted they would abandon Maggie Walsh’s body. She wondered if she would stay there like the dinosaurs if Maggie Walsh had raised her from infancy like she had probably raised those creatures. She wondered if Marissa Weigler had accidentally done her an enormous favor by committing crimes that guaranteed she was raised far from where Maggie could reach her.




“Action Girl, come in. This is Terawatt.”




“Terawatt, this is A.G. Walsh is down.”




“I’ve got Pinkie Pie and Twilight Sparkle, and they could use some backup while I go check on Atron.”




Hanna leaned over the edge of the roof to get a look, and she spotted where Jack and Willow were standing. They were about as safe as they could be while they were still on this tepui, but that was not safe enough with exploding buildings and invading dinosaurs and maybe other Maggie Walsh surprises lurking nearby. “A.G. to Terawatt. Moving to guard them now.”




She leapt off the roof and hooked a grapple much farther down the gutter of the building. That let her swing well off toward the general and Willow.




Well, maybe some of the raptors would decide to come after her, and she’d get to fight them.




Or maybe something bigger would squeeze through that crack in the outer wall! Surely Jack would tell her to protect Willow. This might be really challenging!




She started thinking about ways to fight a Tyrannosaurus with a pair of grapples. She just knew Jack would ask her why she was smiling.







Alex darted back to what was left of the building where Danielle Atron had tried to ambush her. There wasn’t much left. It looked like several different explosions had gone off inside the building and had blown the roof and walls all over the surrounding area. There were some flickering fires and some smoking messes, but there was nothing aflame in the center of the wreckage.




In the middle of the building, down in what had been that gym-sized room, were two identical-looking people. One was sitting in the rubble, weeping and holding the corpse of the other.




Bad Danielle wouldn’t have wept over anyone’s body. Alex wasn’t even sure Danielle could cry for someone. That made this one Good Danielle.




Alex drifted down until she was only a couple feet above the wreckage. “Danielle? We have to go.”




“No.” She looked up at Alex. “Why aren’t you killing me? I’m a monster. I… We killed those people. We would have killed you without caring a bit. We were going to poison millions of Americans just for some stupid money.”




Alex gently pointed out, “That wasn’t you. That was her. You’re not her. You’re her opposite.”




“I’m still D.R. Atron. I’m still responsible for… for everything we did.”




Alex tried again, “Danielle, you have to—”




“Stop calling me that!” the woman snapped. “I can’t stand hearing that name! Call me anything else. Hey you… bitch… anything. Just… I don’t want to be Danielle.”




Alex thought about a small boy and softly said, “How about Dani? Is that okay?”




Atron just nodded her head a couple inches. “I’m so sorry. I was so horrible to your dad, and to your sister, and to you… I really would have captured you and tortured you and dissected you, just to find out the truth about GC-161. I really would have killed your mom and dad and boyfriend in Bakersfield. You and your whole family ought to hate me. You should just kill me. The world would be a much better place without people like me and Walsh and…” Her head snapped up and a look of abject horror passed over it. “The bombs! I planted GC-161 bombs in the HVAC systems for all of the surface buildings and also the underground structure! We’ve got to stop them before they go off and kill every Orphan here.”




“How long do we have?” Alex checked. “And will this variant give powers to all the exposed regular humans?”




‘Dani’ looked around. “What time is it? I’ve been resetting the timers to twenty-four hours every day since Walsh’s people came up with that van der Waals force disruptor. They’ve got at least two full-sized disruptor cannons mounted as part of the building defenses. I know Walsh was planning on using one on me sooner or later.”




Alex checked her tPhone. “Two twenty-one local time.”




Dani winced, “We only have until three o’clock.” She looked around at the ruins of the building. “At least we won’t have to worry about the HVAC system for this one. But we’ve got to stop the others. If they haven’t already been destroyed. They’re a tank of GC-161 and a tank of O2 and an aerosol injector on a simple battery-powered timer. If the timer gets crushed, or the injector, or either tank, it’s disarmed, but we don’t want the GC-161 getting on anyone if that tank’s leaking.”




Alex asked, “Any boobytraps?”




Dani shook her head no. “Just a rudimentary one, so if you do the obvious and disconnect the battery, it’ll go off. No one but me — or you — could get into the ductwork to get at them, and no one but me knew where they were planted, or even that they were planted.”




Alex pointed out, “Walsh probably guessed.”




Dani shrugged. “Maybe. I… The other me really didn’t like her and didn’t think she was smart enough to figure it out, but you’re probably right.”




233. Final Battle



Alex asked again, “Is this variant of GC-161 going to affect regular people?”




Dani said, “It’s GC-161-III, so it should. It’s more toxic than usual to Orphans, so you should clear your Orphan soldiers out of here.” Alex just looked at her. “Unless you already got George and your sister to work up a non-toxic antidote for your Orphans.” She carefully set Danielle’s body down and gently closed its eyes. “She really hated you, you know. She blamed you for everything, which wasn’t rational. She blamed you and George and Annie for the project leaks… but it couldn’t have been any of you, could it? At least two of the leaks were files that no one saw except her and Lars and…” She looked up in shock. “Dave Watt? Dave Watt outsmarted her?”




Alex carefully said, “I think it wasn’t so much that Dave outsmarted her, as she and Lars had such a low opinion of him that they didn’t take any precautions around him.”




Dani slowly shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. I was a horrible person and I deserved everything that happened to me. Including…” She looked unhappily at the corpse of Danielle R. Atron. “This is what I deserve. Not getting to walk away, with Terawatt telling me it wasn’t my fault.”




Alex pushed, “Maybe some things weren’t your fault, but it will definitely be your fault if you just sit here instead of helping me get those bombs disarmed! So get up and let’s get moving!”




It actually worked. Dani nodded miserably, “Right. You’re right.” And she got up. She didn’t fly, but she went silvery and puddled out of the wreckage of the building.




They didn’t have to check the building they were in. There wasn’t enough left of it to count as ‘building’ anymore, and the area that had held the bomb was less ‘rubble’ and more ‘disintegrated by massive explosion.’ The building that had fallen off the side of the tepui had already taken care of its bomb by dropping it four thousand feet. The building that was on fire was a little harder to check through, but they found that the tank of GC-161 had been roasted until the GC-161 was nothing but constituent chemicals. That left two still-live bombs.




And dinosaurs. Dani followed her over to where the dinosaurs were standing around… Oh crud, was that Maggie Walsh? That looked horrible! Alex didn’t like Maggie, but no one deserved to be smashed onto concrete like that and have your arm hacked off and get horribly burned and then have your throat ripped out by dinosaurs.




Okay, maybe there were a couple people who deserved something like that.




Dani said, “This isn’t going to be easy. Those theropods aren’t going to go quietly. We’ll have to hurl them one by one over the wall and fight off anything trying to get back through that crack.”




Alex thought for a second and disagreed, “No. We only need to move Maggie’s body through the crack, let them follow, and then block the crack after them.”




Dani stared at her and frowned, “You’re a lot smarter than I ever realized. I should have assumed that you could be somewhere near Annie Mack’s intelligence, if not higher.”




Alex said, “I just have more experience with this type of problem than normal people.”




Dani rolled her eyes a little. “You mean ‘more than anyone else on Earth’ don’t you?”




“Well… maybe.”




Alex didn’t move. She used her tk and lifted Maggie’s body. Then she slowly floated it through the crack, to the consternation of the dinos. They jumped and leapt about as they hurried after it. Then, once she had the body a good forty feet on the other side of the wall, Dani used her tk to pick up several tons of ruined building and stuff it into the crack. They piled some more debris on their side of the wall, just to make sure the debris couldn’t be pushed aside by a hungry T. rex or something.




“There, all done and no fighting to the death with raptors,” Alex smiled.




Hanna complained over the comms, “I never get to do the fun stuff!”




Dani turned silvery and puddled into the fourth building. Alex followed in her own silvery form. It only took them a few seconds to telekinetically rip a vent off a wall and puddle down ducts to where the fourth bomb sat. Alex disarmed the bomb and pulled the tank of GC-161 into her morph. Then they were heading downstairs and toward the fifth bomb. Everything was going pretty well, except they were running short on time.




Dani rushed over to a door that looked like a bank vault. It was about four feet wide and seven feet high and solid metal, with a control pad and a retinal scanner and a hand scanner embedded in the wall to the left. Dani admitted, “I haven’t been able to get into their underground section except by riding in the maids’ carts one time when they were careless, and I’ve been resetting it electronically every day… only all the broadcasting equipment is in melted fragments now and I don’t have my notes on the 64-digit security codes. The door’s about a foot thick and around seven tons, plus it’s got security bolts all around its perimeter. I can’t budge it. I think they wanted to make sure they could stop you or Azure Crush.”




Alex just nodded. She wasn’t going to discuss how strong her tk really was, especially when she was in the middle of an Orphan stronghold and a security camera was pointing right at her. There was no way she could budge that door, or even the bolts holding it to the frame. But she didn’t think she needed to.




She looked up at the camera and tried to sound like she was calm and in charge. “Are you listening to our conversation yet?”




A voice she didn’t recognize snapped, “Terawatt. And we knew we couldn’t trust that malevolent bitch Atron.”




Dani whispered so softly Alex almost didn’t hear it. “Sorry.”




Alex just put her hands on her hips in her ‘overconfident superheroine’ pose. “Then you should be unsurprised that Danielle Atron planted a bomb inside your underground system one time when she used her silvery form to sneak inside by riding in one of your maid carts. She’s been resetting the bomb’s timer every day, and you only have minutes before it triggers a release of aerosolized GC-161 that will kill every Orphan in there. If you let us in, we can deactivate it.”




“Oh right. That’s completely believable,” the voice replied in a rude tone. “What’s more likely? Terawatt wants to get in here to kill us all and makes up a stupid lie, or Terawatt wants to save her enemies out of the goodness of her heart and there just happens to be a bomb that will kill all of us conveniently soon?”




Crud, she hated it when people thought she was just another creep. Even if they were creeps already. “I do not kill people. You should know that. Your only chance here is surrendering to me, so the armed forces already here and on their way don’t have to shoot you.”




“No one’s getting through our entry doors, and we have our own sealed HVAC system and our own water supply. Forget it, honey.”




She tried again. “You’re acting like you’re a mile underground, under NORAD or something like that. You’re not. You’re pretty close to the surface of a four thousand foot tepui that a single ICBM can turn into a thousand feet of tepui and three thousand feet of radioactive boulders. And you have no more anti-missile or anti-aircraft defenses.”




Dani added, “If that’s not scary enough, consider that the GC-161 will kill you, but will also give a significant percentage of your non-Orphan underlings superpowers. Any of you who survive in there are going to get turned into the slaves of the people you have in there as your servants.”




Alex glanced over at Dani and tapped the back of her wrist. Dani got it right away that Alex was worried about the time, but didn’t have a watch either. And there wasn’t a clock in the hall. Dani shrugged at Alex.




Dani tried again. “It’s a tank of GC-161 and a tank of O2 with a mixing nozzle and an aerosolizing jet, all hooked up to a power cord and an electronic timer that has a small wireless connection on it. It’s booby-trapped. But the power cord goes back down the duct about thirty feet to the HVAC outflow. If you just send someone down to the bottom level and get into the HVAC system and disconnect that power cord, the system will only have a few minutes of battery power. And you might be able to drag the whole system back down the duct to where an Orphan could get at it. You only have a couple minutes before it triggers.”




The voice argued, “It’s more likely you just want us to set off your boobytrap since you don’t have a way to trigger it. We’ll consider what you said.” The sound cut off.




Alex muttered, “Any other options? I don’t think they’re going to trust either of us enough to try and disarm the bomb.”




She stood in front of the door and tried to feel the security bolts holding the door in place. They wouldn’t budge. There were big mechanical systems locking them in place. She tried feeling inside the scanners and the control pad, but it felt like strictly electronic stuff. She even used her tk to pull the control pad apart from the inside so she could try sending electrical signals into the wires behind it. That didn’t work either. She probably had to send some tricky electrical sequence to make it work. She finally gave up and hit the exposed wires with enough amperage to fry stuff. Nothing happened.




Dani spoke up. “We’ve got to be out of time by now.”







Jo looked down at the two Orphans and five soldiers they had just taken out. The Orphans had worked from a solid defensive position which would have been excellent against ordinary soldiers. They hadn’t taken into account what an Orphan could do with a grenade launcher she had practiced with. Clare had fired an HE grenade through a ridiculously tiny gap and had taken out every unprotected opponent in there. The one guy in the heavy armor hadn’t stood up to the AP grenade that came next.




Clare opened her mouth like she was trying to get her ears to pop. Jo figured Clare was having as much trouble hearing as she was, after the explosions. Clare glanced over at Jo and moved her right hand. She spelled ‘Do you understand ASL?’




Jo spelled out letters: ‘I know the ASL alphabet. That is it.’




‘Ok. These stairs are probably a bad choice. Easy to defend.’




Jo spelled out ‘elevator’.




Clare signaled ‘shaft not car’.




Jo nodded at that.




A greenish-yellow tinged gas began drifting out of the vents. That couldn’t be good. They backed up, but the stuff seemed to be coming out of every vent they could see. Jo definitely wasn’t going to go over and sniff at it to try and guess what kind of threat it was.




A voice blared out of the intercom system. “Attention all personnel. There is a GC-161 gas bomb in the HVAC system. All levels are at risk. If you are on level one, move at once to the entry cleanroom and get into the NBC gear or the sealed units. All non-priority personnel, you are at risk too. This may have zero effect on you, but it may have serious consequences. Get to the med labs at once.”




Jo just muttered, “Well I guess my hearing’s back.”




Clare rolled her eyes. “Don’t you know what this stuff is going to do to us?”




Jo gave her a smirk. “Just to you. We have better biochemists on our side.”




Clare gritted her teeth. “Well fuck. Been nice serving with you. Okay, once you pry the elevator doors open, climb up to level one. But don’t go to the doors up to the buildings. Your best bet is taking the maintenance tunnels out under Walsh’s playpen and up to one of the anti-air defenses. Things should be pretty clear, with everyone else running for hiding places. Then just signal your guys to come get you. I’d appreciate it if you’d tell the President’s security advisers where I croaked and ask ’em to tell my parents the truth about me.”




Jo fished in her med kit. “I’ve got a better idea.” She pulled out the black-and-white striped injector and stabbed Clare in the neck with it. Black and white meant Terawatt, as in GC-161 antidote. “This ought to be enough antidote for you. It’s dosed for a two hundred pound man.”




Clare stood there and asked, “How long till it kicks in? This gas isn’t going to wait.”




Jo looked at the clouds of gas moving out of the vents. “Yeah. It’s like time and tide.”




Clare watched the gas clouds drift toward them. “If we both get out of this alive and the President’s guys don’t fuck me over, I definitely want to join up with you guys. And I want to spar with you and Finn. Maybe even Carlson.”




Jo mentioned, “Yeah, Carlson? He’s even stronger than you’d think, and he’s a lot smarter than he looks. And he’s pretty damn wholesome for an Orphan.”




“Dateable?”




“Not even close,” Jo answered. “He’s seriously married. Date options will probably be better for you if you stay non-military.”




“What about you?”




Jo admitted, “Don’t laugh, but I’m going out with one of the general’s IT guys when I get back. My parents are pretty mad that I’m not dating a nice Catholic boy who’s Hispanic. Jeremy’s Jewish and white and a Ph.D. in comp sci. But he likes me and doesn’t care that I can benchpress him.”




Clare just looked off at the gas clouds. “I know there’ll be guys who want to date me, but that’s because mom and dad have major moolah and I’m the only heir. You guys got any psychics who can tell if a guy’s lying?”




“I wish. Our best psi got blown up in a nuclear blast last month.”




“Ouch. Sorry.”







Alex waited impatiently at the vault door. Dani looked like she was going to burst into tears. Alex had figured that the Jekyll-and-Hyde effect of the GC-Divide was a perfect attack against Danielle, but she hadn’t thought out what it would be like for Danielle’s other half. Right now, Alex was feeling like a major jerkhead, even if a lot of people she knew wouldn’t have had any qualms about it at all.




Maybe she was finally learning a lesson about what was necessary in warfare. Maybe she was finally growing up. It sure didn’t feel like it.




She didn’t have super-hearing or anything, but it was pretty easy to tell when the door was about to open. There were fists frantically pounding on the door, probably while someone else was trying to get it open. She stepped back a few paces and put up a tk wall in case people came through with weaponry.




The door slowly swung open, and half a dozen non-Orphans scrambled out. Alex zapped each of them as they moved past her, just in case. She figured they were going to need GC-161 antidote at a minimum. Then an Orphan stepped into the doorway. The guy was in a sealed plastic suit and carrying one of those backpack-powered anti-morph rifles. He pointed it at Alex.




Dani dove in front of the rifle to protect Alex.




Nothing happened. The Orphan frantically checked the system indicators on the rifle stock. Dani picked herself up off the floor and looked over at Alex.




Alex clamped the Orphan’s carotids with her tk and dropped him. Then she explained, “It only works if we’re silvery. And I pulled a few wires loose in the backpack as soon as I saw it.”




“Oh. Right.” Dani used her tk to haul the Orphan out of the doorway. “That’s what you did to Danielle’s shoulder weapon. She really over-thought that.”




Alex explained, “I need to go in there and take down all the Orphans who are still okay. And I need to stop all the normals before they turn into supervillains.”




Dani winced at that, “I need to help. I mean, I’m sure the GC-161 won’t have any effect on me anymore. Well, I’m pretty sure. Danielle was dead certain, but… you know, in retrospect, she was too arrogant for her own good.”




Alex asked, “How about you wait right here? Then you can keep an eye on these people, and you can stop anyone who gets past me, and you can let my forces know all these normals need GC-161 antidote ASAP.”




Dani thought it over really quickly. “That’s… All right, it’s rational. Good luck.”




Alex flew into the corridor, looking for the next Orphan toting a huge gun or the next non-Orphan turning into a superthreat. She made sure she stayed normal instead of changing into her morph, because those anti-morph rifles were nasty.




The ‘cleanroom’ was only thirty feet from the door. A solid wall had been slid shut across the corridor so you now had to go through one door of the cleanroom and out the other side to get to the big exit door. Alex felt around the edges of the sliding wall and found a lock that was pretty easy to unhook with her tk.




She slid the wall back and winced. There were maybe a dozen dead silvery messes on the floor on the other side of the wall and outside the closed door to the cleanroom.




The cleanroom had large clear panels so she could see into it. There were another four Orphans zipping themselves into sealed suits and checking each other. Two had more of those Ghostbusters anti-Terawatt weapons, and two had heavy machine guns. As soon as one of them spotted her and yelled, they all turned to face her. At least one of them had enough sense to keep the two with machine guns from firing through the glass and ruining what little protection they had from the GC-161. The fourth one fired her anti-Tera rifle.




Alex still wasn’t silvery, so the rifle did nothing. Okay, there was a weird buzzing feeling she ignored while she grabbed their carotids and knocked them all out. She could have just ripped their suits open and let the GC-161 do its stuff, but she didn’t need to, and she wasn’t ready to be that ruthless yet. Just more ruthless than she’d been before. Once they were all unconscious, she pulled the wiring apart on the anti-Terawatt systems.




But there was a gun battle going on down the hall. She was pretty sure who that was likely to be, so she jetted down the hall looking for more trouble. She used her comms, “Terawatt to anyone. Inside underground area. Can anyone hear me?”




“Finn to Terawatt. You’re breaking up, but I can hear a lot. Lupo should be down there too.”




She reported, “GC-161 bomb. At least five Orphan survivors in NBC gear, all unconscious for now. Half a dozen normals who need antidote before they get powers. I’m hearing a gun battle so I think I know where Lupo is.”




“Copy that. Minimum five tangos in sealed suits. Minimum six with exposure. High probability of Lupo in action. Please assist.” 




Alex jetted down the hallway with a tk shield up in front of her in case she ran into any threats, or in case there were ricochets bouncing down the hall in her direction. There were several more silvery splotches on the floor that were more totally dead Orphans who hadn’t made it to the cleanroom in time. She refused to think about that right now.




She ignored the gas drifting down the hallway. GC-161 wasn’t one of her problems anymore. It was a massive problem for a huge proportion of the planet, though.




She rounded a corner and found her warzone. At the end of this short hallway were half a dozen people behind a makeshift barricade, firing down an intersecting hallway at someone who was shooting back. Four of the people looked normal, one was hurling lightning bolts while hanging onto a steel post that jutted up from the floor, and one was a big silvery blob acting like kinetic gel armor for two of the more-exposed people.




Alex telekinetically grabbed carotids and squeezed. One of the normal-looking people had some sort of tk barrier up around himself. Everyone else except the blob dropped. Alex used a little tk to shove the lightning hurler away from that grounding post, and lightning blasts went everywhere. The blob shuddered and collapsed. The telekinetic jumped back and held up his hands, but couldn’t stop the lightning bolts. Once both of them were down, Alex just used her tk to wrap the electrokinetic around the steel post so his hands and head were touching the pole too.




Her earjack clicked. “Lupo to Tera. Nice work. I’ve got an ally, so don’t blast her to pieces.”




“Tera here. Glad you’re okay.”




“Lupo. I need a medic, but I’m ambulatory.”




Alex was really glad she’d done all that studying for SATs, so she even knew what ‘ambulatory’ meant. She peeked around the corner to see Jo was walking with Clare Tobias.




Clare Tobias? Really?




“Tera to team, especially Lupo. I have an ally too. It’s Dani Atron. Not Danielle. I used a biochemical to split Danielle into Jekyll and Hyde, only the original was the Mister Hyde part. Jekyll won. Danielle Atron is dead, and now we’ve got an innocent biochemist who holds herself responsible for everything Danielle did.”




Jo walked up to her and clambered over the barricade despite a nasty arm injury. “Better living through chemistry?”




Alex grimaced behind her mask. “It’s living through chemistry. I’ll give it that much.”




Jo pointed at Clare Tobias as Clare vaulted over the barricade. “Double agent. We’re coming out of the woodwork today.”







Riley listened to the reports coming in from his forces. Then he switched to a different frequency and used the agreed-upon names. He thought they were silly and potentially guessable, but he was not going to refuse to use them when General Jackson had personally picked them. “Rolland, this is Schaffer. Rolland, this is Schaffer. Come in, please.”




“Rolland here. Passphrase ‘Reichsmarshall Rosemeyer’.”




Riley gave the correct response for the situation where he was speaking freely and not being coerced. “ ‘Zum Wilden Hirsch.’ Sir, we have disabled all batteries on top of the tepui and at ground level, but we still have a ground threat at position Delta on the ground. It’s a Downingtown problem, so alert the U.N. forces to stay back along that vector.”




“Understood, Colonel. Ground forces and air forces are moving now. Expect helo support starting in twenty minutes.”




“Copy that, sir.”




“Your people Carlson and Miller and Valentine are in the lead helos, so I sincerely hope you’re right about the anti-aircraft.”







Jack left Willow with Hanna, and raced to get to Locke before the man could make an escape. He grumbled to himself, “I should’ve known. The only people who have three names are Miss America contestants and serial killers.” He dashed past burning rooms and a couple halls that looked like Gojira had paid the building a visit. He started hunting at Locke’s office.




And Locke was still in there. So were two bodyguards. None of them were in any condition to fight him.




Both bodyguards were crushed under collapsed chunks of the ceiling. Locke was sort of sitting in his chair behind his desk. The ‘sort of’ part went with the huge section of concrete-coated rebar that had ripped out of the ceiling and punched right through Locke’s abdomen. Jack ran over and took a look. The business end of the rebar had punched through Locke, through his chair, and into the floor. The other end was jutting up into the collapsing ceiling.




Jack grabbed the rebar and tried to budge it. Nothing. It would take Azure Crush or Terawatt to get the guy out.




But Locke wasn’t dead. He groaned, “Jack… I have something… just for you. The teak stand… and behind… middle picture.”




Jack grimaced, “And if I don’t want to play this game?”




Locke looked up at him. “It will… cost the lives… of millions. Maybe billions.”




Jack scowled, “I’m not really up for more threats.”




“It’s not a threat… son. It’s… a reward.”




He held up a piece of paper that Jack snatched out of a shaky hand. The notes on the paper said: 




		the name and location of every remaining Orphan

		every bit of research my Maggie has developed and entrusted to me

		the finances behind the Collective





Locke moaned, “You’ve won. You’ve proved… you’re the future… You should know… how to cure more diseases… protect people against more illnesses… extend the human lifetime… everything. Solve the puzzle, and…” Howard Royer Locke’s head lolled backward, and his body went limp.




The ceiling didn’t look that solid, and Jack could hear the building groaning around him. That wasn’t good. He looked behind the picture. There was a safe with nine dials, each of which had numbers from 1 to 30. But there were also a series of diagonal and horizontal and vertical metal rods blocked the way. He checked with a metal strip ripped loose from the ceiling, and at least some of the rods were seriously electrified. Crap.




The puzzle looked like… It looked like random Scrabble tiles blanketing a square board, only he could see words on the diagonals and horizontals and verticals. He glanced back at the safe. Oh. The rods were the words. And the words were all words he’d learned from reading up on Alex’s picture-taking, or else words from various fighting styles. Okay, photography and fighting, what did they have in common? He didn’t have long to solve this puzzle before the whole place was on fire. He slid the rods back into the wall one by one, going alphabetically based on the words on the board. And the leftover letters spelled… ‘adeeeehikopprrrrstt’.




“Well, that’s helpful.”




It was the wrong number of letters to go with the nine dials, so there was more to the test. He had to stare at them for a minute or two and try a bunch of rearrangements in his head. Oh. ‘peter parkers other id.’ Duh. Photography and fighting. Nine dials. That made total sense now.




‘Total’ sense? He was hanging with Willow too much.




Nah, there was no such thing as hanging too much with his Will. But maybe he needed to have more conversations at work with starchy military types.




He went to the safe and dialed in 19-16-9-4-5-18-13-1-14. It opened smoothly. Inside was just a small envelope that in handwriting said ‘for my boy Jack.’ Man, that put a chill down his spine. It was three small thumbdrives he shoved into his pocket. He got moving.







Victor Cready had never really thought that being able to catch on fire and throw fire would be a good thing. He’d sort of figured he was doomed to supervillainy just by his powers. To hell with that dork Johnny Storm. That guy fought monsters that were out of even Terawatt’s weight class, and there was no way he didn’t burn down thirty blocks of New York City every time he fought anybody.




But here were things he could do that were definitely on the ‘not going straight to hell’ scale of things. Keeping Yuki warm was just sort of… nice. More than nice. She was way out of his league. She was pretty, and far smarter than him, and she already had tons of jobs in Japan that used her powers for really important stuff, like cooling down nuclear power generators and doing research with cryo-stuff he didn’t understand at all. There were big Japanese winter festivals begging her to come be their guest of honor! But she was depending on him for heat, and that was making him think stuff that she’d probably be appalled about if she could read minds. She probably wanted some ultra-brilliant Japanese scientist who was so traditionally Japanese it was crazy.




Maybe it was just that he hadn’t gotten laid in a long time. Yeah, that was probably it.




But here was something else he could do with his powers that wasn’t badness. He and Tsurara were tag-teaming a deadly giant blob. And if he couldn’t stop it, the damn thing was probably going to eat the entire Amazon rainforest.




She pointed to a spot right in front of the thing, and he dropped her off. He hurled a big ball of fire into the blob’s front, and that charcoal-broiled its face. Not that it was really hurt. It just ‘ate’ the burned part. But it stopped rolling forward. And Tsurara started pulling in heat.




He jetted up and out of her way, and in seconds she was covered in ice, and the cold around her was spreading like mad. She stepped forward and put out her hands. The front of the blob froze solid. White crystalline ice formed all over its frozen surface as the moisture in the air started freezing on contact. Tsurara pressed her hands against the frozen surface, and the ice spread.




That meant it was time to do his job. He flew around to the back side of the blob, trying to ignore the pain in his hands and arms. He only had his arms on fire, and he still had enough lift to fly, but Christ, did it hurt! At least it was just his arms.




He got right behind the blob and about forty feet up, and he let loose. Massive balls of fire hit the back of the blob and incinerated everything they hit. The blob tried to roll away from him, but it was up against a solid wall of ice, pretty much all of which was frozen blob. Tsurara had gotten it but good. It couldn’t roll at her because of the frozen wall, but it couldn’t roll away from her because it was frozen to the ground there. And the more time she had to suck heat out of it, the more of the blob turned into fudgesicle.




He blasted it some more, and it tried to ooze away from him. All that happened was it squeezed itself into a taller thing that covered less ground, because it couldn’t get away. He had his entire side burning into blackness, and it couldn’t get away.




It suddenly dawned on him that big forest fires needed firefighters getting to problem areas really fast, and then making backfires to cut the fires off from more areas of unburnt forest. Maybe he could learn to do that! He needed to talk to Terawatt, because she was probably one of these science geniuses, and she could come up with ideas for stuff he could do besides ‘wait until giant blob turns up and then barbecue it’.




He hurled more fire onto the back and the top of the blob, roasting everything into blackened goo. Yuki had maybe the front quarter completely solidified, and he had burned up a hell of a lot of the back side. Even better, the damn thing was stuck in place. It couldn’t move forward or backward. When it tried to spread out to the sides, Ultraman and Azure Crush beat the crap out of it with boulders. It was just a matter of time before he burned up everything that Yuki hadn’t turned into a blob-sicle.




He glanced over at where Batman and Batgirl had those two hot chicks all tied up. Batgirl was fucking hot, but the two supervillains were mind-blowing: one sexpot in a skintight catsuit with extra cat, and one green babe in nothing but leaves. He concentrated on the blob, because his libido was telling him that he really needed to get laid.




He wondered if Yuki would consider dinner in her hot apartment at the nuclear power plant a ‘romantic date’.







Jack stood there and checked on the progress of the primary tasks. He was just glad Finn was sharp enough and detail-oriented enough to be carrying a couple spare comm systems, along with that plastic bag of blood that was now all over his lower back and butt and legs so from behind Finn looked like Dead Guy Number Two in a spatter film.




All four anti-missile systems atop the tepui were down. All eight anti-air and anti-ground systems around the base were down. One giant economy-sized blob was immobilized and getting turned into a baked Alaska. Tera and Lupo and the rest had the underground areas covered. Half the fog generators were offline so the incoming forces could see where to land. The combined UN chopper force was on its way in, with four team leaders including the Potter kid heading things up.




Jack was just holding Willow and she was snuggling tightly against him. He was thinking that this was what it looked like at the end of the big hokey summer-blockbuster action-adventure movie, and he’d gotten the gorgeous heroine, so that automatically made him the hero of the movie. He smiled to himself, because he knew damn well who the heroine of this movie really was. And here she came.




Tera flew down to him. She looked immaculate and indestructible, as usual, but he could see the tiredness in her eyes. She asked him, “Is it all over?”




He looked around at the destruction. “This round? Maybe. But we’ve got Round Two coming up, as soon as something else goes haywire in Russia, or another chemical plant blows up, or the next mad scientist decides to take over the world, or we just run into the next supervillains.”




She scowled, “You were supposed to say ‘yes’.”




He smirked, “Oh, right. We’ve completely wrapped this one up, and no one will ever be evil again, and you get to ride off into the sunset. On a pony.”




Willow said, “Fine, because you owe me a whole new honeymoon. Except for getting to beat the poo out of Cordelia Chase, this one’s been the worst one in the history of honeymoonage.”




They looked at each other, and Jack smirked, “Except for the first twelve hours, which were spectacular.”




“Okay, I’ll give you that.”




Jack couldn’t resist. “I would even say those hours were tera.”




Willow grinned naughtily. “Totally tera.”




What the hell, so what if they were in a firezone? This was his honeymoon. He kissed her.







Alex just rolled her eyes. She had a feeling Jack and Willow were going to be like this for a long time. And she totally wasn’t going to say ‘get a room you guys’ because they’d do it. Or act up even more. But Willow was happy. Even in the middle of a recent battlefield, Willow was ecstatically happy.




Alex decided that Jack was a really good influence on Willow.







234. Epilogue


Exactly 71 years and 47 days later



She glanced away from the control panel of the TeraJet and checked on her two budding superheroes. The autopilot had everything under control. The trip had gone well. Her two grandchildren had even gotten all their homework done, according to the AI in the jet.




She wouldn’t have taken the TeraJet if she hadn’t been taking the twosome along. Her usual method of long-distance flight these days was jetting upward at her top acceleration into a suborbital path, moving at her top acceleration above the atmosphere, and then decelerating sharply as she dove back into the atmosphere to reach her destination. She thought back to the first time she had fought an ICBM. Now she could outrace one.




She smiled at her grandchildren. Her second granddaughter and her third grandson. When she had started out as Terawatt, she hadn’t believed she could keep being Terawatt. She certainly hadn’t expected to stay Terawatt for over seventy years… even counting maternity leaves.




“Hanna Anne? Would you like to fly her for a few minutes?”




Her granddaughter looked up in alarm. “Grandma! Mom said we’re not supposed to!”




She gave the girl a look. “Aht! What happens when we call grandmother ‘grandma’?”




Both of the teens recited in exhausted tones, “We have to do all the cleaning at Justice League HQ for a whole week.”




Hanna Anne winced, “Sorry, Terawatt. I’m really sorry. Please don’t make me scrub the toilets again, please? Pleeeeeeeeeeze?”




She pretended to think it over, even if she had already planned this out. “Okay… I’ll let you off the hook, but just this one time, and the next time you slip up it’ll be two weeks of penalty.”




“Eww.”




“Crud.”




She smiled at her grandson, “Okay R.J., would you like to take the controls for a few minutes?”




“Sure, Tera!” He couldn’t keep the grin off his face as he leapt into the air and flew forward to the co-pilot’s chair.




But the AI interrupted, “Terawatt, there is a call for you from Base Gamma.”




Hanna Anne looked at her brother and winced, “Uh-oh.”




R.J. glanced back at his sister and muttered, “Oh crud.”




She calmly tapped her subdural transponder with her tk. “Hello, Base Gamma.”




An angry voice blared over the jet’s speaker system, “Mother! Did you take Hanna and Riley with you to Russia? They have homework to do!”




She smiled, “And hello to you to, Electra.”




Her middle daughter — even if Electra was her only biological daughter — fussed, “Mother, I retired from the JL over twenty years ago. How many times do I have to ask you not to call me that? You named me Charlene, the least you could do is use my name!”




She smirked to herself. A lot of Jack O’Neill really had rubbed off on her over the years. It didn’t hurt that Electra had married Jack and Willow’s son Alec, codename Airblast. Electra and Airblast had two children, Hanna Anne Sheila O’Neill and Riley Jonathan Raymond O’Neill. Hanna Anne was going to be eighteen in a couple months and R.J. was going to be eighteen in two years. They were both already champing at the bit to get into the ‘family business’.




R.J. had already picked out his codename and uniform design, although he’d gone to the Justice League’s designer emeritus when his mom didn’t know it, and Debbie had worked up his uniform on the sly. Hanna had sketched out three uniform styles without consulting Debbie or the JL’s current uniform designer, and Charlene had put her foot down on every one of them because they were even skankier than the ridiculously skimpy uniforms in the comic books. Terawatt knew Hanna was excited to get more in the chest area than most of the women in the family, but really, an open rectangle all the way across the front and sides from just below the nipples down to just above the pubes? How was she expecting it to stay on and stay in place? Teraglue?




Terawatt calmly said, “I’ve had them doing their homework. And there’s no distracting net connection on the TeraJet unless I say so, so they made a lot of progress.”




Hanna Anne smirked at her grandmother and said, “Dynamo to Electra, I completed both my assignments and got them checked. Terawatt’s a cruel taskmaster.”




“Cruel but fair!” chipped in Riley Jonathan.




Electra complained, “Oh mother, now you’ve got them doing it too! And making with the bad jokes. I got enough of that from my father-in-law, you know.”




She tried not to smile at that, when the grandchildren were behind her and watching her every move. But she really missed Jack O’Neill. Jack had ended up staying in the Air Force until he was a four star, and had complained about the increased paperwork every time he got promoted. Willow had learned to just tease him mercilessly about his ‘paperwork-o-phobia.’ They really were the cutest couple ever.




Jack and Willow had their first child when Willow was 30, after she had finished her first Ph.D. But they had used the Walsh aging treatments, like so many other people did these days, and had gotten ridiculously effective results because of their genomes. They had another kid about every five years in between Willow’s new grad degrees until their sixth child, when Willow was fifty-five and Jack was seventy-three, and Jack was insisting he was too old to be changing diapers. Okay, Jack had complained about that with every one of their kids. But Jack had survived everything, including parenting, and hadn’t passed away until he was 106. Willow had mourned him for years.




Jack’s funeral had been huge. Even Terawatt had come. And Willow’s bestie Alex Mack. Former U.S. President Finn had come, and had brought her husband the retired general. It had even been televised. Okay, it was on a cable channel, but still it was televised.




Willow had eventually found someone new… even if her new significant other was twenty-five years younger and female. Electra had been mortified throughout all of that bit, especially when Airblast had made those ‘Electra Complex’ jokes. Airblast was just as much his father’s child as Charlie, or any of the other O’Neill kids.




It was weird that she still thought of them as kids, when the youngest one was going to have her forty-second birthday in a month. One of the consequences of old age, no doubt.




Alex and Ray had had two terrific children, while Terawatt adopted four others who were all ‘picture taking’ rescues. Five of the six had gone into the family business, even if most of them had retired at reasonable ages, like Charlene. Fortunately, Annie had figured out how to suppress her and Ray’s kids’ powers until they were old enough to use them responsibly. Alex used to have nightmares about her babies suddenly turning into little Terawatts or Pyres, with all that entailed. Charlene Barbara Alvarado had turned out to be an electrokinetic, while Wesley George Alvarado had turned out to be a telekinetic. And helpful Uncle Jack had never stopped giving them ‘advice’ on awful pranks they could perform with their powers, even if Charlene was really a lot more like her Aunt Annie.




And it had turned out that there was another reason why Annie was sticking so close to the SRI guys at Shar’s funeral. Annie had eventually convinced Hank that he was chasing her, and then there was romance, and then Annie Mack-Marshall and Hank Marshall had two kids of their own. Annie and Hank had eventually figured out how to give Terawatt that curry-dinner super-strength too. Once Alex’s children were older teens, Alex took the drug and then learned how to handle being able to lift a couple tons with her tk. It also made her top atmospheric flightspeed and her maximum acceleration go ridiculously high, even if she had to re-learn fine control with her tk. Crud, she had been floating raw eggs with her tk for weeks before she really had it down again. And the first time she had tried picking a lock with her newly-enhanced tk? Metal fragments everywhere. What a mess.




Electra had retired. Airblast had retired. Alex’s other children, both natural and adopted, had all retired. Even two of her grandchildren had already retired from the biz. Terawatt was the only one who had never retired. It seemed like the world always needed Terawatt. Maybe it was that she really loved being Terawatt.




Part of it was probably that Terawatt wasn’t aging like normal people. Alex Mack had needed to spend a lot of time making herself look older, when she was out in public. She hadn’t even taken the Walsh aging treatments, as Ray and lots of other people had. She claimed that she had, though.




Ray had passed away three years ago, and she still missed him. He had developed an obscure heart problem that was probably related to what the GC-161 had done to his muscles. Not that he ever complained about the GC-161. He had always considered it a blessing. It had made him good enough to star at Georgetown, and good enough to have a long career as a point guard in the NBA, even if he was never the very best point guard out there. Still, he was on four championship teams in fifteen years, and he played in ten All-Star games. Toward the end, Ray had been on a host of medications, and had been told not to drink alcohol or eat any of a couple dozen different foods. Terawatt had been out of the country fighting those plastic lifeforms in China. Ray hadn’t called 911 or even any of the kids. He had probably had the chest pains first, realized what they meant, and then put on a data chip of video clips of Alex and the kids, opened a beer, made himself a bacon and swiss and chicken sandwich with too much dressing, and gone out the way he wanted to.




Terawatt had just arranged with the SRI that Ray’s loving wife A.L. Mack passed away in her sleep three months later. Erica Tera Josephina Winkelman — who was almost the spitting image of Jo Lupo-Winkelman because a lot of Orphan traits like looks and brains were turning out to be dominant — was running the SRI then, even if Erica got to call her Auntie Tera in private too, and had handled all the details.




Now she was Terawatt all the time. She hadn’t used her Alex voice in almost three years. No one had even called her ‘Alex’ in even longer. The closest anyone ever got anymore was the very small group of people who could call her ‘mom’ or ‘grandma’ or ‘auntie Tera.’ That, and her friends like Willow and Sam who all still called her ‘Tera’.




She had grown out her hair again, and she kept it the right color thanks to Miss Clairol. She used permanent makeup so she didn’t ever have her Terawatt makeup off anymore, and most days she had her mask on almost constantly. She even wore the gel boob padding all the time, since she found it was the easiest way to carry several types of antidotes and liquid weapons around surreptitiously.




None of her original Justice League was still superheroing — except her. Melvin had ended up doing a couple years ‘community service’ as part of the SRI and somehow Jack had talked him into using the codename Toxic Avenger. Even Mel’s wife thought that was tacky, and she had kept that Eighties hair through three babies. All three kids were normal-looking and unscarred, but had Mel’s superstrength.




Azure Crush had joined the Justice League too, but she also did a series of B-movies as ‘Azure Crush: The Monster Masher.’ She did her own stunts, of course, which saved Sergei’s production company a lot of money.




Buffy had used her improved celebrity status and her Orphan abilities to give her a long run in reality tv. Her show got major boosts when her husband Freddie won two Super Bowls in a four year period. And she also got a nice role doing ice dancing for the Ice Capades, where she really got to show off what she could do that she had suppressed for years. And she even managed to talk Az into making ‘drop-in’ appearances on her reality show once in a while as ratings stunts.




Bruce and Julie Paine had a boy and a girl who both went into bat-heroing when they got old enough, even if Bruce never stopped grumbling about it and worrying about them. At least Julie talked Bruce into helping found Justice League North America. Action Girl finally changed her name when she started up Justice League Europe, even if Terawatt still thought the Finnish words for ‘Action Girl’ were not a good codename. Charlie and Hanna O’Neill adopted a couple picture-taking rescues, and Hanna let them join Justice League Europe as soon as they were eligible. Victor and Yuki Cready settled in Tokyo and were two of the founding members of JL Asia. They had three children who all had thermodynamics-based superpowers as well, and all three joined JL-Asia once Victor decided they were old enough and trained enough. Shaman and Hanna managed to get the top of the tepui turned into a government-protected wildlife preserve, even if it was too dangerous to let people do more than fly over it in helicopters.




But it wasn’t just them. In the end, over six thousand Paradise Valley residents came forward and admitted they already had superpowers too, even if most of them were totally unsuited to fighting crime. The Paradise Valley police had to hire a ton of supers because they started getting a lot of superpowered crime, even if a lot of it was stuff like telekinetically TP’ing houses or using a silvery morph to swipe candy out of stores. But Paradise Valley ended up with the world’s first superpowered grocery with people who could keep vegetables and fruits fresh longer and people who could keep meat and milk from spoiling; the world’s first superpowered gas station and car repair, the world’s first cyberpath computer security company, the world’s first superpowered lawncare and garden store company, and a superpowered delivery team that unfortunately put some of the town’s regular delivery services out of business.




And then there was the other side of the coin. Dani Atron had been offered a special arrangement by Jack O’Neill’s group, but she had turned it down. Instead, she had insisted on being tried for crimes that Danielle Atron had committed. It had taken testimony from Terawatt and George Mack and Annie Mack and Jack O’Neill to keep Dani from getting life in prison for Danielle’s crimes. Dani ended up getting ten years of probation and fifteen years of therapy. She still spent all her time trying to make up for the things ‘she’ had done. And Clare Tobias had turned out to be another sticky legal problem, with the murder charge and the attempted murder charges being hard to press when the President revealed at a press conference that Clare had been operating under the aegis of the NSC. Her lawyer had played Clare up as a loyal soldier saving the country, and had gotten a hung jury. Twice. Andrea Harrison’s family had still sued Clare for millions of bucks, and Clare hadn’t contested that.




Khan’s spaceship didn’t make quite the right adjustment at Jupiter, so it just missed being able to slingshot around Neptune, and it flew out into interstellar space. NASA and the ESA and RSA and JASA were still tracking it. Sam Carter helped invent new, more sensitive tracking technology including tracking satellites in HEO. Alex had even been called in when the tracking tech spotted a couple asteroids that were going to be too close to earth in another dozen years. No one had ever let Sam put a hunter-killer satellite up to stop the risk of Kessler Syndrome or stop incoming killer asteroids, but Terawatt had been allowed to fly up with Sam’s maser and deal with a few thousand potential problems. Now there were a dozen self-sufficient space stations in LEO and HEO, and two on the moon, and two on Mars, with plans to build bigger ones in Earth’s Lagrange points and on Mars. Every space station these days carried a special Terawatt food cache in case she needed to make an emergency dash to them for a rescue. In decades, it had only happened twice, but still people just equated ‘Terawatt’ and ‘world-saving’.




Terawatt had ‘gone into another dimension’ when Alex Mack was pregnant the first time, and boy, had super-crime jumped while she was gone. It dropped as soon as she was ‘back’ and busting badguys, even if she had to wear a couple pairs of Spanx under her uniform for a while. Then when Alex Mack was pregnant the second time, Terawatt ‘went into space’ on a mission. The same crime problem happened. There were other supers out there, but for some reason, Terawatt was the name that supercrooks feared.




Now she was worried about her eventual retirement. She took memory and IQ tests every day, to look for senile dementia or Alzheimer’s or anything like that, because nothing could be worse than a crazy Terawatt. If that happened, she had a fallback already prepared. She would announce that she was rocketing into space to hunt down Khan’s spaceship and she would be back when she could. Then she would let Hotaru incinerate her. No one would know that Terawatt wasn’t ever going to come back, or why. Supercrooks would just be out there worrying about Terawatt dropping in on them from space.




But that might not happen for years. Or decades. Given her current levels of hormones and skin elasticity and telomere expression, it could possibly extend for longer than that. And there was still so much good that Terawatt could do. Speaking of which…




“Okay RJ, it’s on ‘trainer’ now. Just take the joystick. The AI will give you feedback, and when you’re not over-correcting or under-correcting, it will slowly give you more and more control, until you’re really flying her.”




“Kewl! Tera, you’re the best!”




She smiled warmly at him. Despite the demands of being Terawatt, she’d had a marvelous marriage and wonderful kids and terrific adopted kids and fantastic friends and amazing grandchildren. She’d gotten a truly tera life. She ruffled his hair with her hand instead of her tk and whispered in his ear, “I like to think so.”




fin





235. Crossover List




This is my official list of crossovers by the chapters. Don’t look at this if you haven’t read the entire story, because this list contains spoilers for a lot of the surprises in the story. So don’t read any farther down.





I’m serious about this.





Really. I’m not kidding.





Why aren’t you listening to me about this?





I swear, it’s like dealing with my own children. Next you’ll be telling me you don’t like my noodle kugel anymore.





Okay, it’s your own fault. Go ahead and look. Just remember, when you ruin things for yourself, that I told you so!





Chapter Numbers and Crossovers:




		1-13 prep

		14-20 first fight and aftermath

		21-24 Willow Rosenberg of ‘Buffy the Vampire Slayer’

		25-29 non-crossover Victor Cready who is an OC (30 back to Willow)

		31-34 the SRI: Riley from BtVS and Jack from Stargate SG-1

		35-42 “The Invisible Kid”

		43-47 Atron (48-49 JackxWillow)

		50-52 interludes & lead-up

		53-58 “Hanna” (& Hermione of “Harry Potter” + Jo Lupo of “Eureka”)

		[57: filk “I’m Terawatt” to the tune of “Supergirl” by Saving Jane]

		59-60 meatpacking plant

		61-66 “Tarantula” (67 recovery)

		68-72 “The Blob” (73-75 reports)

		76-77 “The Toxic Avenger”

		78-81 Comic Con: Psych is not a crossover, he is an OC (82 interlude)

		[80: filk “Telekinetic” to the tune of “Radioactive” by Imagine Dragons]

		83-84 the reveal: The Collective

		85-93 silicates from “Island of Terror” (+ James Bond + “McCloud”)

		94-95 in between

		96-99 DCU, ‘Cat Tales’ version by Chris Dee (100 Janet, 101 Atron, 102 Annie, 103 school start)

		104-106 “Firestarter” (107-109 NID interlude, Shar)

		110-112 Cready & Azure Crush (113 interlude, 114 check Az, 115 Marsha)

		116-118 “Blood Beach” (119 Ray)

		[119: filk “The Secret World”: “Part of Your World” in ‘The Little Mermaid’]

		120-122 White House (Clare Tobias + Neumann + NID all from “Stargate SG-1”)

		123-124 interludes, 125-126 Aunt Ashley & basketball

		127 Xmas and The Fiesta Four (128 Shar’s PyreJet)

		129-135 Gojira of “Godzilla” & the yuki-onna of Japanese myth & interlude

		136-140 the Orphans, NID, Khan of ST:TOS (141 interlude: Atron vs. Walsh)

		142-150 “Resident Evil” [interlude too]

		151-152 ‘Orphan’ meet-ups with Batman, Buffy Summers (153 interlude)

		154-156 Willow the CEO, Clare Tobias, the vial of prion

		157-160 North Korea, the Legion of Doom (DCU: Giganta, Doctor Light, Effigy, Shaggy Man III, Magenta, Cheetah, Clayface, Killer Frost, Parasite)

		160 Joe Frady of “The Parallax View” (161: interlude)

		162-163 Orphan revelation (163: “The F.B.I.”)

		164-169 “The Quatermass Experiment” + “The Green Slime” + Sam Carter (of Stargate)

		170-176 “The Crazies” (171: interlude xxvii, 172-173 Jerry Cotton)

		177 interlude (Kinsey of “Stargate”, Walsh, Dr. Finn of “Buffy” + surprise guest star)

		178-179 Kinsey (179 touches on ‘Matt Helm’ crossover) (180 interlude)

		181-185 E.U. Terawatt Liaison meeting (plus interlude)

		186-188 “The Midwich Cuckoos” (ch 188 overlaps)

		188-193 “Congo” + “The Wild Thornberrys”

		194-195 Sam Carter

		196-199 “The World Set Free”; Solstice (& Sun Girl) from DCU; “Monsters vs. Aliens”

		200-204 off days, prom, Pulitzer

		205 Frank West of “Dead Rising”

		206-209 “Carrie” + “My Secret Identity”

		210 start of summer, set-up for next arc

		211-214 back to Davenport, the giant Resident Evil plant-monster

		215-217 Paris: “Attack Force”

		218-220 “Prey” and aftermath

		221-223 wedding

		224-225 Killer Croc (DCU)

		226 “Wall Street” + “The Fugitive” + “The Donna Reed Show” + “To Catch a Thief”

		226-233 “The Boys from Brazil”

		227-233 “Jurassic Park” + “The Lost World”

		230-233 Catwoman + “Jill Trent, Science Sleuth”
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